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AbilityNet

Adapting Tochnology - Changing Lies



Connecting Bristol with Disabled People

Jo Greenwell of AbilityNet interviewed several disabled people and organisations that represent  the interests of disabled people about what they wanted in their digital future and what barriers might prevent them from getting it.
The interviews were either face to face, over the phone or by email questionnaire. Jo also asked them to comment on some potential ideas that may be included in the Connecting Bristol bid. 

This brief report sets out peoples’ comments, in a series of quotations, on the three strands in the Connecting Bristol bid as summarised by Kevin O’Malley. These are access to Connectivity, access to Content including creating content and finally Skills. The final section, Creating an accessible digital future summarises the comments on the three strands along with various solution paths. 
3 case studies, storyboards, can be found in Appendix A and a list of participants can be found in appendix B.
Connectivity

Connectivity is more than having an internet connection. Obviously a computer is needed and broadband is essentially if you want to take advantage of information in multiple formats such as mp3, streaming video, voice over IP etc. For many disabled people access technology will be an essential requirement, such as a screen reader for a blind user,  and for others it can make all the difference such as being able to change screen colours, enlarge font size or have speech support to enable easier reading of on screen text.
Access to a computer and the internet

Having a computer and an internet connection has made a big difference to disabled people’s lives. In this section I will look at access to physical equipment and connectivity and what difference it has made and what barriers some people face,
Michael from Knowle West


 “Those without technology will be left behind in the digital age”

Jane at BCC 
“I use technology for everything; I can’t write very well, IT has kept me in employment the internet is brilliant. The internet gives me flexibility to stay in work; I can work from home if I need to. ” 
Natalie at BCC

“With the internet I feel equal to hearing people. No internet, that would hurt me.”
Val from Wecil
“I couldn’t do the job without a computer”
Carolyn from Knowle West Media

“For people with learning and cognitive difficulties the computer and the internet offer the possibility to try things out not always mediated by another adult. They can choose when to use the computer, if they have access, and take as long as they like. It enables them to explore and find things out for themselves.  

“Using the computer it’s not just about physical access but also about psychological access, and the possibilities for independence”
Michael from Knowle West
  It connects young people and helps them make friends, find work etc  .
Mandy from Kingswood found the computer gave her independence, she could write to friends without having to ask anyone to help her. Mandy is blind and has no arms as she was born with thalidomide, she uses her toes to do some typing combined with voice recognition software and a screen reader. Email and MSN have been a great way to keep in contact and as the technology she uses has improved and as more web pages have become accessible, the internet has become more useable. On the day I met her, she was really pleased as she had just done her Christmas shopping online for the first time, she had the technology and the web site was accessible.

When you are not connected
The cost of computers and connectivity means many people who could benefit from one aren’t able to buy one. Mandy commented that a scheme like Motability but for computers where disabled people could buy computers over time with the money deducted from their benefits would be a possible way forward. 

Sara of EOPPS commented that job seekers and those on incapacity benefit can’t get equal access to computers and often end up:
 “using my sisters email address”. 
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This meant there were confidentiality issues and difficulties in people keeping up to date with emails. She commented that job application times were too short for some people, particularly if they were deaf as they needed  BSL signer support to fill in forms and BSL interpreters were not always quickly available. 

Annie of Wecil – told me that 80% of people on the Direct Payment Scheme used paper to return their forms to Wecil. She didn’t know why this was and it would be interesting to find out why. Given the increasing computerisation of daily life these people may end up being left behind; we talked about training and this is mentioned in the Skills section.
The PIPA group, commented that in the Harcliff area people who have computers are mainly using dial up connections, which means they cannot make use of the new formats such as streaming videos, downloading mp3’s which can be used to help them access support and learning.
Glenn from Cabot mental health team

“There is a lot of interest in User groups and  Service User / Survivors around the internet and of course as you know there are lots of barriers to this e.g. for some costs etc and for others learning new skills.

Not everyone wants to use a computer and sometimes there is unintentional exclusion as people forget not everyone has a computer e.g. assumption that info can just be put out on computer.

Service Users locally have been lobbying for better access to computer on wards and in community bases for patients with some  limited success on in-patient wards in Bath but the internet cafe was dropped from the new mental health hospital on  cost grounds etc  and resistance from staff in community settings to put it  in.”
Access to Assistive Technology

For some people lack of knowledge of what is available is a barrier to getting the most out of their computer. Several people didn’t know about simple adjustments to screen and text size and colour that can be done either though the operating system www.abilitynet.org.uk/myway or using free ware such as screen Tinter Lite, http://www.bltt.org/software/screentinterlite/index.htm . This can be very helpful for people with mild visual impairment, dyslexia or literacy issues. Seeing assistive technology software and hardware in use can make a big difference to people’s awareness of what is available to help them. 
Jane uses a rollerball at work; 
“It  has gone from being an item of curiosity in the office to people wanting one to try it out and then moving on to having one”
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	Example Trackball


At the Watershed event on the 14thof  December some accessibility kit was on show and keyboards with Hi-Visibility stickers were very popular with several people commenting on how useful they would be for a range of users.
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	Hi Visibility Keyboard Stickers


Disabled people in work who have support from Access to Work commented that it would be great if Access to Work would support disabled people volunteering or starting out on a new career, such as writing from home, where they needed support to get going but none was available. 
Another assistive technology user with RSI, felt employers needed educating about the positives in employing disabled people and what Access to Work provides. He felt prospective employers were still wary of employing disabled people. 
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Mandy,  who uses Dragon Naturally Speaking voice recognition software combined with the Jaws  screen reader linked together by J-say software,  has only been able to get on the internet because she volunteers for the Thalidomide Trust and they have paid for her access equipment and training.

Nureen had several ideas on how to extend access to assistive technology

“They could have an accessible internet café so people who cannot afford/access specialist technology could use it for free? 

They could try to build funds for helping people to purchase this equipment. “

Content

This section looks at what people think of content, what the barriers are in current content and what they would like in future content.
Current Content
Jane of BCC

“I couldn’t physically take my daughter to the library so I needed to use the internet, I needed a push as the cost and stress put me off” 

Clarke of Bristol University

“It’s an opening out the world – you choose what you view” 
“It makes deafness invisible, I can travel now” 
Clarke found it impossible to book a holiday with a travel agent because they didn’t know sign language. Now with the internet he can choose and book his holiday himself. 

Content Barriers
Almost regardless of disability people found there was too much text per web page and it was difficult to find out what was important on the page. People with dyslexia, literacy issues and BSL users all struggled with the amount of information and the language used.

Stuart of BCC emailed 

“the Internet very confusing”                  
Several people commented that the council website was too wordy. Jane thought it should be more accessible to people with Learning Difficulties, she also thought information could be simplified and bulleted so it was easier to read. 

Natalie, Clarke and David commented:

 “Web pages had too much English, sign is better, the Web is amazing so much information but some not accessible”. 
Deaf people with BSL as their first language may experience literacy difficulties both reading and writing on the internet. She told me that deaf people are often “not in the loop” with the news and knowing what services were available and then knowing how to access them if an interpreter was not available.
Technical robustness of pages is also important Sara of EOPPS commented that people have filled in forms on the council website and when they try to “save forms the computers crash.”  This is a very frustrating and off putting experience and signals the need for thorough testing of the forms before releasing them.

For internet users with a visual impairment using screen readers, the biggest frustration is inaccessible web design. This can range from pages that won’t scale up, page colours that can’t be changed, through to links with no or meaningless labels and images with embedded links that can’t be accessed by screen reader users.
Ian of BCC wrote 
“Some websites are terribly laborious to navigate around using Jaws, screen reader. Even "accessible" sites can take a long time to use. Many websites are not built to access standards.” 
Andrew from Bristol College

“Click here on a link – means nothing if you do not see the screen.”

“Sometimes, when you access a particular place, its like trying to untangle a ball of wool to get there. When you are there, the computer freezes, and you lose all your work, and effort.”

Mandy commented that inaccessibly designed websites and bad search engines prevented her from using the internet effectively and some sites she had to give up on.
Future Content

Ian of BCC would like to see:

-Increased accessibility of websites- 
-Bringing together other directories & listings, of services, facilities, resources, etc in
 Bristol. E.g. VOSCUR, Care Forum, BCC, AWP, Mental health, disability, homelessness
 etc.

- Bringing about increased accessibility of Bristol Websites.

- Accessible and up to date entertainments and restaurant sites. 

Nureen wrote:
“They could have a website talking about Bristol, maybe a virtual audio described tour, a talking "Google Bristol". Write about particularly accessible/approachable places for leisure and business, in terms of disability awareness. “ 

The PIPA group commented that they needed visual help to solve computer problems and would also like more visual content a sit was easier to take in
Support for readers with weak literacy skills or learning difficulties could be provided in a number of ways
Widget’s symbol Browser http://www.widgit.com/products/webwide/index.htm provides symbol speech support as a scaffold to help weaker readers.  
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	Normal View
	Plain Text View
	Symbol View


BrowseAloud, http://www.browsealoud.com/, provides speech support on web sites, with a coloured text box that moves over the word as it reads. 
Speech support is available for free in Adobe Acrobat 7  which has both built in voice support and settings for people using screen readers and screen readers.

Providing headphones or blue tooth enabled connections would allow people to use speech support without other people knowing. 
Alternatively proving MP3 versions of key text on web sites and signed versions would be helpful with a link to phone or videophone support if extra detail is needed.
The deaf group commented that they would like the council web site to be more accessible, that they would like information in BSL and that the information needs to be updated. They also want:

 “Two way communication with the council.” 
We talked abut the expense involved in creating signed information and discussed the use of computer based Avatars which the group thought were o.k. for simple information but not for longer pieces as they were very tiring and are not easy to “read”.
We discussed the use of volunteers to support some of these services and while this was seen as ok in the short term it should also lead to paid work. We also discussed using symbols to support text which they felt was interesting but could come across as patronising. Another option discussed was of providing key information in sign and then signposting to places where a broadband based remote signing service can be used such as the one Carolyn demonstrated to me supplied by Significant www.significant.co.uk 
Jane commented that for people with dyslexia, literacy issues etc. a constant stream of emails can be to too much information to deal with and the result is people not reading emails. Providing speech support in email programs may be a way forward as well as developing guidelines to help people track and keep on top of emails.    

Skills

Everyone I spoke to wanted to improve their computer skills and knowledge, most people were interested in support structures that could help them and give them confidence. This could be more visual help, the use of videos, an online support group, remote support etc. Many people were also willing to support others in their computer use via remote or face to face support and use these skills to gain employment. They liked the idea of disabled people providing support:

Andrew from Bristol College commented:

This would be helpful.  Other people may be able to use their ideas themselves.  Maybe gaining work as they  progress.  

I talked about the Slivers of Time project and many were very interested seeing it as a way for disabled people to gain employment. There is always the issue about the benefits trap and part time work to be considered but several people wanted to know more.

Andrew from Bristol College commented:

This would be good if the person knew how to operate the site.  Would the preferred times that people have chosen to use be taken notice of?

Support when I need it and that helps me 
Michael from Knowle West:

People come first, and they need training. Technology is no use without skills
Several people said:

 “When I get stuck I want to ask a question and get help”. 

 The PIPA group made several observations; some families were not letting kids use the computer and the internet as they were afraid that the kids would either muck up the computer or get into danger
People were unsure about using the computer and the internet they felt they don’t know enough, especially if something went wrong. They asked “Who do you go to?” We talked a about a trusted helper; this could be someone who has been accredited, possibly a volunteer, a local person, who provides support possibly remotely or over the phone.
How do people gain skills?
Sara of EOPPS said that many of her clients used UK online centres, particularly in the West of Bristol. Often these clients have low numeracy and literacy skills and feel very unsure in using a computer but may often find it a positive experience. Providing some simple access technology alongside this provision such as being able to change screen and font colours and size easily with some speech output could help to boost confidence. 

Carolyn of BCC told me about the Push initiative in Bristol with older deaf people where sign language interpreters are actively showing and introducing them to new organisations and community facilities. Throughout the deaf community, I was told, there is a lack of awareness of services available and the support structures to access them. 
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Annie of Wecil told me that they used to deliver computer training sessions at Wecil for people on the Direct Payments scheme but that few people attended regularly due to a mixture of problems including transport difficulties and illness. However Wecil workers receive technical support remotely and I pointed out that remote training and support could be of huge benefit to their clients. AbilityNet has been successfully delivering remote assessment, support and informal training to disabled people in their homes. This has proved popular as clients people don’t need to travel. Lack of suitable and available transport is a big barrier to many disabled people. They also liked not having to have strangers in their homes and the ability to book sessions at times that suited them.
One interviewee with dyslexia is a Mac user and she faced difficulty getting knowledgeable support and skills; there is less assistive technology available for Mac and consequently less knowledge about what is available.  She would also like to see support available when at home.
Creating an accessible digital future
The Themes that emerged:

Computers, connectivity and access technology
Information in a range of formats

Support in a range of formats
Opportunities to volunteer and work
I also asked people to comment on the following ideas:
An online quiz to find out what computer adaptations are available to help you, your family or your organisation’s members
A centre in Bristol where people can come to try out different computer adaptations to see what suits them
A loan bank of computer adaptations for people to try out in the home
A support network to solve computer problems from local people with disabilities? 
Slivers of Time
Being able to hear how other disabled people have solved computer problems and what has worked for them
Computers, connectivity and access technology
Computers

· Cheap or free computers, possibly recycled, are needed or a funding mechanism to help purchase them,
Connectivity
· Broadband connectivity enables people to access and create information in different formats which gives greater access to information. 
· Broadband connectivity enables people to deliver and receive support, training and assessment over the internet. This is very helpful for disabled people without access to transport. 

· Broadband connectivity can enable people to network socially in a cheaper way than using the telephone.
.

Access technology
· A loan bank of some access technology would be helpful for people to  “try before they buy”

· A physical centre could be good, in a central location (there is a centre at Living out at the Vassal Centre, Fishponds but it does not have good transport links). It should be like a shop where people can browse different access technologies and hear peoples experiences. Transport will be needed to get there and technology goes out of date quickly. Perhaps a small amount of assistive tech and an opportunity to listen to other peoples experiences would be good with links to get more information. Integrating this into a technology centre where coffee, accessible internet facilities and socialising space is available would be good. 
· A virtual assistive technology centre, where people could take a virtual tour, a bit like visiting a hotel site on line. They could see or hear demos of bits of software or hardware alongside seeing or hearing disabled adults and children experiences of the equipment. Families are often very concerned about their children and are not sure what is available and what to do. Children can be wary of access technology as it may make them, appear different. Hearing other peoples experiences may hep them to make up their mind either way.

· Research in the USA by Forrester has shown that up to 50% of people would benefit from some form of computer adaptation. Many people have no idea abut some of the simple and free adaptations that can be made. In a physical or virtual centre people could take a simple and fun self test on adapting their computer, looking at screen colour, font style and size and text to speech software and get a report and links to free solutions to help them adapt their systems. It could also act as a pointer to services  if people need a more in depth assessment.
Information in a range of Formats

· Information should be created in a range of formats with disabled people creating information where possible and advising and testing on usability and accessibility. Some training may be needed on how to do simple testing, report writing and then following up the reports. AbilityNet has a network of disabled user testers checking on websites.
· Create an awareness amongst content creators: it is not just disabled people who like simpler sites with easy to pick out information. 
· Alternative formats need to be publicised so that people can use them: Carolyn of BCC told me that there are some videophones in the community but not many people deaf or otherwise know about them. She also gave examples of web developments for signers such as
http://www.signstation.org/signstation_dictionary/showUserHomePage.do 
a Bristol based resource bank for employers of deaf people 
http://www.deafstation.org/deafstationDev/getAllPC.do?latestNews=1 
a Bristol based daily BSL. Both of these are currently supported by Bristol University and may need future funding and developing.
Support in a range of formats
· Everyone was interested getting support to develop skills and confidence. Some people wanted  visual help on the internet making  use of streaming video and audio such as that found at http://www.texthelp.com/page.asp?pg_id=1110 an example  video tutorial on Daisy Books, a format that allows visually impaired users and people with dyslexia to skim digital text, place bookmarks on it etc. 

An example of videos being used as a challenge to learners to make their own resources can be seen at http://k12wiki.wikispaces.com/Effective+Math+Videos 

Other wanted simpler text support and optional audio support available and the deaf participants were interested in developing some BSL FAQ’s

· Everyone was interested in making use of remote support and training both at work and at home and that it could be provided by disabled people. There would need to be some safeguards built in along the lines of a trusted helper accreditation. Support could also be given over the telephone as well as face to face. 
Opportunities to volunteer and work
· Acting as supporters and accessibility testers of websites appealed to many people.
· Many people expressed interest in the Slivers of Time concept and expressed the hope that the site and service would be accessible. Accessibility testing would have to be built in and supporting structures considered.
Conclusion
Computers, broadband and assistive technology have offered the potential for independence and employment to many disabled people. With the advent of more widely available broadband and Web 2.0 disabled people could be set to become greater contributors as well as consumers of digitally tailored information as long as the support structures they need to participate on an equal footing are available to them.
Appendix A

Stories

Mandy Delamare – Volunteer for the Thalidomide Trust

Mandy was born with Thalidomide, she has no arms and no sight in one eye and lost the sight in the other eye 6 years ago. She lives in the Kingswood and is married with 3 children,

Mandy started using computers in 1984 on a BBC computer using a screen reader and typing with her toes. In 1994 after a spell at the RNIB Manor House Centre in Torquay she started using the HAL screen reader and Windows 3.1.

 This gave her independence:

“I could write to friends independently, it was great”

In 1997 she tried to use the internet but it was too frustrating:

“ filling in forms, I never knew where I was , there was so much information that I couldn’t get at but email and MSN were great. “

In 2000 she  became involved with the Thalidomide Trust and looked at using voice recognition software to control the computer and type in text combined with a screen reader.  With their support she tried out various solutions such as Keystone, GHG’s Talking Point and Hal with Dragon but the internet was always difficult to access. 

In 2005 learnt to use J-Say combines Dragon Naturally Speaking voice recognition and Jaws screen reader. This year for the first time able to do online Xmas shopping on her own. 

She works as a volunteer for the Thalidomide Trust supporting other voice recognition software users either over the phone or in person. Users can log on to the Thalidomide Trust Web site and look up Social News, the accounts of trust and medical information etc..

In the Digital Future

There would be  more screen reader accessible web sites and search engines and she would be able to access the library’s catalogue of talking books and then order them.

A  loan bank of equipment would be available to help people try before they buy to see if it is worth their while. More disabled people would be online and there would be support structures to help them stay on line to take up more opportunities, which might be run by disabled people.

I might be earning money as a computer supporter or disabled user test of software and website or other online services.

Appendix A
Jane  Hamil – Chair of the Disabled Employees Group, Bristol 
Jane has a physical disability and  is a wheelchair user the computer and internet.

“I use technology for everything; I can’t write very well, IT has kept me in employment the internet is brilliant. The internet gives me flexibility to stay in work; I can work from home if I need to. ” 

In the Digital Future

Access technology such as alternative mice and keyboards would be common place in an office environment and if I needed to choose a new one or see the latest access technology I could go somewhere like a shop and browse different technologies and try them out.

I like the idea of the virtual centre if it could work and slivers of time could be really good for people wanting to work as it offers flexibility but the interface will need to be easy to use.

Council web page would be less text heavy and the language would be simpler, important information would be bulleted. People with learning difficulties will be able to access basic information over the web. There might be disabled usability testers to check it out.

More people would know about how to adjust the computer to suit themselves. People with  for example people with dyslexia would know about adapting how the screen looks to make it more comfortable to read and may make use of text to speech. I would know how to advise people with dyslexia to deal with email overload.

There would be technical support when I needed it, this might be FAQ’s in MP3 format or easy to follow solutions.

“If I am  having difficulties to start with I don’t want to work out how to solve the problem”

Appendix A
David – 

David is a young deaf man who makes use of the internet. The Web

 “is amazing so much information but some not accessible”

He finds pages have too much text based information on them and it would be better if they were simpler and even better if they had BSL signed pages. 

Broadband connectivity is really good and combined with a good quality web cam and a large screen it is possible to sign over broadband to his friends. 

In the Digital Future

There would be a computer and broadband internet connection at the Deaf Club so people could try out the technology and see what it can do. This would be backed up by a loan bank for people to try it out in the home.

There would be broadband videophones available at key points in the community and at the council and deaf people would know they existed. If a deaf person needed to communicate with a council employee or another service provider they could use the service and link to a sign language interpreter remotely who could facilitate the conversation.

There would be signed information on Broadmead as well as the digital information board, that would be more user friendly .

Information booths would also have an option to see a signed version of any information.
NOTE -  I am still waiting for permission from David to use this “story”.

Appendix B

Participants 
Michael Smith 
- makes videos with Knowle West Media and has autism / Aspergers

Jane Hamil 

- works for Bristol City Council and who has a physical disability

Natalie 

- works for BCC and is deaf 

Val Yellow 

- works for Wecil and who has dyslexia

Carolyn Hassan
 – Director of Knowle West media

Mandy Delamare
 – Volunteer with Thalidomide Trust who has no arms and no vision

Sara Bennet

 - of Employment Opportunities for people with Disabilities
Annie Davis 

– Wecil (West of England Council for Independent Living)

PIPA group

 -  parents of children with Special Educational Needs or Emotional
                     

  Behavioural Difficulties

Glenn 


- Cabot mental health team

Nureen 

– an individual with a visual impairment

Clarke 

– works for Bristol University and who is deaf

Stuart


 – works for BCC and who is dyslexic

David 


- an individual who is deaf

Ian Popperwell
 – works for BCC and who is visually impaired

Andrew

 – from Bristol College and who is visually impaired

Carolyn Nabarro
 – from BCC and who is deaf

Other Contributors include
RNIB Bristol

Scope

Bristol Wireless Centres

Sheena Mc Cullagh of BCC
Staff running computer room at Living

Mark Alan of Wecil

For a full  list of all people contacted, please contact Jo Greenwell
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