Digital Books and DAISY

Many people have read books on paper, however until the last few years relatively few people read digital books where the content is stored electronically. Blind people were some of the few who had the opportunity to read digital books before the year 2000, when the first DAISY standard was launched. DAISY allows the reader to navigate through the digital book in various ways, such as by chapter, by section, by page, etc. They can also set bookmarks and navigate between them. And some of the DAISY players, allowed the reader to add annotations and notes to their books. 

However, until recently readers typically needed to use dedicated hardware, such as a special cassette tape player, to read the DAISY books. Sadly for the reader, these players were quite expensive costing hundreds of Euros each, so few people had one personally. Perhaps they borrowed one with a few digital books for a month. This was not ideal. Today there are several DAISY reader programs for desktop computers, including those running Microsoft Windows. Some of these programs are free to use, for instance the AMIS program is available at http://www.daisy.org/project/amis
DAISY includes several versions of the book format; version 2.02 was launched over 10 years ago and is in widespread use e.g. by the RNIB. Version 3 has been available for about 5 years and is used extensively in the USA; and version 4 is being developed at the moment. Each version provides more capabilities and enables the digital books to contain richer content. In the last few years several competing formats have become popular for general purpose digital books. One of these is called the epub format. What I didn’t realize until recently was that the epub format actually contains books in DAISY 3 format, which means these books can be read by DAISY players, once some relatively minor changes have been made. So there are now many mainstream digital books which should become available and accessible to users with special needs, including blindness or visual impairments.

DAISY on your smartphone

As you may realize, smartphones are also very capable computers, and in many cases provide features you used to buy as a separate device such as a music player or a camera. A DAISY player is available for $60 USD for some Nokia phones from CodeFactory. In September 2009 I (Julian Harty) was asked whether I could help create a DAISY player for the Android mobile phone platform. They added two more requests, could the program be free for users, and could we make the source code available so other programmers could take advantage of the software. These requests were challenging even though I was working for Google who helped create the Android phone software as I had not worked with Android or written much software before and I knew very little about the technical details of DAISY books.

Thankfully several people offered to help with writing the software including Gary Readfern-Gray, a blind software developer from the RNIB who had written another DAISY player for Nokia phones before. Together we started working on the project and so far we have been helped by about 10 people. The project’s web site is available at http://code.google.com/p/android-daisy-epub-reader/ We still have lots of work to do before the DAISY reader is ready for general users, but already several hundred people are trying out the development versions. Our reader will support the 2 current DAISY formats, version 2.02 and version 3, and the epub format.

If you would like to help, for instance with translating the program to French, please contact me julianharty@gmail.com or the project’s mailing list android-daisy-epub-reader-project@googlegroups.com 

Thank you
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