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Executive summary
This exploratory study of Australian alternative format
providers involved in the retroactive conversion of print
into accessible formats seeks to better understand the
issues affecting the remediation practices used in the
production of accessible content. The key aim of the
study is to identify the key challenges that the producers
encounter, facilitate better communication with publishers
and access to appropriate files for conversion, and
improve the delivery of print conversion services so that
people with disabilities can receive accessible material in
the quickest and most streamlined fashion.

Key findings
The respondents to the survey represent university-based
disability services, and other disability organisations and
alternative format providers with various operational
models and offering text transcription services to a
broader audience. The majority of these organisations
employ fewer than 10 staff and convert or acquire fewer
than 100 books per year. They tend to suffer from a lack
of sufficient funding, resourcing and staffing, which affects
the capacity and consistency of provided services.
The retroactive conversion of books is expensive and time
consuming. The actual time required is difficult to ascertain
due the many variables involved: the time needed to
acquire the source file and its type, the size and complexity
of the book itself, and the type of output provided. While,
overall, these organisations are somewhat satisfied with
the quality of the material and publishers’ responsiveness,
timeliness and customer support, they suggested several
areas for improvement to make the conversion process
easier and ensure faster access to books for individuals
with print disabilities.

Key recommendations for publishers
In the short term:
•
•

Improve response and turnaround time for providing
files, and provide updates on the processing of
requests.
Provide suitable files, such as InDesign, Illustrator,
ePub or MS Word, or editable PDFs (free of DRM
restrictions or watermarks).
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•

Have a clearly defined and accessible policy and
procedure for requesting content on the website.

In the long term:
•
•

Increase the awareness and understanding of print
disabilities.
Create born-accessible books.

Key recommendations for the AIPI
•
•

Foster a closer collaboration among disability
organisations, alternative format providers and
publishers.
Develop a national database to facilitate the
processing of requests, identify and/or share already
converted materials and reduce duplication of work.
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Introduction
This report is one of the outcomes of a research project
“Inclusive Publishing in Australia: A Benchmarking
Study”, which seeks to provide a snapshot of sectorwide progress in the implementation of accessibility
standards and to better understand the issues affecting
the production of accessible content. The objective of this
part of research was to identify the degree of satisfaction
with the assistance provided by Australian publishers
to disability organisations and other alternative format
providers, investigate their needs, and identify the key
issues which negatively impact their capacity to produce
print material in alternative formats for people with a print
disability.
This report presents the results from a survey of disability
organisations and alternative format providers in
Australia carried out in July–August 2020. While these
results cannot be generalised to the wider population
of Australian alternative format providers due to the
possibility of bias resulting from the self-selection of
respondents and the possibility of duplicate answers, they
provide a useful preliminary understanding of the key
issues affecting the remediation processes.

Background
The number of people living with a print disability in
Australian has been estimated to be close to 5 million,
or 22 percent of the total population (according to the
2014 report1 prepared for RPH Australia, the peak body
for the Radio Reading Network). The high number may be
a result of some duplication of data, as people who are
print disabled for multiple reasons may have been counted
multiple times. The term “print disability” encompasses
four different types of disabilities:
•
•
•
•
1
2

“Literacy impairment;
Learning disabilities, such as dyslexia, and attention
impairments;
Physical dexterity problems, such as arthritis, spinal
disability, multiple sclerosis and cerebral palsy; or
Vision disability, whether vision impairment or
blindness.”2
Ipsos Australia 2014.
Ipsos Australia 2014, 8.
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The trends noted in the 2014 report indicate that the
number of people experiencing print disability is likely
to have grown since then due to the increase in the
Australian population, its ageing (age carries a greater risk
of developing vision and/or physical print disabilities) and
an “increasing willingness to identify as having a disability
in surveys”. It has also been noted that there is a relatively
even gender split among the print-disabled population,
while at the same time it is skewed towards older ages.3
As was noted in a 2015 report:
In comparison to the general population, people who
are blind or vision impaired have more than four times
the rate of unemployment, suffer twice as many falls,
have three times the risk of depression, are admitted
to residential care three years earlier and often lose
confidence to independently manage everyday life.4

And further, “by getting the right services and supports
at the right times, people with unavoidable blindness
or vision impairment can develop skills to remain
independent, fully participate in the community and live
the life they choose”.5 These services include the provision
of materials in alternative formats.
The needs of people with print disabilities are catered for
by a small number of disability organisations and other
alternative format providers in Australia. The Round Table
on Information Access for People with Print Disabilities
has 34 organisational members and six of them don’t
provide conversion services.6 There are 43 universities in
Australia7 and they are required to provide educational
services in an accessible way, and support students and
staff with disability.8 Despite these requirements, Harpur
and Loudoun write that “most Australian universities do
not provide their students with print disabilities access
to their recommended textbooks in a timely manner”
for a variety of reasons. These delays place the affected
students at “a substantial disadvantage”.9 The negative
3
4
5
6
7

8
9

At the same time some of these figures of the various
impairment types may be conservative. Ipsos Australia 2014, 5.
Ah Tong et al. 2015, 5.
Ah Tong et al. 2015, 5.
Sonali Marathe, personal communication, 18 September 2020.
Australian Government, List of Australian Universities, https://
www.studyinaustralia.gov.au/English/Australian-Education/
Universities-Higher-Education/list-of-australian-universities.
Australian Vice-Chancellors’ Committee 2004.
Harpur and Loudoun 2011, 160, 165.
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impact on educational outcomes affect people with
disabilities in general. According to the 2020 report from
the Australian Institute of Health and Welfare, “People with
disability are more likely than people without disability to
leave school early and to have a lower level of education”.
For example, only 17 percent of people with disability
aged 20 and over have a Bachelor degree or higher, in
comparison to 35 percent of people without disability.10
As will become clear in the findings, the majority of
disability organisations and other alternative format
providers, based in universities and beyond, tend to be
small and underfunded, but they are doing essential work
facilitating access to print materials, which is so crucial for
many areas of life in contemporary society. As Catherine
Jewell writes commenting on the importance on the
Marrakesh Treaty for people with print disabilities, “Access
to knowledge opens the door to a good education,
successful employment and a fruitful and independent
personal life.”11
The Marrakesh Treaty to Facilitate Access to Published
Works for Persons Who Are Blind, Visually Impaired, or
Otherwise Print Disabled was ratified by Australia in
December 2015 and came into force in September 2016.
In response to the removal of legal barriers to sharing,
importing or exporting published material in accessible
formats, a group of representatives from the publishing
and disability services sector established the Australian
Inclusive Publishing Initiative (AIPI) in 2016 with the aim
of identifying key challenges to making published materials
accessible and ways to address those challenges. This
research project aims to support the work of the AIPI
to facilitate the industry’s move towards the production
of “born-accessible” content; that is, publications with
“accessibility built in at the point of creation”.12

10 Australian Institute of Health and Welfare 2020.
11 Jewell 2015.
12 Turner 2018, 28.
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Methods
An online survey was chosen as the most appropriate tool
to identify key issues surrounding accessibility remediation
processes in this exploratory study. A number of industry
professionals and accessibility experts drawn from among
the AIPI membership and other organisations reviewed
the project outline and survey questions, and offered
helpful suggestions to improve the design of project.
The final survey created on Qualtrics was also tested for
accessibility.
The online questionnaire consisted of 18 questions
related to the accessibility remediation processes (the
type of content and services offered, and the relationship
with publishers as content providers) and six questions
capturing information about the organisations that the
respondents represented, including sector, organisational
model, the size of transcription team (including
participation of volunteers), geographical location,
membership of industry organisations and the degree
of familiarity with the work of the AIPI. Questions were
primarily closed. Some required respondents to choose
from a selection of options. Others asked that participants
respond using a five-point Likert scale. Five open-ended
questions were included, which asked respondents to
elaborate on:
•
•
•
•
•

the aspects of the conversion that take the longest/are
the most labour-intensive
the biggest barriers or challenges encountered when
requesting content for conversion
the top five requests to publishers to make the
conversion process easier
the single major strength of the services provided to
clients
the single major weakness of the services provided to
clients.

Finally, the survey ended with two questions inviting
further comments and feedback on the survey.
This exploratory study targeted the staff of disability
organisations and alternative format providers as well
as disability support services from entities such as
universities, TAFE institutions and state departments
of education. The invitation to participate in the project
was disseminated via the Round Table on Information
Access for People with Print Disabilities. I also approached
8

university disability services directly via email. The survey
was available between 1 July and 31 August 2020.
The survey was anonymous and the respondents selfselected. They were informed that the project was
developed in collaboration with the Australian Publishers
Association’s Australian Inclusive Publishing Initiative (AIPI)
and the Round Table on Information Access for People
with Print Disabilities, and that the findings may inform the
future activities of the AIPI. Neither organisation provided
any financial support for this project.
I used a mixed-methods approach to analyse the
empirical data acquired in the survey in order to
capture both practices and the reasons behind them. I
used a combination of SPSS Version 24 and Excel in a
quantitative analysis to examine the survey responses. I
manually coded free text responses in Excel to conduct
inductive analysis. I grouped similar responses into
categories, identified and analysed key themes and
interpreted them according to the frequency, depth and
intensity of responses.
As many of the survey questions allowed respondents
to select as many answers as applied, percentages of
responses add up to more than 100 percent.

Findings
I received 35 responses in total, and kept 27 for the
final analysis once I removed entries with significant
amount of missing data. While this is a small sample,
as mentioned above, the number of alternative format
providers in Australia is rather small. The findings cannot
be generalised to a wider population of alternative format
providers due to the possibility of bias resulting from the
self-selection of respondents, the possibility of duplicate
responses from a single organisation and a small response
rate. The number of valid responses to each question is
provided in parenthesis.

Demographics
Respondents represented a variety of organisations
(n = 24), some based at universities and educational
institutions and others representing various government
and non-governmental bodies, all operating as not-forprofit entities (Tab. 1). Only one respondent came from
a for-profit company.
9

Table 1. Types of organisations represented (n = 24). Respondents could select more than one
option so the total is greater than 100 percent.
Types of organisations
represented

N

Percent

University/educational institution

8

26.70

33.30

Not-for-profit organisation

7

23.30

29.20

Non-governmental organisation

6

20.00

25.00

Public sector/government
enterprise

5

16.70

20.80

Charity

3

10.00

12.50

For-profit company

1

3.30

4.20

30

100.00

125.00

Total

Percent of cases

The majority of respondents represented organisations
based in New South Wales (9), Queensland (6) and Victoria
(4), with no respondents from Tasmania or the Northern
Territory (n = 23).
The majority of respondents came from entities with small
transcription teams of fewer than five staff members (54.5
percent of valid responses) and between five and ten staff
members (31.8 percent) (Fig. 1).

Fig 1. The size of in-house
transcription team (n = 22).
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Most of the organisations rely on paid staff to undertake
the full conversion process (62.5 percent, n = 22), while
others engage volunteers as well (37.5 percent).
The Round Table on Information Access for People
with Print Disabilities and the Australian Federation of
Disability Organisations were reported as key industry
bodies (Tab. 2).13
Table 2. Membership of industry bodies (n = 24). Respondents could select more than one option so
the total is greater than 100 percent.
Membership of industry bodies

N

Percent

Percent of cases

11

37.90

45.80

Other

7

24.10

29.20

None

6

20.70

25.00

Australian Federation of Disability
Organisations

5

17.20

20.80

29

100.00

120.80

Round Table on Information Access for
People with Print Disabilities

Total

Individuals, universities and secondary schools were
reported to be the key audience of the conversion
services provided (Tab. 3).
Table 3. Key audience of the conversion services (n = 24). Respondents could select more than one
option so the total is greater than 100 percent.
Key audience of the conversion
services

N

Percent

Percent of cases

Individuals

17

27.4

68.0

Universities

11

17.7

44.0

Secondary schools

7

11.3

28.0

Government bodies

6

9.7

24.0

Primary schools

6

9.7

24.0

Corporations

6

9.7

24.0

Not-for-profits (NDIS)

5

8.1

20.0

Other

4

6.5

16.0

Total

62

100.0

248.0

13 Other organisations mentioned included Australian Tertiary
Education Network on Disability, Australian Disability
Clearinghouse on Education and Training, Vision 2020,
Australian Inclusive Publishing Initiative and Australian Publishers
Association.
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The types of books and formats
I wanted to find out what types of content respondents
acquire and convert for their clients. As can be seen in Tab.
4, university textbooks, adult fiction, children’s books, YA
books, and adult non-fiction top the list.
Table 4. The types of books converted (n = 26). Respondents could select more than one option so
the total is greater than 100 percent.
Types of books converted

N

Percent

Percent of cases

University textbooks

18

20.5

69.2

Adult fiction

13

14.8

50.0

Children’s books

12

13.6

46.2

Young adult books

11

12.5

42.3

Adult nonfiction

10

11.4

38.5

Primary school textbooks

6

6.8

23.1

High school textbooks

6

6.8

23.1

Professional books

6

6.8

23.1

Vocational education textbooks

4

4.5

15.4

Other

2

2.3

7.7

Total

88

100.0

338.5

In terms of the number of books acquired and/or
converted per year, almost 30 percent of respondents
reported releasing between 10 and 20 titles, another 30
percent produce between 20 and 100 tiles, while four
organisations (15 percent) produce 1000 books each per
year (Fig. 2). In total the respondents (n = 27) reported
converting 6092 books per year, though this number is
not necessarily accurate as books may have been reported
twice (some organisations outsource conversion services
to others). There is also a possibility of multiple responses
from a single organisation.
Among the accessible formats produced, accessible PDF
dominates, followed by MS Word, and various forms of
braille, audiobooks and large print (Tab. 5).14

14 Other formats mentioned include accessible ePub text/audio,
dyslexic, enhanced synthetic phonics, and .RTF.
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Table 5. The types of formats produced (n = 26). Respondents
could select more than one option so the total is greater than 100
percent.

Fig. 2. The number of books
acquired and/or converted into
accessible formats per year.

Types of formats produced

N

Percent

Percent of cases

Accessible PDFs

21

17.8

80.8

MS Word

16

13.6

61.5

Embossable braille BRF

12

10.2

46.2

Electronic braille BRF

11

9.3

42.3

Duxbury braille translator DXB

9

7.6

34.6

Tactile diagrams

9

7.6

34.6

Large print

8

6.8

30.8

DAISY audio

7

5.9

26.9

DAISY text

6

5.1

23.1

Human voice audio

6

5.1

23.1

Synthetic voice audio

5

4.2

19.2

Bold print graphics

4

3.4

15.4

Others

4

3.4

15.4

118

100.0

453.8

Total
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The conversion process
The time it takes to produce an accessible format is, not
surprisingly, difficult to estimate. It depends on the time
it takes to get a file from the publisher (which can take
anywhere from an hour to 3–4 weeks, and even longer –
up to 6–8 weeks – during December–January); the type
of source file received from the publisher; the size and
complexity of the book; and the type of output produced.
One respondent commented that it takes one week to
produce an accessible format for a novel and three months
for a maths textbook. Another one explained that it takes
50 hours to convert a 200-page novel into braille, up to
70 hours to have it audio-recorded in a studio, and six
hours to have an existing audio converted into accessible
format. Converting an illustrated book from a PDF file
into a Word document with image descriptions could take
several weeks. The longest time reported was up to six
months.
In the experience of one organisation:
Individuals and schools provide hard copies of books
they require converted from their own collections. The
only time a publisher doesn’t supply permission for the
book is if the title has been licensed to a commercial
audio book publisher. Generally, a book is transcribed by
human voice, monitored, sound produced and ready for
the client within 6 to 8 weeks.

Almost 60 percent of respondents (n = 27) produce
accessible formats in-house, 22 percent outsource the
production, while the remaining 18.5 percent use a
mixture of both. For example, one responded reported
that they “mostly produce our accessible formats inhouse
but we outsource Braille and tactile diagram production”.
Another respondent from a university disability service
requests accessible formats from publishers.
University-based disability services are more likely to
acquire accessible files from others, including publishers
(Fig. 3). But, overall, there seems to be little sharing of
files with other organisations (Fig. 4).

14

Fig. 3 The percentage of
already converted/accessible
files acquired from other
organisations (n = 25).

Fig. 4 The percentage
of converted/accessible
files shared with other
organisations (n = 25).
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Vision Australia was mentioned as the most commonly
used supplier of conversion services, followed by the
Royal Institute for Deaf and Blind Children, VOW Solutions,
SensusAccess and various overseas suppliers. One
respondent mentioned that they “used to use CAVAL but
don’t think they do this service anymore”. Publishers were
also mentioned.
Trying to identify which aspects of the conversion take
the longest or are the most labour-intensive is complex.
As in the case of the time required to convert, the answer
depends on the original format, the size and complexity
of the book, and the output format. In the words of one
respondent, “In order: narration, proofing, preparation,
administration” are the most time consuming. The key
themes that appeared in the comments relating to various
aspects of the conversion process include:
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Braille transcription
Converting books with complex layouts, numerous
diagrams, graphs and images requiring descriptions,
especially in subjects such as maths, physics,
psychology and science
Creating tactile graphics and diagrams
Human narration for audio: “it takes 4 volunteer
narrator hours to produce 1 finished master audio
hour”
“Converting PDF documents to accessible Word
format, particularly if the PDF has complex layout and
any form of technical notation adds to the complexity”
Manual scanning of books and checking the content
after the OCR process
Sourcing content where electronic copies are not
readily available
Working with publishers, especially waiting to hear
back from them
Converting audio files to the DAISY format
The process of proofreading/correcting/editing for
braille and human-narrated audio.

PDFs that are either editable or scanned tend to be the
most common materials acquired from publishers
(Fig. 5).15

15 Other materials mentioned include jpg files of covers, commercial
audio masters, and accessible PDF or locked PDF files.
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Respondents reported that editable PDFs, MS Word and
ePub files are their preferred source file formats (Tab 6).
Once again, the requirements differ depending on the
accessible format produced.

Fig. 5. The types of source
materials acquired from
publishers. Valid percentage.

Table 6. The preferred types of source materials (n = 25). Valid percentage.
Preferred types of source
materials
Editable PDF

Frequencies

Valid percent

13

38.2

MS Word

7

20.6

ePub

6

17.6

XML

2

5.9

Print books

2

5.9

InDesign

1

2.9

Scanned PDF

1

2.9

Accessible PDF

1

2.9

mp3 files

1

2.9

34

100.00

Total

In terms of the publishers’ typical response time, it seems
that a period of one to two weeks is most usual (Fig. 6).
As mentioned above, in some case it can take much longer
(up to six months) to receive the materials.
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Overall, alternative format providers are predominantly
“somewhat satisfied” with the quality of the material
and publishers’ responsiveness, timeliness and
customer support – though, as can be seen in Fig. 7,
their experiences are variable. Overall, the respondents
reported a higher level of satisfaction with the material
quality, and some dissatisfaction with customer support.

Fig. 6. Publishers’ typical
response time (n = 25). Valid
percent.

Fig. 7. Reported satisfaction
with the support provided by
publishers (n = 25).
Valid percent.
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Respondents commented on how different their
experiences are with various publishers when answering
an open-ended question about the biggest barriers or
challenges that they encounter when requesting content
for conversion. Delays in responding to requests was
mentioned most frequently (by eight respondents), and
these are especially common when dealing with overseas
publishers. Some publishers, typically smaller ones, refuse
to supply content (mentioned six times), citing “loss of
income due to fear of content being made available to
a wider audience” and copyright concerns. Other issues
mentioned included licensing restrictions, particularly with
newly released books. One publisher “sends [text] on a CD
and [expects] the students sign a form certifying that it will
not be distributed”. In some cases, content is not available
due to a licensing arrangement with a commercial
audiobook publisher. Finally, some publishers show “a
lack of knowledge or understanding about accessible
conversion process (especially Braille, tactile images,
complex eText)”. Another respondent wrote:
[Publishers] think we want to steal their work and change
it etc. I have really had to fight over the years with a
couple of publishers about why we need to have open/
editable files for our students. They believe that their
online files available through their websites (usually
access is given when the student buys the textbook) are
the bees knees for accessibility. They do not understand
that just being able to make the text bigger does not suit
the majority of our students with a vision impairment.

So what could publishers do better to make the
conversion process easier? I received almost 100
suggestions for how publishers could improve in their
processes. I am going to discuss them in order of
importance, from the most frequently mentioned to the
least.
1. Create born-accessible books was the most
frequently mentioned suggestion. This includes
considering accessibility from the inception of
the publishing process: structuring text correctly,
including alt text, avoiding reliance on visual
images/colours for learning, including DAISY
as a standard audio format for publishing, and
distributing accessible content commercially
(including PDFs). If the publisher is unable to
produce accessible books, suppling files to
alternative format providers before publication
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2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

to enable simultaneous publication with the trade
edition would be a good solution.
Improve response and turnaround time for
providing files, and provide updates on the
processing of requests. The text should be
provided for conversion electronically (rather than
on CDs mailed by post, which causes extra delays).
Moreover, multinational companies should offer
a straightforward way of getting in contact with
the correct overseas division if the book was not
produced in Australia.
Provide suitable files: ideally native files such
as InDesign, Illustrator, ePub and MS Word, or
single (the whole book rather than a PDF per
chapter), clean and editable PDFs with no DRM
or watermarks (these interfere with legibility for
readers with partial vision). Older texts should be
available as accessible PDF files.
Have a clearly defined and accessible policy and
procedure for requesting content on the publisher’s
website, including clear instructions and guidelines
around timeframes, imprints and copyright, as well
as a role-based email address and phone number.
Increase the awareness and understanding of print
disability, and “work more closely with experts in
inclusive publishing and accessibility as well as
people with a print disability”.
Create a centralised database of publisher’s
content to download from, which would facilitate
access to North American and UK rights in the case
of global companies.
Improve the accessibility of online platforms that
host accessible content.

Strengths and weaknesses
Responses to the question about the single major strength
of provided services fall into two categories depending
on the operational context: the broader community on the
one hand and the university or educational setting on the
other. Some statements are common to both types: these
organisations have specialised knowledge of accessibility,
and good understanding of the clients’ needs and their
ways of “using adaptive technology and accessible
material for support”. Their work is crucial for people with
print disabilities: “We are all they have.”
Alternative format providers working in the public sphere
focused on the quality and the extent of their collections
of books in accessible formats (braille, large print, e-text
20

and Daisy audio) produced to the standards specified by
the Round Table on Information Access for People with
Print Disabilities. One of the respondents provides “A
strong, seamless supply chain from publisher to client.
Customer places the order and receives the accessible
format. We manage the rights, printing and distribution.
We also have a strong list of Australian authors available.”
One of the organisations not only makes human voice
transcription possible by using volunteer narrators,
but they also have “the ability to train volunteers, nonIndigenous and Indigenous, in digital recording” and have
the capacity to “collaborate with a range of stakeholders
on a variety of audio projects”.
The university-based disability services work closely with
students and staff, and provide personalised assistance
to their clients. They understand their individual needs,
technological capabilities, and the impact of their
disabilities on their research or study. They ensure that
the conversions they produce are suitable and provide
a crucial service that allows students (and researchers)
participate in higher education.
As retro conversion is expensive and time consuming, the
major weaknesses mentioned, not surprisingly, included
the lack of sufficient funding, resourcing and staffing,
which are all interlinked and negatively affect the capacity
and consistency of provided services, especially at busy
times of the year.
A number of respondents mentioned “Not having enough
staff to keep up with the demands of our whole service.”
At universities, the staff struggle with preparing and
sending the content to their students in time for use in
the unit of study, especially at the beginning of each
session, which interferes with students’ ability to access a
full education on an equal footing with others. The delays
in providing individualised materials to students are
typically caused by the wait time involved in receiving the
file from a publisher (in some instances up to eight weeks),
and then the time and number of processes involved in
creating alternative formats. The timing is further affected
by the unpredictability of the quality of files received.
In some cases, there is a need to “redraw or alt text all
images, [which] increases turnaround time from request to
completion”. The timing issues also affect non-universitybased providers of accessible formats, who sometimes
need to “provide specific titles to clients who have
requested them for activities such as book clubs, etc.”.
21

Another staffing-related issue concerns “the need to rely
on self-producing volunteers rather than paid professional
narrators working with audio producers”. Smaller
organisations not only rely on volunteers, but they also
struggle with sustainability. As one respondent wrote:
Although [name] charges a fee for service the cost is
kept to a minimum so as to provide an affordable service
for individuals. Our single major weakness is that the
organisation is reliant on state government funding, which
ceases on 30 June 2021, and exclusion from registering
as a provider under the NDIS means the organisation will
close after 54 years.

Other shortcomings mentioned included the inability to
publish books simultaneously with trade publishers, the
inability to “add every single title clients’ request to our
collection”, and “limited access to North American and UK
titles”.

Engagement with AIPI
Two-thirds of respondents are familiar with the work of
the AIPI, especially its website (54 percent). Respondents
representing universities and organisations which do not
belong to industry associations are less likely to be aware
of the AIPI than others (Tab. 7).
Table 7. Reported level of awareness of the work of the AIPI (n = 24). Respondents could select more
than one option so the total is greater than 100 percent.
Awareness of the work of the AIPI

N

Percent

Percent of cases

13

40.6

54.2

No, I am not aware

8

25.0

33.3

Received the communiques

6

18.8

25.0

Read the guides

4

12.5

16.7

Followed AIPI on social media

1

3.1

4.2

32

100.0

133.3

Seen the website

Total
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Discussion
The respondents belong to two distinct groups: universitybased disability services, which focus on converting
textbooks, and a variety of other disability organisations
and alternative format providers, which provide
conversion services to individuals but also take care of the
primary and secondary educational market. Both types of
organisation tend to employ fewer than 10 staff in their
transcription teams, but there are also larger players in
Australia. Sixty percent of respondents acquire or convert
no more than 100 books per year, while a handful of
bigger organisations release 1000 books per year. The
accessible formats produced include accessible PDFs,
followed by MS Word, various forms of braille, audiobooks
and large-print editions.
The time required to produce an accessible format varies
from one week to six months and depends on many
variables: the time it takes to get a file from the publisher,
the type of source file, the size and complexity of the
book, and the type of output produced. While, not
surprisingly, the actual conversion into accessible formats
is reported as time-consuming due to the inherent nature
of the process, especially in the case of books with
complex layouts and content, the time it takes to source an
appropriate file could certainly be made more efficient.
PDF files seem to be the most common format received
from publishers, and they are the preferred format provided
they are editable, unlocked and free from watermarks, which
is not always the case. Apart from PDFs, InDesign, MS Word
and ePub files would be helpful, but these are rarely made
available. The provision of inappropriate files creates extra
work for alternative format providers, making the process
more time-consuming and expensive than it needs to be.
The experiences of working with publishers vary but,
overall, the respondents were somewhat satisfied with the
material quality, responsiveness, timeliness and customer
support. Some respondents expressed dissatisfaction with
the time it takes to get a response, poor customer support,
refusal to supply content and licensing restrictions. The
failure or delays in responding to requests to provide
accessible text were also noted in the survey of disability
service officers and librarians carried out by Harpur and
Loudoun.16
16 Harpur and Loudoun 2011, 160.
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The respondents had numerous suggestions for what
publishers could do better to improve the conversion
process and facilitate easier and more timely access to
print material for people with a print disability. Creating
born-accessible books topped the list, followed by
improving the response rate and better customer service,
providing appropriate files, having a clear and accessible
policy and procedures for requesting content, increasing
awareness and understanding of print disabilities, having
a central database with publisher’s content and improving
the accessibility of online platforms.
The idea of having a central database is not new. A
centralised database of accessible content was established
in 2003. Called Copyright Agency Master Copy Catalogue,
it aimed to “provide efficient access to works in alternate
formats under the Statutory Licence for the print
disabled”.17 While the database is still accessible and can be
searched, no new content has been added for a few years.18
A somewhat different model was established in 2009 in the
USA in the form of the AccessText Network, which acts as
“a conduit between the publishing world and colleges and
universities across the country, with a shared mission to
ensure students with disabilities have equal access to their
textbooks in an electronic format and in a timely manner”.
In 2016, the network expanded into Canada.19
As a facilitator of placing and processing requests from
post-secondary institutions, the AccessText Network
plays a different role from that of the repositories and
libraries of accessible content.20 The latter provide books
in accessible formats directly to people with disabilities
and tend to operate within national boundaries. However,
since its establishment in 2001, Bookshare with close
to 940,000 accessible ebooks, has become the world’s
largest repository of copyright-protected works for people
with print disabilities.21 In 2019 Vision Australia signed
an agreement with Benetech, the US-based non-forprofit company behind this initiative, enabling access to
Bookshare services by Australians with print disabilities.22
17
18
19
20

https://mastercopy.com.au.
Sonali Marathe, personal communication, 29 November 2020.
https://www.accesstext.org/about-us.
Such as the National Network for Equitable Library Service
(NNELS) and the Centre for Equitable Library Access (CELA)
in Canada, the Royal National Institute of Blind People (RNIB)
Library in the UK, Vision Australia etc.
21 https://www.bookshare.org/cms.
22 After the first 12 months, a small fee is charged for subscription

24

How popular these libraries are and where people with
print disabilities in Australia source accessible books from
requires further research. Similarly, the idea of having
a central database that would facilitate the processing
of requests, and handling and sharing of files needs to
be investigated further to see what would work best for
disability organisations, alternative format providers and
publishers, and provide greatest efficiencies.
Both university-based disability services and other
alternative format providers have an in-depth knowledge
of accessibility, and the needs, technological capabilities
and requirements of individuals with print disabilities.
They all provide a crucial service that facilitates access
to the world of print materials for education, work and
entertainment. Despite the important social role that
those organisations play, they lack sufficient funding,
resourcing and staffing, which affects their capacity and the
consistency of the services they provide. There is a huge
opportunity for publishers and disability organisations
to work more closely together to make the conversion
process easier and more efficient in the short term (by
providing editable source files in a timely manner), and
make some of it obsolete in the longer term by producing
born-accessible publications. Publishers should produce
accessible ebooks and audiobooks, leaving the disability
organisations to focus on more complex accessibility
conversion projects such as braille transcription, or the
production of tactile diagrams.
Interestingly, the awareness of the work of the AIPI is
higher among the alternative format providers than
publishers,23 which is not surprising as their core activities
are closely aligned with the aim of the AIPI to “increase
access to published material for people living with print
disabilities in Australia”.24

Recommendations
These preliminary findings show a number of
opportunities for making progress towards ensuring that
individuals with print disabilities are able obtain accessible
material in a timely manner. In the short term, publishers
could make the work of alternative format providers
much easier (and ensure more efficient and cost-effective
to the scheme. Vision Australia 2019.
23 Mrva-Montoya 2020.
24 https://aipi.com.au.
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conversion process) with a few adjustments to when
and how the files are provided when requested. In the
long term, it is hoped that publishers will incorporate
accessibility standards directly into their publishing
workflows and produce basic accessible ebooks and
audiobooks themselves, leaving disability organisations
to focus on more complex projects such as braille
transcription and other specialised services.

Key recommendations for publishers
In the short term:
•
•
•
•
•

Improve response and turnaround time for providing
files, and provide updates on processing of requests
Provide suitable files, such as InDesign, Illustrator,
ePub or MS Word, or editable PDFs (free of DRM
restrictions or watermarks).
Have a clearly defined and accessible policy and
procedure for requesting content on the website.
If a global publisher, create a centralised database of
content.
Improve the accessibility of online platforms.

In the long term:
•
•

Increase the awareness and understanding of print
disabilities.
Create born-accessible books.

Key recommendations for the AIPI
•
•

Foster a closer collaboration among disability
organisations, alternative format providers and
publishers.
Develop a national database to facilitate the
processing of requests, identify and/or share already
converted materials and reduce duplication of work.

Limitations
As the study is based on a small sample of disability
organisations and alternative format providers with
a possibility of multiple responses from a single
organisation, the findings are hard to generalise. Some of
the findings also lack nuance. For example, getting a clear
understanding of the time needed to convert a book into
accessible format requires more fine-grained research due
the number of variables involved: the type of the source
26

file, the complexity of content, and the output format.
Further research is required using qualitative methodology
such as interviews.
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