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Visually impaired people with profound cognitive impairments are presented with particular challenges when accessing ICT. Assistive software available to compensate for sight loss (speech and enlargement) is often inaccessible to users with profound cognitive difficulties. The software and the method of training itself must be customised to meet their specific needs.

In 2004 the Bartiméus Institute embarked upon an ICT project centred on the needs of the MDVI clients resident at the Bartiméus-Doorn campus. These 400 clients live full-time in small group communities supported by specially trained mentors. Our vision is that ICT can potentially be of great benefit to these individuals in terms of access to information, entertainment, new means of communication and as a tool to compensate and overcome disability. Accessible and innovative ICT holds the potential to enable MDVI individuals both new ways of independence and greater integration within today’s digital society.

Several ICT-centred initiatives have been implemented as part of this wider project including: 

· Tailor-made ICT courses for clients and their mentors utilising mediated learning techniques.

· An adapted computer-station work area with specialist software and hardware in each residential group.

· An Internet cafe available to the clients.

· The development of customised digital lifebooks suitable for severely visually impaired and blind multiply-disabled clients.

· Exploration and production of interactive sound environments for low functioning MDVI groups. 

· Development and implementation of a special interactive website, the ‘B-link’, including an audio-visual messaging (e-mail) application and various other communication and information features.

The initiative we would like to present on this occasion is that of the Digital Lifebook, a web-based tool for the development of accessible multimedia lifebooks for individuals with a profound MDVI.

The concept of a lifebook as a communication aid for the MDVI is something that has existed for a long time. Previously, it has been produced in the format of a printed book with photographs, which the client can share with his/her assistant or family member. However, in this format, it is the assistant who has to read and explain what is contained on each page, rather than vice-versa. It was this limitation, in combination with the new possibilities of web-based content management that led to the development of the digital lifebook.

The aim of the project was to digitalise the clients' lifebooks whilst introducing accessible interactive multimedia content, giving the client the freedom and independence to explore his/her lifebook at pleasure.

In its initial stages, digitalising a lifebook was a skilled and time-consuming process. The early trial versions did however prove very successful with the clients involved. They were able to work with their assistants to choose the exact content they wanted, such as a jukebox, an audio story, and recordings and videos of their daily life. They were actively engaged and often captivated by the process of making recordings for their lifebook. 

It was on this success that the web-based version was created. The wizard guides you through the process of creating a multimedia digital lifebook for an MDVI client. The web-based version makes the task possible even for those with limited technical knowledge, and compiles the content into a customisable accessible ‘book’.
Useful links:
www.digitaallevensboek.nl (web-based digital lifebook wizard)

