BARD Public Library Pilot Project – Final Report
Background

In the summer of 2012, the New Jersey State Library Talking Book & Braille Center (‘TBBC’) prepared a proposal for submission to the National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped (‘NLS’) for a pilot project in which professional library staff at select public libraries in New Jersey would be allowed full download access to the Braille and Audio Reading Download (‘BARD’) service. Until that point, public library staff members were not approved for full BARD access.  Since 2009, TBBC has been actively seeking more opportunities to work collaboratively and cooperatively with New Jersey public libraries to better serve the patrons and potential patrons common to both libraries.  By working closely with a small group of committed libraries, TBBC sought to determine a degree of value and accountability in regard to public library BARD access.  Based on the resulting usage within public libraries and the responses from participating libraries, TBBC found that there was more than enough evidence to find value in expanding BARD access to qualified public libraries and promoting the service to  patrons as a supplement to the services of NLS regional libraries.
TBBC selected a group of libraries to participate in this pilot based on several criteria including having an established working relationship with TBBC, demographic diversity, geographic diversity, and staff with a demonstrated commitment to serving the print disabled population in their community. 
TBBC established a set of responsibilities and obligations to NLS and the participating libraries during the course of this pilot.  General responsibilities included the preparation of training materials to use with participating public libraries, a commitment to overseeing all federally established requirements related to equipment and application procedures, tracking new patron registrations that were submitted through the pilot, and providing notification and promotion of this pilot project to TBBC customers residing in the communities served by the participating libraries.
Public libraries participating in this pilot also followed several procedures that TBBC established to help strengthen reporting requirements, gather usage data, and maintain records according to federal machine lending reporting requirements.  These procedures were all covered in extensive detail through onsite training sessions held at the participating libraries.  TBBC librarians prepared an extensive training manual for these sessions.  In these training sessions, significant emphasis was placed on eligibility criteria so that public librarians understood the concept “print disabled” and the qualifying characteristics of such disabilities.  In training, TBBC emphasized the importance of ensuring that each patron application be certified by a certifying authority.  TBBC noted that this requirement is a critical component to the delivery of NLS services.  Since professionally certified librarians (MLS or MLIS degree) MAY certify applications in certain circumstances, it is imperative that librarians know when they can or cannot do so.  When they cannot certify an application, public librarians must know to which professionals they can refer an applicant.  
Another   important element of public library training included review of the Chafee Amendment that grants NLS copyright exemption to reproduce nondramatic literary works for the exclusive use by people with print disabilities.  TBBC recognizes the importance of this copyright law provision and made sure that public librarians understood the basics of it since it is critical to the integrity of the national program.

Following overall program review and the certification process, public librarians were trained on the specifics of BARD.  During training sessions, TBBC librarians made sure that public library staff trainees registered for BARD, learned how to navigate the BARD website, downloaded a title or two, followed basic file extraction procedures, and understood how to play one or more title on the NLS issued digital audiobook players.

All library training was completed by mid- December 2012.  In January 2013, TBBC began an outreach campaign to the communities served by participating libraries.  This outreach campaign included:

· Letters sent to patrons residing in the communities or counties served by participating libraries. (January)

· Audiovision public service announcement (January – March)

· TBBC website news feature (January – February)
· Statewide and local press releases (February and March)

· Article in TBBC newsletter (April)

Of the various outreach promotional campaigns conducted, the ones that drew the most response from patrons and potential patrons were the statewide and local press releases.  The New Jersey State Library  (NJSL) Marketing Department submitted press releases to all major statewide newspapers and news websites, posted articles on the  NJSL weekly newsletter and prepared a template for a local press release that participating libraries could use.  Press coverage also generated  radio interviews of the TBBC director promoting the BARD services available in participating public libraries. Based on this campaign there was an  increase in demand for the BARD services in public libraries.  There were several new patrons signed up for TBBC services after becoming aware of them through various media coverage.
One of the primary concerns in providing BARD service within public libraries was how would a public librarian know which patrons may or may not qualify for the service?  TBBC allowed for three different verification options:

1. A patron or their representative could show a recent TBBC generated mailing card for audio book service.  The mailing card would include patron ID information to include in monthly reporting of download activity.
2. The library could call TBBC to verify a patron’s status and patron ID information.

3. A patron could present a statewide library card issued by TBBC containing their patron ID information.

Until this pilot project began, TBBC never issued a library card for users, as it was unnecessary since TBBC staff members use a database to verify a patron’s status and to manage account activity for each patron.  By offering a statewide library card TBBC patrons could request BARD download service at any participating library regardless of their home address.  Participating libraries accepted this library card as proof of eligibility knowing that TBBC issued it only to those people eligible for NLS services.

Results

During the course of this pilot project 46 public library staff members were trained in a total of 11 libraries.  
Following the extensive promotional efforts and the statewide press release campaign in February, participating libraries reported the highest number of downloads during that month.  
A total of 485 items were downloaded by the registered BARD users at the 11 public libraries between October 2012 and April 2013.  The greatest number of downloads by one library was 109, while the fewest titles download at a single location was 3.  Based on reports from the libraries, the majority of downloaded items were books; very few magazines were requested for download.  Most of the downloading was done for a small number of patrons at each library. 
Determining the number of unique patrons served was somewhat problematic.  While it was easy to capture the monthly BARD download stats for each library, some libraries provided incomplete monthly reports itemizing the extensive detail requested related to their download activity.  Libraries confirmed patron eligibility during their download sessions with patrons, but did not always record the patron ID or an accurate spelling of patron names.  TBBC estimates that at least 23 unique patrons were served through this pilot, with a possible total of 35 unique patrons served.  
Throughout this pilot, several new applicants signed up for services, but again, actual numbers of those who registered for service cannot be established.  Many applications were given out by libraries during this pilot.  Approximately 10 applications were either returned to TBBC by the BARD pilot library or TBBC was notified by the library to expect a specific person’s application.  If a new applicant took an application from a participating library, but mailed it directly from home neither the public library nor TBBC would be aware of the connection between the application and the pilot project.  Also, we think that many caregivers and family members pursued registration on behalf of a potential applicant without making any reference to their familiarity with the program from their local public library.  During the time of this pilot about 35 applications were processed within the immediate communities served by the participating libraries.
Outreach events either held by or attended by participating libraries also helped promote the BARD pilot project.  There were at least 9 outreach events in which participating libraries promoted their partnership with TBBC and/or the BARD pilot project.  One library handed out more than 350 brochures that included promotional information about TBBC and BARD service.  TBBC staff and BARD pilot libraries either collaborated on outreach events or are planning this collaboration.
In addition to the outreach event activities conducted by participating public libraries, TBBC also promoted the BARD pilot project through many outreach events during the time of the pilot project.  TBBC made a total of approximately 95 visits during the BARD pilot project and the pilot project was referenced at each place.   

Overall, TBBC was very pleased with the promotional components of this pilot project.  By allowing participating libraries to share in delivery of the message through their own press releases and outreach efforts, they seemed very committed to the project and displayed a strong sense of ownership in the outcome.

Outcome based results

Because of the irregular detail on reporting patron IDs for downloading at public libraries and the overwhelming positive, yet unsolicited, responses from patrons who received BARD services through participating public libraries, TBBC chose to forgo development of a formal survey for librarians and patrons.  Instead, TBBC held a day long feedback session with partner libraries on May 22, 2013.  At this session, TBBC staff asked a range of questions designed to elicit critical responses that would move this project forward to the next level and help deliver quality information to NLS in order to expand this service beyond New Jersey.
The main topics discussed at the feedback session included:
· Pilot program overview and measurable outcomes

· Training and support offered by TBBC


· Statewide and local promotion 

· Patron and community response

· What needs improvement?

· Next steps

TBBC asked libraries why they initially agreed to participate.  Many of the libraries indicated a growing over-55 population in their regions including significant numbers of senior-living communities.  The ease of use of the digital talking book player was an attractive sell to an older population, while the immediate availability of books from BARD would allow librarians to serve patrons in real time.  Some libraries looked forward to the prospect of seeing newcomers in their libraries, including people already registered as patrons at TBBC and potential new users who felt the print collections in the public library could not adequately serve them.  

As the services of TBBC are especially popular with an older demographic, participating libraries expressed a need to take the ‘snow bird’ migration timing into account for this project.  Since many seniors leave the state between November and April, the suggestion was that promotion of this project would have been more successful between May and October.  

As mentioned previously, training was a major factor in the development of this project.  Participating libraries expressed a high degree of confidence in the training and support offered through TBBC.  Some recommendations for future training related to BARD includes:
· Review the download process with multiple browsers, not just Microsoft Explorer

· Provide refresher training, possibly in the form of webinars or podcasts
· Offer tips on how to assist users with BARD if they rely on assistive technology
· Provide public librarians more detailed explanations and demonstrations of accessible technology in general
In regard to the promotional work (press releases, letters to patrons, etc.) participating libraries wanted to see some additional promotional information entered on the TBBC webpage, “For Librarians”.   
One recommendation that TBBC found to be highly valuable is to hold training sessions on TBBC services geared toward library assistants and paraprofessionals, as these public library staff members often have  greater direct contact with patrons in the libraries and would be in the best position to direct patrons to the accessible services of the digital book player and BARD.

Librarians also recommended more promotional material specific to BARD, especially something brief and easy to carry away, like a rack card.

TBBC asked participating libraries about the patron and community response they received in relation to the BARD pilot project.  Some library administrators admitted that they had concerns about the time commitment that would be required to provide the BARD service, but those concerns were quickly allayed once it became clear that the download process is not lengthy.  Staff found that they spent as much time supporting BARD as they did with many other services already available in their library.  One of the participating libraries has a staff member who also sits on the ADA council of that town.  The ADA council was very happy to know that the library was taking part in this pilot project.  Another library has a trustee who is visually disabled and is familiar with the services of TBBC, so both the library administration and the trustees of that library were very pleased to promote this program.
Some real world examples that help convey the value of promoting BARD, specifically, as well as other related NLS based services in partnership with public libraries:
· A TBBC patron who is a high school student was so excited to know that his local library was teaming up with TBBC that he volunteered to be a BARD support leader for patrons interested in learning how to download on their own at the local library.  His mother was especially excited that he wanted to jump in to volunteer with this project.  It brought an acknowledgement to a unique skill he had that he could offer within his local community.  It also appealed to him that his local library’s participation in this project was getting so much positive media coverage.

· One library participating in the pilot project is situated within a few blocks of Heightened Independence and Progress (HIP), a non-profit organization that provides services to people with various physical disabilities.  After a TBBC presentation at this center, eight people immediately signed up for TBBC services, two of those eight people went to the nearby BARD participating library the very next day and requested several titles from BARD.  These new patrons were thrilled to learn about a variety of programs available through the library including a dance performance, an upcoming speaker, and other cultural events.  They signed up to attend several programs.  They had assumed that since they couldn’t use standard print resources, they had no reason to use the library.  The library was thrilled to have them visit and express ongoing interest in their services.  This library has been campaigning for expanded handicapped parking to serve their patrons.  Partnering with HIP helps the library make its case to the town council.  

· Another participating library trained its bookmobile staff on the services available through TBBC. When the bookmobile visits senior centers and senior living communities throughout the municipality, the library promotes the unique TBBC services available to print disabled readers and encourages registration for TBBC services as well as BARD availability at their library.
Recommendations

Participating libraries were very enthusiastic about the pilot project.  They did make recommendations to improve the program for future use.  Some recommendations are targeted toward TBBC efforts in the area of training and promotion, and some are targeted toward the BARD system. 

General Recommendations:

1. Market or promote TBBC services in general and BARD specifically, both internally to staff of public libraries and externally to the general public.  Technology open houses were recommended as good vehicles for promotion of BARD and the digital talking book player.

2. Train paraprofessional staff on the services of TBBC for print disabled readers.  Since circulation staff, library clerks and technicians  may have more daily interaction with patrons who may be print disabled, they are positioned to promote BARD or the digital audiobook player as long as they see it as an extension of the library services they are already providing in house.
3. Since June is National Audiobook Month, be sure to promote the message that BARD services meet the accessible audiobook needs of many print disabled patrons.

4. Notify other public libraries who are not BARD participants of the support at BARD participating libraries.
5. Provide participating libraries with a mechanism for confirming patron eligibility when TBBC is closed (evenings and weekends), which is when public libraries are busiest.

6. Regularly provide refresher training on BARD, as well as an overview of assistive technology for those print disabled.  While library staff don’t need to know how to use all types of accessible technology, they should be familiar with basic features and their potential for use by the print disabled population.

Recommendations specific to BARD:

1. BARD search interface isn’t comparable to an online catalog.  It should be browseable and have refined search capabilities.

2. Subject searching in BARD is inadequate compared to standard cataloging subject headings.

3. Users should be able to set and receive alerts notifying them when favorite authors or topics are added to BARD.

4. It would be very helpful to have an administrative page for public libraries that allows them to see a patron’s ‘has had’ list or set up a wish list for an individual.

As a result of this pilot project, TBBC librarians have several recommendations to improve record keeping and promotion:

1.  A separate classification of full institutional access should be created for public libraries.  Upon signing into a public library account, there should be a field requiring a patron ID and corresponding regional/subregional library ID for that patron  so that download detail for that specific patron can be later uploaded to their NLS regional library’s ‘has had’ records.
2. BARD should establish a standard audit cycle for BARD IDs issued to institutional accounts.  A regional library like TBBC would get a reminder every six months of IDs assigned to an account and verify these as still valid with the parent organization.  This would be helpful with an institution, but especially public libraries since NLS has greater concerns about their use in providing BARD service to the general public.
3. Develop a national webinar based training program that can be used by any public library to learn more about NLS services and the collaborative potential with regional libraries.

4. NLS should develop a ‘train the trainer’ module in order to train regional libraries on the various aspects covered by this pilot project so that other regional libraries can begin offering full BARD access to public libraries in the regions they serve.  

5. Require that any public library staff seeking BARD access are trained in person by the local NLS regional library.   Training must include eligibility criteria, the application process and full BARD training as well as a brief overview of serving print disabled patrons in their library.
Conclusion

Without hesitation, NJSLTBBC recommends that NLS extend full BARD access to public librarians to directly serve patrons registered in the national program.  TBBC’s experience with public libraries proves that public libraries, when trained on the unique eligibility and qualifying requirements of NLS services, are strong partners in the promotion and support of services to the print disabled population.  TBBC found that in all instances in which a person was provided BARD services, the requestor either already had an established account for services with TBBC or provided a complete and certified application for services.  Public library staff were very vigilant gatekeepers to BARD.  A concerted effort to promote this pilot project to New Jersey’s NLS registered users and the general public helped elevate the profile of TBBC ‘s services as well as the advantages of using BARD at local libraries.
Since 2009, the New Jersey Talking Book & Braille Center has emphasized the importance of complementing and not competing with public libraries.  Public libraries are already supporting many library users who may qualify for the services made possible through NLS.  Ideally, patrons should be shared between a public library and an NLS regional library so that they benefit from the best of both worlds.  By creating a bridge between these libraries, the needs of more patrons can be met with a high degree of consistency and very little confusion.  Libraries in both settings can strengthen their ties and educate each other on how to best serve their common patrons.  As more and more resources become accessible, the audiobook service of NLS needs to be better known to all audiences (patrons AND librarians) in order to be acknowledged as a viable service in a highly competitive field of accessible services.  
