
B enetech, a leading innovator in the field of 
accessible literacy, is on a mission to bridge the 
information gap for visually impaired indi-
viduals. Their multifaceted approach tackles 

challenges on multiple fronts, fostering inclusion and 
independence through accessible technology, training, 
and community building.

Bookshare, Benetech’s flagship program, stands as 
the world’s largest online library for those with visual 
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impairments. This digital treasure trove boasts over 1.3 
million titles in more than 50 languages, all optimized 
for screen readers and Braille interfaces. This empow-
ers users to navigate and access reading materials 
independently, fostering a sense of accomplishment and 
lifelong learning.

Beyond Technology: Increasing 
Skills, Building Confidence, and 
Facilitating Socialization
Benetech recognizes that traditional assistive technolo-
gies can be cost-prohibitive. To bridge this gap, they 
offer training programs focused on utilizing affordable 
tools like smartphones with keyboards or customized 
Chromebooks. This digital literacy initiative, particu-
larly impactful in developing countries, has equipped 
over 3,500 individuals with the skills to read, write, and 
pursue their education independently.
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Limited access to books can create social 
isolation. Benetech fosters a sense of community by 
promoting inclusive libraries with diverse content. 
Platforms like Bookshare allow visually impaired 
users to engage with the same stories as their 
sighted peers, facilitating discussions and shared 
experiences. Online forums further strengthen 
these connections, allowing readers to discuss their 
favorite books and connect with others who share 
their passion.

A Global Impact: The Case of India
Benetech’s dedication extends far beyond the 
United States. Their work in India exemplifies their 
commitment to localized solutions. Recognizing 
India’s linguistic diversity, Benetech offers 
Bookshare interfaces in 13 Indian languages. 
They collaborate with local organizations to 
create accessible educational materials, catering 
to various curriculums and needs. This focus on 
local relevance has resulted in a thriving Indian 
membership base of over 25,000.

Despite significant progress, India continues 
face challenges associated with ensuring equitable 
access to education for students with print 
disabilities. The government has made efforts to 
provide assistive technology, such as Braille books 

and audio books, to students with print disabilities. 
However, there is still a long way to go to ensure 
that these students have the same educational 
opportunities as their peers. Additionally, more needs 
to be done to bridge the gap between rural and urban 
areas in terms of access to educational materials and 
assistive technology.

It is also important to provide support services, 
such as trained teachers and counselors, to ensure 
that students with print disabilities receive the tailored 
learning they need to reach their full potential. Benetech 
understands that empowering educators is crucial. 
Therefore, they provide training programs for teachers, 
librarians, and parents, equipping them with the skills to 
guide visually impaired children toward a love of reading 
and academic success. This support network has fostered 
partnerships with over 35 organizations serving the 
blind in India, with plans to expand further.

Benetech’s impact is evident in the success 
stories of program participants. Students across 
India are now writing exams independently, a 
remarkable feat considering their past reliance on 
scribes. This newfound independence translates 
to improved academic performance and opens 
doors to future opportunities. Students like Moses 
Chowdari Gorrepati, who leveraged Bookshare 
to graduate university and secure employment, 

exemplify the program’s 
transformative potential.

Challenges, Sustainability, 
and the Road Ahead
The initial stages of Benetech’s 
program faced resistance from 
educators accustomed to tradi-
tional Braille methods. However, 
as educators witnessed the power 
and ease of digital tools, their 
acceptance grew. Students, on the 
other hand, readily embraced the 
technology, exploring its potential 
and achieving academic progress. 

Benetech’s focus on constant 
innovation ensures the program’s 
sustainability. They are actively 
developing new applications to 
support digital learning, such as 
text-to-speech software or digital 
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note-taking tools. They are also 
exploring inclusivity for individuals 
with other disabilities, ensuring a 
broader reach. Standardized train-
ing modules for teachers, students, 
and administrators are being 
implemented in other developing 
countries, like the Philippines 
and Kenya.

Benetech envisions a future 
in which affordable and accessible 
technology empowers visually 
impaired students globally. Their 
approach stands as a beacon for 
future innovators, demonstrating 
the transformative power of locally 
relevant solutions that prioritize 
affordability and accessibility. By 
equipping individuals with the tools 
and skills they need, Benetech is 
paving the way for a more inclu-
sive and equitable world, where 
visual impairment need not be 
a barrier to literacy, education, 
and opportunity.

Optimizing for the 
Visually Impaired: 
Benetech’s Approach
Benetech recognizes that indi-
viduals with visual impairments 
have specific needs when it comes 
to accessing information and 

literature. Their efforts focus on 
creating a more inclusive reading 
experience through:

• Accessible Ebooks: Bene-
tech’s flagship program, 
Bookshare, is a digital library 
brimming with ebooks 
optimized for screen readers 
and Braille interfaces. This 
ensures users can access and 
navigate reading materials 

independently, fostering 
a sense of empowerment 
and accomplishment.

• Assistive Technologies: 
Benetech acknowledges that 
screen readers and Braille 
readers can be expensive, 
posing a significant barrier in 
low-resource settings. Their 
approach addresses this chal-
lenge by providing training 
and support for using these 
tools effectively.

Socialization Through 
Shared Stories
Limited access to books can isolate 
visually impaired individuals from 
conversations and cultural refer-
ences based on popular literature. 
Benetech’s initiatives bridge this 
gap through:

• Inclusive Libraries: Platforms 
like Bookshare offer a diverse 
collection of ebooks, allowing 
visually impaired individuals 
to engage with the same stories 
and characters as their sighted 
peers. This fosters a sense 
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of shared experience and 
facilitates discussions around 
common interests.

• Discussion Forums: Benetech 
creates online communities 
where readers can share their 
interpretations and connect 
over their favorite books. This 
social interaction combats 
feelings of isolation and fosters 
a sense of belonging.

• Leveraging of Existing 
Devices: Recognizing the high 
cost of assistive technologies in 
developing countries, Benetech 
provides free apps and 
keyboard interfaces that work 
on Chromebooks and Android 
devices – gadgets already 
present in many low-resource 
communities. This eliminates 
the need for expensive 
specialized equipment, making 
education more accessible.

• Localized Interfaces: 
Recognizing the language 
diversity in India, Benetech 
offers Bookshare interfaces in 
Hindi, Bengali, and Tamil, 
empowering individuals 
who may not be comfortable 
with English.

• Educator Training: 
Benetech equips educators, 
parents, and librarians with 
the knowledge and skills 
to guide visually impaired 
children toward a world 
of literature. This creates 
a support network that 
fosters a love for reading and 
lifelong learning.

A Mission of  
Empowerment
By breaking down barriers to 
education and social interaction, 
Benetech empowers individuals 

with visual impairments to 
reach their full potential. Their 
innovative approach, coupled 
with a commitment to global 
impact, paves the way for a more 
inclusive and equitable world. 
Through their work, Benetech 
not only provides access to 
education and social interac-
tion for individuals with visual 
impairments, but also enables 
them to develop crucial skills, 
pursue their passions, and par-
ticipate fully in society. Benetech 
empowers these individuals to 
lead independent and fulfilling 
lives, ultimately fostering a more 
inclusive and equitable world 
for all.
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