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BBACT Contact Details

The Blind Business Association Charitable Trust

Address:

29 Quantock Rise, Shepshed, Leicestershire 



LE12 9JR

Telephone:
0845 0450696

E-mail:

penny@bbact.org.uk
Web-site:

www.bbact.org.uk 

BBACT Update - Penny Hefferan

Since our last Newsletter, there have been some changes within BBACT personnel.  In February, Colin Brown decided it was time to stand-down as Chairman as he felt he had too many other commitments to donate the necessary time needed.  

Colin has been Chairman since April 2002, leading the charity through some significant changes and at times, difficult challenges.  However, he is continuing as a Trustee and is as committed as ever, to the charities future success.  He would like to thank everyone who supported him over the last 5 years and says that without this support, the job would have been so much harder. 

The other person who has decided to move on is Salome Ahenkora. Salome has been a BBACT Trustee for the past 7 years but has stood down in order to focus on her own business.  

When I asked Salome what she felt were the key achievements for BBACT she said that it's small grants programme and mentoring support were probably the most valuable.  

In 2005, Salome and her colleague undertook some research for BBACT around the potential for Franchising. She says this was a very enjoyable opportunity and seeing what potential there might be and where people were in terms of self-employment was interesting.  

Overall, Salome feels that BBACT has had a number of positive achievements and she believes that the way it has grown and the increased numbers of those involved has been important. 

On behalf of BBACT, I am sure we would all like to wish Salome every success in the future and thank her for her contributions. 

During the next few months, Trustees will be reviewing all aspects of the charities operations and structure and will then be in a position to identify potential people to invite to become Trustees.  In the mean time, David Adams has agreed to Chair meetings and play a key role in guiding the organisation over the next few months, for which we are all grateful to him. 

BBACT website 

From time to time, BBACT is approached by individuals wishing to engage the services of, or purchase products from, Blind or partially sighted Business owners. 

There is currently a page on our website containing links to other Sites promoting businesses run by Blind and Partially Sighted entrepreneurs.  In order to further increase the profile of our business owners, we would now like to extend the page to include information about businesses that may not have websites but are interested in having their contact information displayed. 

If you would like us to include your business, please E-mail or write to me at the following addresses, ensuring you provide 3 or 4 short sentences describing the business plus phone, E-mail and postal details (if used).  We will then include your business so that more people can know about you.

The Way Forward – David Adams.

As you will recall, BBACT Trustees agreed to commission research to assist in identifying future priorities, which would help us to gain a clearer picture of the way in which BBACT might most effectively provide support. We engaged Professor Chris Swaffin Smith do undertake the work and many of you agreed to be contacted so that we could ensure he spoke with a representative sample of people. The report has now been completed and a summary is being sent to all those who contributed and can also be forwarded on to anyone who requests a copy. 

Three options for the way forward for BBACT were identified in the report and one conclusion was that we could pack up and go home, leaving the work to other organisations and individuals. But Trustees certainly don't want to do that as we feel we have a real mission and work still to be done. Other options include us continuing as we are or collaborating more closely with a larger charity who may be better placed to deliver some of the aspects of the organisation.

In response, we have agreed 10 key activities that will be our focus over the next few years.   These are:

· Grants and loans, 

· Buddying and peer group support, 

· Networking, 

· General Business advice and signposting, 

· Project work, 

· Partnership building, 

· Training and seminars, 

· Research, 

· Profile raising, 

· Lobbying. 

Trustees are now considering the most appropriate mechanisms for delivering these activities and identifying the structure that will best allow us to achieve our objectives. In the mean time, we all feel we have a positive future and are pleased to be able to confirm that one of the 1st events will be our conference next spring.  We will be sending out more details as we confirm our plans but hope you will be able to join us as we celebrate success and build for the future.

 

If you have any comments or contributions you would like to make on our proposals, let us know so we can see how they may be included within the business plan we are now developing. 

As further plans and ideas unfold we will keep you informed so do make sure we have all your up to date contact information. 

Harmonious Earth – Adrian Edwards.

The Eldest of 3 children  

I grew up in the midst of the Yorkshire Dales   as the eldest of 3 children.  I come from a family where the exploration of ideas and the challenging of assumed truths were encouraged from an early age.  By the age of 8, I was not only able to make my own toys in our workshop and do all my own bike repairs, But I developed a passion for the natural world and dreamed of growing up to be a zoologist, as well as a blues musician singing and playing in bars and clubs. 

I achieved the ambition of becoming a blues musician, playing guitar, harmonica, singing and performing my own material in all sorts of venues in spite of finding myself with total and irreparable vision loss as a result of misdiagnosed hydrocephalus. Not only that, it took 18 months of physiotherapy and guidance from my parents to get back my ability to walk. In the space of 9 months I had gone from being someone who had always done as they wished to do, to someone for whom being myself was the greatest obstacle I faced.  Frozen with my own unexpressed grief, and feeling unable to share this sense of loss with friends and family, I felt deeply cut off from myself and others in the following years.

Changing times 

The death of my father at the age of 17, preceded Several years of self imposed isolation and decline, during which I dropped out of three separate further education colleges before beginning a more positive part of my journey. The turning point was clear, sitting on my bed one day   I said to myself: 'this isn't working. I must try another way'.  

Another Way 

I came to see that in the midst of creation, lies both the potential for destruction, chaos and loss, as well as simultaneously the potential for constructive change, inspiration, insight and self discovery.  It was only when I could see the direction of change, revealed through its long-term impacts that I could make a fair judgement.    Only then did I know the value of the cards I held.   This experience has been core to my approach to life and to business.

It is from this low point that my own empowerment and positive approach to life has proceeded. Three months as a Princes Trust volunteer working as part of a team raising money and taking under privileged kids on an adventure holiday began the process. An Advanced Diploma in the organisation of community groups followed.  The course built my confidence, providing the first of many answers to that harshest of inner critics we all deal with, ones own inner voice.   An Access course for university in social Sciences followed and through good fortune a place at Bristol University studying Social Policy.  

During this time I spent two years as Officer for Students with disabilities campaigning hard for Disabled student's rights. My manifesto was that Disability rights were a matter of civil liberties for individuals rather than special provision on grounds of disability.  This work which was a logical extension of the self-advocacy I had to practice for myself broadened my sense of the importance of people having the means   and opportunity to express their own capabilities and creativity.  After two years I resigned in protest, having found that the Students Union constituted a barrier rather than a means of access for Disabled Students.   Having completed my undergraduate studies I went on to complete a Masters in global Ethics at Birmingham University and have since remained living in the Midlands.  Throughout this time I continued to collect and work intuitively with crystals for myself. I believe strongly that luck tends to favour those who take a positive approach to life, and objects can help to focus positive energy.   Such objects do not have to be crystals, but being able to share a positive and creative interest with others can help one to focus ones attention. The innate   beauty of crystals and their extraordinary variety and pathways of formation lends them particularly to such a use. 

This movement of the focus of attention in times of difficulty and stress almost by default helps foster strengthened relationships with oneself and others.    For all of us, there are many times in life when it is only through the loving support and kindness of others that one can reach and or sustain such an approach effectively.  It is indisputable in my mind for example that without the love and support of my partner Claire in the last year, both in contributing idea's to the business and in encouraging me in beginning my own business following the completion of my Masters, I would not have been able to make the progress I have.  For me it has been a pleasure to see that she in her turn moved forwards through her lifelong interest and talent for jewellery making and she now uses this to put her own original and highly fashionable crystal and silver jewellery, as well as top quality semi precious bead strings on the table for our customers.  Her work also includes customer commissioned pieces, such as necklaces and bracelets using crystal beads associated with particular birth signs for example.    

Sharing and interest 

This truly multifaceted business, which we have come to call Harmonious Earth, has also come to include a range of original Native American craftwork. Dream catchers. Four way directionals, and other culturally authentic native art made by native artists I met whilst travelling in Western Canada several years ago.  In fact this work is uniquely available through Harmonious Earth in this country.  In beginning to collect crystals and fossils my own interest was strengthened and deepened by those who took the time to help me understand better these amazing objects and their qualities and formation.  In turn the central ethic of my business is to share what I have been lucky enough to learn with customers and encourage them in their own interest and approaches.  This is also true on the wholesale side of the business, where my aim is to provide a better quality and range of products to help them develop their own businesses.   

Both individual and wholesale customers are provided with information on the origin of the products they purchase as appropriate.  For example, the age and   composition of crystals and the place in evolutionary history of particular fossils.  Customers are always welcome to contact me for more detailed information. Native art is supplied with information on its symbolic significance and details of the artist themselves. 

Currently I run my business from a market stall in Lichfield market on a Friday, Warwick Market on a Saturday and Stratford market on a Sunday.  I also provide a photographic E-mail service for customers who wish to keep up to date with new stock, which has arrived.   Customers wishing to purchase photographed items can then telephone or Email me to buy the items in question.  I am also able to obtain specific mineral and fossil specimens not currently in stock for customers.    

I can be contacted on Tel: 01214598009, or mobile 07779094060, or E-mailed at agcedwards@msn.com 

BBACT Activities – Penny Hefferan 

Eastern disability Research

In our last issue, we told you about a research initiative in the Eastern Region with which we were involved.  Visually impaired researchers Theresa Hodge and Roger Clifton have spent the past few months identifying organisations in the region that can provide support and advice on issues relating to employment and self-employment.  Their research is now coming to an end and the data collected will be used as part of a resource being developed by Exemplas.  

We hope that by being part of this project, we will both increase BBACT's knowledge of other agencies and raise our own profile so that more Blind and Partially Sighted people will be aware of the work we do and the potential for self-employment.  

Flora London Marathon

As a charity, one essential aspect of BBACT's work is inevitably fund-raising.  One annual event that plays a major part of our fund-raising strategy is the Flora London Marathon.  I am sure that most of you will know something about this race but what you may not know is that it's incredibly difficult to get a place and is the largest charity fund-raising event of the year.

A significant number of places – known as Golden Bonds – are allocated each year to certain charities and there is currently a waiting list of charities that would like to own bonds.  The only other way to get a place is either to be an elite runner or to secure a place in the highly competitive ballot. BBACT currently owns two Charity Golden Bonds, giving us 10 places each year to use.  

The London Marathon is a mere 26.2 miles and can take anything from 2 15 minutes to 7 hours or more to complete.  But it offers one of the most amazing experiences for participants as you get an opportunity to take part in one of the most famous races in the world a-long side celebrity athletes, TV and radio stars, musicians and heaps of ordinary men and women who simply want to have a go and raise money for good causes.

Having taken part in the marathon myself for the 1st time this year, I can honestly say it's all it's cracked up to be and whilst I know running isn't for everyone, this is a great way to raise funds and to get fit.  For me, it was the opportunity to learn more about my local area as I ran round some of the beautiful Leicestershire Villages.  For other people, it's just a good way to get fit.  Whatever the motivation, I would seriously urge you to consider taking the challenge and giving it a go for next year.  

This year, all our runners had previously taken part in the race and two had also previously run for BBACT. Michael Collins had already run the marathon 7 times before offering to run for us.  He has raised more than £1,500, which is a fantastic effort and is the equivalent of 3 business start-up grants. For those reading print versions of this newsletter, Michael is pictured on the front holding his well-deserved medal. 

By running for BBACT, you will help us to assist more Blind and Partially sighted people to start their own businesses, so why not give me a call so I can persuade you to give it a go.  

If you've never run and would like to talk to me about this or would like some help with finding a Guide, get in touch – don't let something like not being able to see stop you, I can promise you an experience of a life-time.

BBACT IT Network 

We previously told you about a new network being formed that would involve individuals providing training in IT.  A 1st teleconference meeting has been arranged and it is hoped the group will work together in order to address some of the issues currently facing IT trainers.

If you would like to become involved in this new initiative, just contact me on the usual number or mail address.

Talent Key
In July, BBACT, in conjunction with Exemplas, is piloting a training programme that has been created to assist individuals being prevented from achieving their potential due to personal or professional barriers.  The course aims to equip participants with the confidence and skills to analise situations and find their own solutions to problems.  

Although the course has already been run with a number of different groups, it will be the 1st time a group of Blind and Partially Sighted people have participated. BBACT will e working with the course designers on delivery and content to ensure it is as accessible to our users as possible.  

As this is a pilot, we will be monitoring the course and its outcomes and if it proves beneficial, hope to run other courses in the future. 

Managing My Business Finances – Roger Wilson Hinds 

If my experience is typical, I found it a real pain coping with the accounts when I started up my own show years ago and its still pretty challenging even now. 

A few months ago, some of us enjoyed a tele-conference on the subject of networking, which again can be a bit of a challenge for us VIP'S. So the plan is to set up another tele-conference but this time to share ideas and tackle the problem of keeping accounts. 

As before, the tele-conference would be facilitated by someone with a wide experience of the subject, but there would be lots of room for sharing ideas, experience and practical suggestions. In fact it might well work out to be two sessions of one hour each. 

At this stage, we need to know if there is enough interest for such a venture to take place. We also need to know if would-be participants would be willing to pay towards the cost and how much.  

We have talked for years about putting on such training ventures so here is your opportunity to make it happen. We need at least eight people to make it viable but we won't be able to take on more than 12, otherwise the whole thing becomes too impersonal. 

So good wishes and over to you.  Please reply to Penny on 0845 0450696 or E-mail her at penny@bbact.org.uk and, if you have better ideas, let's be hearing them. 

Driftwood Shopping, A shopping portal for the use of visually impaired entrepreneurs –Mark Cooper.

This is a new initiative open to anyone who meets the criteria outlined below.  The aim of the project is to concentrate on the sale of the member’s goods and services from a single website that will direct a visitor to the entrepreneur’s individual websites.  This will enable a targeted marketing campaign.  Each time an entrepreneur is promoted through traditional means i.e. magazines, the site would be promoted.  Thus would enable 5, 10 or 20 individuals to be marketed each time thus minimising cost and effort.

The site is not a promotional tool for the raising of visually impaired awareness in society.  There will, if required, be information on an ‘about us’ page but Driftwood is a marketing tool to increase sales. 

 In order to create and maintain a highly professional image, thus encouraging repeat visits, certain standards need to be set and adhered to.  In outline these are:

A minimum trading period of 3 or 6 months.  This allows the entrepreneur to make basic early mistakes before being exposed to a potential influx of sales.

A certain standard of website.  This needs to be visually stimulating yet accessible to the visually impaired.  Easy to navigate and free from potential viruses.  It also needs to be regularly updated if the business requires this, i.e. a retail outlet.

As Driftwood Shopping will appear on rating websites and will itself contain a feedback page, it may be necessary to have a ‘strikes and out’ system for any member who receives X complaints in X months.  Although everybody will receive complaints at some stage this system is to identify any major problems.  To remedy any such problems a consultation will be held to identify any issues.  These could be ill health, unreliable sub-contractors or poor courier delivery times, etc.  If any help can be given, it will.  If the problem is more deep rooted, then it may be necessary to temporarily suspend the individuals’ site.  This may seem harsh but it will be the last resort and is intended to protect the image of the portal and therefore all the other entrepreneurs.  If the site gains a poor reputation through one entrepreneur, then all will suffer.

Each entrepreneur will be required to sign up for one year and pay in advance.  This one-year period will enable the project to be properly marketed before anyone can make an educated decision on the returns of their investment.  Although no proper cost has yet been set, a rough estimate is £120 per year, making it roughly £2.50 per week.  If the site works, external grant funding will be sought but this cannot easily be done until a working model has been created and seen to be proven.

Marketing

Offline

A complete marketing strategy will be enacted. This will involve paid for advertisements in relevant magazines and newspapers etc. This will use funds above and beyond the initial set up costs.  

Editorials in relevant magazines and newspapers, both local and national.  These will be targeted at business and human interest sections. All articles will be written to a professional standard and targeted at specific readers.

In order to help those with less experience in advertising and editorial writing, all entrepreneurs will be required to submit copy first to maintain the high standards needed and to have external constructive criticism.  No matter how long you have been trading, others may just be able to improve on your material.  It is hoped that utilisation of each members talents will aid others and therefore the whole project.

All editorials and advertising organised by Driftwood, must mention the portal website and not the individual’s website. Individuals who organise their own website promotion are free to advertise their own site, but a mention of the portal would be appreciated. 

Mailshot campaigns will be used to promote the portal and specific websites.

Radio will also be targeted as and when applicable.

Online

All possible avenues of online marketing/promotion/Search Engine Optimisation (SEO) will be pursued, including: submission to all major search engines; use of Pay per Click (PPC) services, such as Google AdWords, to increase site traffic; directory listing/link exchanging with relevant complimentary websites, etc.

We can also provide additional services, such as SEO and Web analytics, for each client’s website. For sites with a product catalogue (database/spreadsheet of products to sell) we can arrange integrating this into Google’s product search engine, ‘Froogle’.

Each client can have a branding image, a title, a short description and a link to their personal/business website placed on the Driftwood website. For ease of understanding this will be called “the Ad”. Ad’s will be placed on the Driftwood website in a fair, logical and attractive manner.

Each Ad’ will allow visitors to click through to the client’s individual page containing a larger image, a fuller description of the products/services. They can then click through to the individual clients’ website. The visitor can also follow link exchanges from relevant websites. This will increase the number of relevant links coming through to pages on the site, a tool to increase recognition by Googles’ search engines.

Creation of site

Website design will be produced and maintained by Darren Berry at a cost of £650.00 for the first year. Prices thereafter will be minimal, approximately £150.00 per annum, requiring only maintenance of the site. As Darren will be one of the first entrepreneurs to sign up, he will also be investing financially in the site and its future.

This will be a site operated for visually impaired entrepreneurs, aimed at boosting sales and recognition of the members businesses. Commitment to the promotion of this site will be based on the benefit of the whole and individuals, not just individuals. If you feel you would like to take part in and contribute to this project please contact Mark Cooper on 07739 085438.

BBACT Trustee profile – Bill Tate.

I was registered blind in the 1940's and shipped off to a school for the blind in Newcastle and then to the Royal National College in Shrewsbury. Some of you may have heard of the GREAT fire which meant some time in Manchester for senior students and then back to Shrewsbury in the separate new College at Albrighton Hall, Shrewsbury. After leaving in the late 1950's with shorthand and typing qualifications I worked for a short time in Birmingham and London but it soon became obvious to me that sitting at a desk all day was not for me.

I returned to the North East and for some time worked as a building labourer, part-time farm worker, window cleaner and kept hens (sold the eggs to regular customers), rabbits (the skins went to a specialist company and my Uncle sold the meat in his shop) and milk from three goats was sold to customers direct. My father influenced this way of life because from an early age the family had to do their bit in whatever enterprise he was undertaking at the time – collecting shell fish from the Northumberland coast to cook and bottle for sale to local pubs and clubs, and likewise with crabs along with other ventures.

Eventually I decided to look for a job and joined a national jewellers as a trainee manager which meant moving from branch to branch and in the 60's I was appointed as manager to my first shop. After working for eighteen years for the company things began to change and due to the deterioration of my sight I decided to change my career and after doing voluntary work with adults with learning difficulties and the probation service I successfully completed the CQSW course (Certificate of Qualification in Social Work) with residential and probation emphasis. 

By this time I lived in Darlington and frustrated at not being able to get a post locally because I could not drive my wife and I decided to open a residential home for the elderly which complimented my new qualification and her nursing background. My role was to look after the financial aspects of the business along with all the other jobs such as handyman, gardener, cook and carer. We eventually found a large house which we converted into an eighteen bed home which had a reputation second to none in the County of Durham. We employed over thirty full and part-time staff, held annual charity and social fund events that helped integration into the local community. 

At the time we opened small was beautiful but in 2001 we decided to close the business as the regulations regarding staff, health and safety, a policy of "big was best" for residents and all the other requirements was affecting the financial viability of the business.

During this period I worked for the RNIB In London as an employment officer and then as a small business adviser working from home. Initially my main task was to help people starting work or already in employment to acquire equipment to enable them to function as an employee in whatever area of work they were undertaking. The small business unit undertook any task necessary to help a person either start a business or continue functioning successfully as a business. 

Again, however, a combination of a change of course by the RNIB and a personal health problem resulted in my retirement.

The formation of the BBA was undertaken by a small group of people who had attended a course either with a view to becoming self-employed or who were already in business. I was a member from the beginning with varying degrees of involvement over the years. Now, as a Trustee of BBACT. I still believe that blind and partially sighted people can succeed in self-employment by using their own unique skills and knowledge in an environment that suits them. Self-employment is not for everyone and I would recommend anyone contemplating starting either on their own or in partnership to think through their course of action, talk to other people and seek advice if in doubt. Until you are established it can mean long hours, few holidays and money can be in short supply but the rewards can be well worth the commitment that is invariably needed to succeed – good luck.

Fancy Dance –Jane Mason. 

After losing my parents and becoming a single mum to two children, I started childminding but childcare was 

Difficult for me. When my youngest child went to secondary school, I decided to return to work full time. 

Self-employment was my goal, I wasn't sure in which field though. Local to me was an empty shop but I had no idea of what to sell.   My daughter said sell dancewear so I researched the potential with local dance an drama schools and found the need was there.

I had no formal education or experience of being self-employed and I also didn't have any knowledge of the dance ear industry plus I didn't have any money!  So I signed up for the "fit for business" course via business link then contacted BBACT and the jobcentre plus access to work team 

I took over the shop in July 04 - it was totally fitted out with old fittings painted purple and pink!  I took out a personal loan, a credit card and was awarded a grant from BBACT, which was a godsend as it paid for my sign, opening promotional leaflets and cards and that's where it started.

Just after a year I outgrew the premises and moved inside another shop to gain more space and be closer to town.  During this time I had an opportunity to purchase an existing dance shop in Harrogate at a very low price, which became "Fancy Dance Shop".   I now have all the dancewear brands available, have attended various shoe fitting courses an qualified in the specialised world of dance shoe fitting.  

My York shop has just had it's third moved to a double fronted much larger closer to town premises, which was a gamble as the rent, tax and utility bills are really high but so far its proving a great success. My website has also been updated to become an on line shop and BBACT have helped again with this.  The aim is for Internet sales to help during lean times in the shops.

I love being my own boss.   I have faced many obstacles and haven't made any money yet because moving three times in three years took everything.   I know that from now on though, I will start to reap the rewards. 

For further information about Fancy Dance, visit Jane's website at http://www.fancydanceshop.co.uk/ or contact 

Jayne on 01904 642221. 

BBACT Trustee Profile – Barbara Costin

I was born in Pembrokeshire South Wales, where I lived for the first 20 years of my life, before moving to the South East of England. I now live in Folkestone, Kent where I have been for the last 30 years.

I have congenital nystagmus, which leaves me very visually impaired, so it initially was very difficult for me to have a rewarding career. However, about 30 years ago, I trained to become a remedial therapist. Whilst training was difficult, once qualified, it became a joy, as I was able to use my hands and help people. I work mostly from my clinic, offering a wide range of treatments, including therapeutic massage, treatment of sports injuries, aromatherapy, Indian head massage, reflexology and Raki. I also visit clients in their homes and in residential care homes. Some clients even come over from France for treatments! I find my work very rewarding.

I have one daughter and three lovely grandchildren, all of which are a large part of my life. We are a close family and spend a lot of time together. The joy of that is you can give the grandchildren back at the end of the day!!!

My hobbies include walking, swimming, photography, audio books, opera, theatre and socialising with friends and family.

I am also a volunteer worker for the Kent Association for the Blind. And a founder member of the Blind Business Association and became a trustee of BBACT a few years ago.

Formatting and Layout for Blind Authors – by Dr Gareth Evans, University Of Manchester

Introduction

Over the past 20 years or so, very considerable attention has been paid to providing blind people with the means to access information and the ability to use software.  Very little attention has been paid to blind people as creators of information in a way that accounts for the expectations of sighted people.  

This is an important issue; the use of modern word processors and the increasing competence of sighted people in using them has led to very high standards of visual presentation.  In turn, this has led to the readers of documents having high expectations to the extent that formatting mistakes and poor or unusual layout can lead to a reduction in the perceived value of a document irrespective of the quality of its text.  

This document proposes a research project whose ultimate aim is to produce a suite of tools that assist blind authors in producing error-free documents with good layout and formatting that meet the expectations of today’s sighted reader.

Previous Work

In 2002 we undertook a yearlong pilot project funded by the Engineering and Physical Sciences Research Council (EPSRC).  We analysed a number of documents produced by blind authors using Microsoft Word, identified and classified errors in formatting and layout and developed a proof-of-concept tool that allowed errors to be identified and corrected by blind users of Microsoft Word. The results were published in a prestigious academic journal.  

The Proposed Project

Funding will be sought for a project to further develop the ideas generated in the pilot project.  The overall aim of the project is to develop a suite of tools that can be used by blind authors to produce documents free from format and layout errors in a way that meets the expectations of sighted people.  The objectives of the project are to:

1. Capture a significant number of documents produced by blind authors to form a corpus from which errors can be identified and classified.  This will be compared with a corpus of documents taken from an equivalent set of sighted users.

2. To develop algorithms and heuristics that deduce formatting and layout intentions and to make necessary changes to improve the formatting and layout of a range of documents.

3. To develop interfaces that allow the changes to be made with minimal user intervention and in a way that is appropriate to the needs of blind authors.

4. To evaluate the performance of the tool with blind authors and sighted readers.

It is intended that the project have a duration of around two years (detailed planning has yet to take place) and that it will involve the University of Manchester, Sensory Software (the developers of the Thunder screen reader) and an organisation of blind people that has an interest in the goals of the project (i.e. there are Microsoft Word users who have a need to produce professional-looking documents for consumption by sighted people).  Funding will be sought in the first instance from the EPSRC with other funding channels being explored if the initial bid is unsuccessful.  The intention is to submit the grant application in May 2007, with a proposed start date of late 2007 or early 2008.

Participants

Ideally around 20 blind participants are sought.  The involvement of the participants in the project would be as follows: 

1. To participate in a pre-project interview; this is designed to characterise the participant’s use of a word processing software and knowledge of formatting and layout issues.

2. To allow a suitable set of documents (around 100) to be captured and sent to the research team for analysis of formatting and layout errors.

3. To use the suite of tools produced as part of the project to produce a set of documents (around 100).  The documents and the participant’s use of the tools will be captured by the research team and analysed.

4. To participate in a post-project interview that has the intention of determining the attitude of the participants toward the tools that have been developed.

It is intended that the documents made available to the research team are real documents that are produced as part of the participant’s working or personal life.  If documents are normally proofread by sighted assistants prior to distribution (more than half of the participants in the pilot project used this method), the documents will be captured before this has happened.  The documents will remain confidential; the research team is interested in the formatting and layout of the documents not their contents and confidentially agreements will be signed by all members of the project team.  The contents of the documents will not be disseminated outside the research team and where examples of errors are shown they will not use the original text.  Participants will not be identified by name in any part of the work.

The inclusion criteria for the project are that a participant must: 

1. Be a user of Microsoft Word

2. Be a user of the Thunder screen reader

3. Produce around 100 documents of various types in a 6-month period.

Pragmatic Issues

There are two issues that arise from the inclusion criteria that perhaps require further explanation, i.e. the use of Microsoft Word and the use of the Thunder screen reader.

The focus on Microsoft Word is because it is so very widely used.  An alternative approach for blind people to produce documents with appropriate formatting and layout is to use a word processor that has explicit tags for formatting and layout.  One example is the use of the LaTeX by some blind authors.  However, this is a highly complex tool that is probably unsuited for general use.  An alternative approach would be to construct a special word processor for blind users based on the some of the principles that underlie LaTeX but specifically directed at the needs of blind authors.  However, such a tool is unlikely to find favour with the majority of blind users who require access to the same tools as their sighted colleagues.

It is proposed that the tools be integrated with a screen reader.  The alternative is to integrate the tools with Microsoft Word - the approach used in the pilot project – which makes the tools usable by any screen reader.  However, this alternative approach imposes significant limitations on the interface presented to the user of the tools.  For example, the interface might well be simplified if indicative sounds were used in addition to text, an option that cannot be investigated if the tool is integrated with Word.  Thunder is chosen as vehicle for the project.  Thunder allows scripts to be written that act as an intermediary between an application (in this case Microsoft Word) and the screen reader.  Thus the tools will be written as Thunder scripts; since Thunder scripts are fully public domain the results of the project may be adapted for other screen readers or developed as programs that can be integrated with Microsoft Word.  Furthermore, because Sensory Software have kindly agreed to be involved in the project, access to Thunder’s source code will allow statistics to be gathered with regard to the use of the tools.

If you would like to participate in this initiative, please contact Penny Hefferan at BBACT and she will pass your details on. 

