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The report is based around the work plan agreed, October 2007. 
	The key aims/purposes of your work
	  Activities 
	Date for completion of each activity
	What will success look like and how will it be measured?
	Progress including any unexpected results (to be updated from time-to-time)

	1. Research phase – making sure we have sufficient background knowledge to ensure a successful outcome to our project.
5 days Internet Desk Research.
	Visiting partner learning disability schools and colleges to meet teachers and pupils to strengthen existing research on the software products & features to be integrated into Thunder LD.
4 visits.
	Partners’ meeting 5th November. 

30th November 2007
	A comprehensive report, built from our discussions with teachers, to our software developer. Report will provide requirements as to which learning disability software is to be interfaced and which operational features are to be provided within Thunder LD
	We will write up and circulate to partners a report in a Newsletter format at the end of each phase of the project as outlined in the activities. Therefore Newsletters will be sent on completion of the research phase, on completion of the

adaptive software coding, after the
group meeting of trainers and following the PR campaign etc.

	2. Software development – making sure that Thunder LD works with the most commonly used learning disability packages and has the required features to enable operation by different disability needs (no mouse etc.)

	The creation and customisation of Visual Basic scripts – the ‘interface’ and other feature coding. 

	31st January 2008
We are allocating 20 days for this phase of the software coding and five days for the test procedures. 
	Success will be measured in sound – the successful interface of at least 3 of the most highly used learning disability packages in the UK now operating with Thunder LD and providing the features needed by differing disabilities.
	We anticipate bug reports from Partners. 

	3. Testing phase with our charity and statutory sector

partners to ensure fit for purpose software.

	Testing a beta version of the software within 3 learning disability schools 6 adult learning situations. Assimilating feedback into a final version.


	31st March, 2008. 
	Confirmation from 3 Major partners that the final launch software is functioning to their requirements. SeeAbility, Speaking Up & The Home Farm Trust. 
	Once we have a working disk, we plan to give away 10 products in return for  user evaluation reports. 

	4. Creation of easy to understand teacher and end user manuals.

	Based on earlier research with teachers & the writing of Visual Basic scripts to specific learning disability software, teacher and user manuals will be created to enable Thunder LD to be fully utilised by its users with sections dovetailed to those with specific disabilities (no mouse use etc.).
	31st January 2008
This first draft will enable up to 10 teachers or carers to use the software with their LD students. 
	Feedback from teachers and users of the beta version of Thunder LD in the class room setting together with calls to our Help Line and our email traffic will gauge our success.

I have allocated 4 days to draft the manual. 
	We can update instruction manuals on the fly at this stage and share updated information electronically. 

	5. Training 3  trainers to ensure they are confident in providing training in the use of Thunder LD to teachers, their pupils and home users. 

	Creation of on-line downloadable video clips showing the main working features of Thunder LD. Training seminar in Birmingham or London.
	30th June 2008
	Feedback from teachers and home users by phone and email. We will monitor trainers in the initial period by contacting visited users by phone and email after they’ve had a training visit.
	We are already negotiating with Speaking Up and SeeAbility re an official trainer from each organisation. 

	6 Promotion & publicity phase

	1. Briefing the press and radio both nationally and locally via our PR Agency. 

2. Attendance at specialist teaching and disability product exhibitions. 

3. New Thunder LD web pages on our web site and links on other party’s web sites (partners, distributors etc.) 

4. Production of brochures for download and in hard and Braille copy.
	The plan is to launch the final product at the Sight Village Exhibition, Mid-July 2008 in Birmingham. 

31st July 2008
	Success will be measured by:

1. The number of editorials and radio interviews generated by our publicity campaign. 

2. The number of people visiting us at exhibitions and the subsequent product sales and free home downloads of Thunder LD. 

3. 10 downloads per week would be a great success at that stage. 
	We already have website experience and can monitor inquiries, downloads and sales etc. 

	7. Ongoing support

	Support will be available in 3 ways:

1. Via one-to-one support in the home from volunteers of the British Computer Society.

2. The screenreader.net web site via FAQ’s pages downloadable video, blogs &  manuals
3. The screenreader.net telephone Help Line

	On going from 31st July 2008
We have already had positive meetings with IT Can Help, SeeAbility and Sp[Speaking Up re ongoing support for fragile computer users.  
	Positive interaction with support volunteers and with our help-line personnel. Similarly, positive comments posted to and on the screenreader.net web site. 

But success at this stage will depend on our partners long-term commitment to the product and our ability to pay for support will depend to some extent on the level of sales. 
	We will keep a very open mind and may  need business advice on long-term distribution and support of the product. 

	
	
	
	
	


1. PRELIMINARY RESEARCH 
Its great to have a work plan and most interesting to look back over the project to the reality. 

Yes we did spend time, more than five days, talking to professionals in the field, searching the web for existing software and meeting together in London. But it was not in the first stages of the project; we have been doing it all the year. Every week, we found something new on the web which needed investigating and usually rejecting. Only one month ago, I spent two days in London with a new organisation called Scripting Enabled. They put together disabled people, their helpers and techies looking for something useful to apply their skills. Much of it was very visual but I picked out an easy to use Youtube video player which makes available masses of learning, music and edutainment which must be of huge value to our client group. Those of us with little sight can often see much more on the small screen than in real life but we would not have thought of this a year ago. http://scriptingenabled.org/ is the website. 
REPORT ON VISITS TO ADULT SUPPORT CENTRES
Background: 

During the period of the study, I visited centres in Peterborough, Oxford, Seaford, London and Birmingham. Nearer 15 than the predicted 4. The later visits proved more valuable as I had software options to offer and discuss. 
The pattern in general is similar: Many Local Authorities and a few specialist charities, make provision for a whole range of service users with physical and or learning disabilities and this includes a minority of people with little or no sight. There is usually a complicated attendance rotor and complicated transport arrangements. There is rarely a member of staff who has been trained to meet the needs of visually impaired clients and, just sometimes, expertise is bought in from RNIB, Action for Blind People or even a local blindness charity.  This expertise is a kind of blanket assumed expertise relating to visual disability rather than a focused expertise on learning plus visual disability. So one is left with the impression that if you can’t see and attend such a day centre, you get the short straw within an environment which is intensely visual. 
No criticism is intended here. Staff are eager to do their best and management, faced with appalling financial and administrative restrictions, bend over backwards to give a high quality experience to all comers. 

And the computer is only one of many activities on offer at such centres. Typically, there is a bank of five or six computers in a hi-tech designated room or area. One or two members of staff deliver computer lessons on certain days of the week and sometimes a tutor is seconded to visit from a local special needs college department. The computers are sometimes four or five years old and this is fine for visual work even if somewhat slow in operation. 

In four centres I visited, there was DolphinAccess software called SuperNova which is expensive, around £1000, and delivers magnification and speech output for visually impaired service users.  So clearly huge efforts have been made to include visually impaired prospective computer learners. And it is understood that the computer could play a significant part in their rehabilitation and literacy awakening. But, and again no human criticism implied, I never saw this software actually used by anyone with little or no sight. It was described as being too complex for staff, let alone service users and this is probably so regarding this particular user group. 
My Experience:

It is very time-consuming and challenging to find meaningful occupations for people with little or no sight in the day centre environment where most group and individual activities assume the ability to see what is going on. So I was always made very welcome, because I offered some kind of solution. In every case, there was at least one staff member with some level of obsession that the assistive technology could provide a way forward. 

On my visits, I installed the talking software, set it up to provide news, BBC Listen Again service, and easy access to the internet. When meeting my service users, I ascertained their particular interests and went on the web to let them hear suitable information. Where their interest was music, I had the greatest success using Lastfm because I was quickly able to let them hear their chosen artists and often their favourite tracks. 
Those with limited vision were thrilled to see the pictures we found of their favoured topics or people.  Wonderful, yes; but just scratching at the surface of what could be achieved.  And, of course, at the end of the session, I would disappear, leaving them back in their routine and without the opportunity to repeat the fruitful experience. 

Case Study Summary:

I have picked out three stories.  The names have been changed, of course. I also met several clients with profound disabilities and wondered how the computer could assist them achieve their very early developmental steps, moving the head, looking and following movement etc. 
Jane is a pretty girl in her early twenties. She has a shunt, (Valve to release cranial pressure) no sight and lives from her wheelchair. Her intelligence is normal and she is a highly oral individual with a sense of fun and lots to share. Hospitals play a big part in her life and she is fortunate to be a resident of a specialist provision which understands visual disability. 

She has a laptop of her own, struggles to master the keyboard, loves music and is passionate to want to write and receive emails.  She was provided with Dolphin SuperNova which is actually designed for people with useful low vision but there is a complex speech element. She had given up on the web. 

George is also totally blind and has serious short-term memory loss, a mighty learning challenge for someone needing to take on board a series of keystroke combinations to manage the computer. Fortunately, he has been provided with a software package for his own laptop called Guide which is very fit for purpose, except for use with the web or downloading music. Guide delivers speech output and is designed in such a way that the user needs minimal knowledge and can always follow the same routine to find what he wants. It is tedious to use for the able and limited in what it can be used to achieve but ideal for someone like George lacking short-term memory as well as not seeing. George wants to write letters and emails.  His carer did not understand how Guide worked and found it irritating and frustrating; So my task was easy – to spend 15 minutes showing the carer the merits and appropriateness of Guide and how to use it. Hopefully the fruits of this will reach George over the coming months. The moral is that no too visually impaired people with learning difficulties are the same. 
Doris is big, black and beautiful – I mean bright and with masses of understanding. She talks of having lost “her big sense” and “wanting to move and get about again”. She listens to the radio but is trapped with a carer who does not communicate with her. She has fond memories of ten years ago on holiday in Barbados when she could see. She wants to read again. So I went on the web for her looking for what she wanted – information about her Diabetic Retinopathy and some Christian stuff. We sat together and listened to both and she cried. I put her in touch with the Torch Trust for the Blind which delivers Christian literature in various formats worldwide. I left a computer well set up for her to receive ongoing tuition. 
Ben has useful getting-about vision but can’t read and he is obsessed by tractors. So much of the time while I was there was spent viewing tractors of all shapes, sizes, functions and ages. He was a mine of information and totally happy. A clear example of how the web can meet a very specific user need. 

Greg: Virtually no sight but full of memories which he could express. Missed friends from where he used to live. Greatly excited by the prospect of a computer that talks to him and could follow the outline on screen of shapes in a darkened room. His carer is to set up Heather and Thunder for him. 
Sybil:  Very articulate but struggles to spell the words she desperately  want to type. Love games. Wants to read handwriting from her Aunt. Loved to listen to information on the screen she had found on the web. 

Regarding those youngsters with very profound physical and learning disabilities, we have included some very basic pretty colour movement on the computer screen in the hope of meeting their needs. The webcam will act as a mirror giving them the opportunity to view their own behaviour and the dice and the patterns software will aim to attract their visual attention. As the website grows, we plan to include more specialist visual and auditory teaching material. 

Success:
This report identifies that almost all of our work plan objectives have been achieved. 
We have managed to meet with a wide range of learning disability clients in various settings. 

We have a comprehensive range of software for all abilities and levels of sight and much of it has been field-tested by potential users. 

2. SOFTWARE DEVELOPMENT
Fortunately, we had the services of Sensory software Ltd to cope with the software development  vital aspect of this project. Our preliminary discussions with managers and carers told us we needed music, early number work, pretty colours and movement, some more formal teaching of daily living tasks, and, above all, something that was very easy for staff to switch on and manage. Big clear pictures and the option to control things from the keyboard as well as the mouse or other assistive technologies. Lastly, it all had to be within budget. 

We decided before Christmas 2007, to put together a suite of programs presented in the form of an alternative Desktop with very large icons and bright colours, with everything speaking, of course. We had no idea what to call the suite, but liked Heather as recognition of Heather Jones who worked for over 40 years at RNIB with a focus on the needs of children and young people with little or no sight and learning difficulties. She died in 2006. 

Having created the suite, it was presented to and approved by our London committee made up of representatives from SeeAbility and the Home Farm Trust as well as Sensory software Ltd and myself. 
The suite was then thoroughly tested at various centres before being tweaked and debugged by Paul. Again the suite was tested and we now think its pretty good but, as is the case with most/all computer software solutions, there remain problems on particular machines which sometimes can be sorted. We are happy living in a computer world which is not perfect!!!

By the time this report is read, the Heather software suite will be available as a download at www.talkingcomputers.info for free and already it is in use at some centres and by individual families. When we have got our breath back, we will focus on dissemination and promotion. We already have a list of organisation contacts for this purpose. 

There is one difficulty we would raise here: Namely the quality of the free synthetic voice. For someone to be able to use and enjoy a computer, the keys must speak, as must websites and all documents, emails etc. The free voices are robotic and not always clear, especially where there are hearing or learning or disability challenges. We can only solve this by providing a high quality synthetic voice optional purchase and the discounted cost to each user is £40. Commercial companies sell the same thing for £70 or more. We are negotiating with two manufacturers to sort this but it may not be possible. 
Success:
We have a calendar, dice, typewriter, word processor, and a CD Player that talks to blind users and presents large print to the partially sighted. 
We have music options, Lastfm and Screamer Radio as well as the BBC iPlayer (listen again radio and TV) which perform in the same way. 

We have adapted an easy way of accessing the web.

We have discovered and gained permission to distribute an excellent method of enjoying videos and a selection of some 12 games which are fun and include an important learning element. 
3. THE TESTING PHASE
The best plans of men and mice…but we meant the work plan well. 
The reality is that Margaret and I here at Screenreader.net did and do most of the testing in response to phone calls and queries. We found it unreasonable to expect centre staff and busy parents to give hours of time to such detail. We bought three fairly inexpensive computers to cope with the variety of systems out there in the field. As queries came in, we were able to replicate and write up a brief report of the problems for our developer. We bundled these reports and met seven times during the year to sort through them, sometimes down in London and more often up at his place of work in Stockport. We managed to stay friends!!!

Testing and debugging remains a work in progress and we are happy about this into the future. 
Success here looks like that we have a pretty robust suite of programs which actually function well on most Centre and family computers using the various Microsoft Windows operating systems. 

Success:
Only time will tell; but we have received confirmation from three Centres, 4 individuals and our working partners that the software options perform well and are fit for purpose. 
Sadly, much of the testing in detail had to be carried out in-house by Screenreader.net but we will monitor and act on feedback as it comes in. 

We have set up a SalesForce.com Customer Relationship Tool so we can send out a questionnaire in due course to ascertain what customers really think. This will be done late in 2009. 

4. TEACHING AND END-USER MANUALS
Here, our work plan and pre-conceptions were wide of the reality mark. Like a good boy, I made detailed notes for teacher and user manuals we as we went along developing the individual packages. I made several visits to a great organisation called Speaking Up in Cambridge with the firm intention of enlisting learning disability users themselves to give us the words for the manuals. But it was in July, on holiday, that the penny dropped. There was no way I could compile manuals or tutorial information to meet the needs of this totally diverse client group. And we had to rethink.
We made some assumptions:

1. That there must be a certain level of computer understanding and familiarity amongst carers and teachers.

2. Beginners must be trained.

3. Long and detailed manuals would never be read.

4. Where possible there must be a pattern to the way the Heather software behaves.

5. Technical detail should not be part of the manual and users should be guided to get help from a computerate colleague. 

So success here looks like a very brief manual, written in non-technical language and the users, carers and teachers are encouraged to explore and click with the mouse where there is sight and to use the TAB Key, the ARROW Keys and the ENTER Key where there is little or no sight. 
Success:
We now have a brief non-technical manual instead of the planned tome which might well have put users off. 
We don’t yet have the online video clips we wanted. 

All the programs and tools we have included with the project have been picked because they contain their own suitable manuals. 

We regret we can’t make other programs which we have selected behave in exactly the same easy manner in which the Heather suite of programs behaves. This is just not possible. 

4 TRAINING 
The proposed work plan spoke of training three teachers. In fact, Our two telephone helpline staff, both visually impaired, have been trained to deal with queries and to demonstrate how to get the best out of the software. Myself and a staff member from the Home Farm Trust are also able to undertake appropriate instruction. 

In fact, we have found that the level of instruction required is not as challenging as we first anticipated and we believe that, in many situations, with help from a colleague with some elementary or intermediate computer knowledge, a teacher, carer, parent or helper should be well able to introduce a potential user to the suite at their learning level. 

But we plan to advertise on site training as a purchasable option for those requiring it. We have not as yet created online tutorial material apart from the manuals themselves . We ran out of time but this will be done within the next two months, possibly in the form of a short video on Youtube. 
Success:
There is little to report here currently but watch this space because we are ready to promote staff training as requests come in. 

. 
6. PROMOTION AND PUBLICITY 
Since June, we have been preparing the ground to promote Heather and have gathered the contact details of around 20 appropriate organisations. The Screenreader,.net website has received over 100,000 downloads of the Thunder talking software, many from organisations and institutions; so this offers a great start. The Home Farm Trust and SeeAbility too have a ready-made contact list, HTF being in touch with families and SeeAbility having its excellent LookUp information website:
http://www.lookupinfo.org/.

We plan to stick with this for two or three months so that we can cope with the inquiries and will attend a couple of appropriate exhibitions and write articles for appropriate learning disability related journals early next year, 2009. 

Success:
Likewise, there is little to report but there will be a gradual and manageable roll-out now that the www.talkingcomputers.info website is up and running. 
7. THE FUTURE
Screenreader.net CIC is very much a social business and we depend a great deal on our willingness to work hard to meet the needs of people and organisations on low budget. We think, therefore, we can cope with future inquiries and technical issues without great cost and with the telephone helpline which is already established and part-funded. But we are taking steps to apply for top-up funding on a modest scale so that we remain sustainable. 
We do not anticipate any great changes to the Heather software suite and Sensory Software Ltd will, within reason, sort any bugs that come to light. 

We should be able to generate a modest revenue from the sale of staff training and the sale of high quality synthetic voices and other goods such as large keyboards, specialist assistive tools which enable disabled people to enjoy access to the computer. 

Success:
We anticipate 800 downloads in the first year as a minimum.
We will be able to cope with inquiries and difficulties. 
We will be able to generate a modest revenue from sales and charity support. 

Our project will enrich the lives of the small minority of learning difficulties people who also have significant visual challenges. 
