The Diskettes Reading Group for Visually Impaired People

The Diskettes is a reading group for visually impaired people that I set up in September 2008, working in partnership with Southend Blind Welfare Organisation (SBWO) and the Royal National Institute for the Blind (RNIB). We meet once a month at Southend Central Library.
Southend Library already has two reading groups that include visually impaired people. Following requests from customers, a need was identified for another similar group at Southend Library. 

I proposed a partnership between Southend Libraries, SBWO and the RNIB. This led to a verbal agreement with the RNIB to work together and a meeting with the Head of Southend Blind Welfare Organization, at which we discussed and agreed what each partner, would contribute and undertake.

It was agreed that every month, the RNIB would send a copy of the titles to be reviewed to each member of the reading group, in their preferred listening format. Each person in the group therefore needed to be a member of the RNIB. This is helpful as it has often been difficult to obtain the same title in audio format from library stock for each member of our other reading groups for Visually Impaired People. The RNIB also provide a Digital Talking Book CD player for RNIB Talking Book Members.

SBWO is an independent charity providing practical help to visually impaired people in and around the Southend-on-Sea area. They run an equipment and information centre which offers people with sight problems a chance to try out a large range of specialist equipment including voice enhanced computers and CCTVs. Many other aids to daily independent living can also be demonstrated by their team of volunteers. They also run a specialist residential home which offers sensitive care to older people with sight problems in a friendly and warm environment and also offer a range of clubs, social activities, holidays, trips and special events.

Although Southend Blind Welfare Organization promotes independence, they agreed that in cases where members of the reading group need transport to get to and from the Library for our monthly reading group meetings, they would arrange and meet the cost of taxis. Members of the reading group needed to be members of SBWO in order to receive help with transport and membership is free. Initially, SBWO provided a member of staff to support me with these sessions but were unable to continue with this in the long-term. I have, fortunately, been able to run the group alone.
Membership of the group is free and we provide refreshments and biscuits. Members of our reading groups also benefit from discounted ticket prices to our author events. We usually have a Christmas event or party for all of our reading groups.
We now have 11 members of The Diskettes. The formation of a third reading group for Visually Impaired People at Southend Library has increased social contact for more Visually Impaired People and provided another opportunity to promote and share reading experiences. 
Elsie Field, who has been a member of the group since it’s’ inception says: “What is wonderful about this group is the lifeline it provides. When you are first told you can’t read any more because your eyes are so bad, a group like this is a godsend. When something you love and have always done is taken away, it is very hard. My eyesight started deteriorating a few years before I was registered blind and I can’t read anything any more. The best thing about the group is talking about books you have really enjoyed. I used to just read mysteries, and I would never have dreamed I’d find myself discussing a book about the Taliban”
Working in partnership with the Royal National Institute for the Blind and Southend Blind Welfare Organisation has proved very successful and has also resulted in reduced costs to the library service both in terms of staff input and transport costs. The RNIB supply a Digital Talking Book Player along with the stories we want to review and the SBWO organise the transport. This partnership also means that as part of a single experience with an organisation, customers are given a greater awareness of, and improved access, to a number of services that they need. This is, to my mind, an excellent example of how libraries can successfully work in partnership with both local and national organisations to improve and promote their services. I am very proud of our success.
To mark the first anniversary of the formation of The Diskettes Reading Group, the Evening Echo, a local newspaper, ran a full page article on the 7th August 2009 about the group. We are further seeking to share this example with colleagues in other organisations and local authorities.
Greg Simmonds
Librarian: Audience Development
Southend Borough Libraries
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