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Summary

This document describes a Swedish initiative to increase the accessibility of public information, books, newspapers and multimedia content, especially aimed for people with reading difficulties and for people that has a different mother tongue.

By using the latest technology, a user centric “Design for all” development process and applying new value chains, the modern technology of talking books can be applied in new ways. The following will present the results of a development project that applies the above-mentioned ideas. 
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1. The Reader – an e-Inclusion service

1.1. Background

The Swedish Parliament decided in the government bill “Prop. 1999/2000:79” that ”people with disabilities have the same rights and duties as other people. All obstacles for disabled people to take full part in the society must be removed”.

The share of people with reading comprehension difficulties in Sweden is high. About a quarter of all adults lack the reading comprehension necessary for participating on the level of a compulsory-school pupil in the ninth grade (Swedish Handicap Institute [HI], 2006). The reasons vary, e.g. visual handicap, dyslexia, aphasia, cognitive or intellectual disabilities, Swedish as second language etc. Approximately 10 % of the population have functional disabilities, which equals almost 1 million persons. 

Information and Communication Technology (ICT) is widely used today, to provide information and service to people in different situations. The development and expansion of this area is rapid.

Given these facts it is difficult for people with reduced reading comprehension to take part in the information society, i e opposite to its aim of supporting people in their daily lives. ICT of today on the contrary puts challenging demands on our reading comprehension and cognitive ability. It is rare that exposed groups of people with special needs are involved in the design process of ICT services. The situation is worsened by the fact that subsidies for special aid equipment only reach a few percent. These figures are also valid for people with reduced reading ability. 

Above all it is the group of blind or people with serious sight disabilities that gets the subsidies for aid equipment (e.g. digital talking books and corresponding media players), whilst e.g. people with dyslexia gets subsidies for talking books excluding the media player. Thus people with dyslexia have to get free software themselves that can be used in a PC. A large group of people that has no diagnosis but still experience reading difficulties has to manage themselves, without any support at all. 

The situation has created an increasing gap between those who can make use of the opportunities of ICT services and those who cannot.

	· Almost half of the people (43%) feel that they are excluded from the information society

· A quarter of Sweden’s population does not use Internet at all.

· Three out of five have never consumed public information via Internet. 

Which groups are excluded? 

· People with special needs due to functional
disabilities

· Elderly people

· Ethnic groups

· People with low income

Source: World Internet Institute, 2007
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1.2. Assignment from the Swedish Post and Telecom agency

Based on the above-mentioned decision from the Parliament and current circumstances, e-Centret received a project assignment in September 2006 to perform a large pre-study, conceptualize, develop and test a service that diminish discrimination of people with reading comprehension disabilities, “Trial with streamed reading over broadband-TV and mobile platforms”. The vision of the project is to include people with reading disabilities in the information society by using a “Design for all” perspective on the design process. The project has therefore worked closely together with the identified groups through all stages of development.

The project has shown how modern talking book technology can be applied on standardised home electronics and provide a new way of reading. This implies increased reach, improved reading comprehension and reduced need for subsidising of reading aid appliances, thus including more people in the information society.

The project’s steering committee constitutes representatives from the National Post and Telecom Agency (PTS), The Swedish Library of Talking Books and Braille (TPB), The Swedish National Association for Persons with Intellectual Disability (FUB), The Swedish Association for Persons with Difficulties in Reading and Writing/Dyslexia (FMLS), The Centre for Easy-to-read, and e-Centret. The current phase which involves conceptualizing, development of a service and field-testing will be finalized at the end of December 2007.

1.3. The solution: The Reader 1.0

The project has developed a server-based solution named “The Reader”, which in its first release provides playback of DAISY standard productions in a TV set-top box environment.
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Since the application only needs a standardised web reader to navigate and playback the DAISY content, no proprietary applications are needed in the user’s client equipment. The service can be further integrated directly towards content providers and thus provide availability to a rich variation of content. 

1.4. The outcome

The concept that has been developed by the project has created an entirely new distribution methodology to provide content on a more efficient way and to reach large volumes of people with reading comprehension difficulties. 
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The concept also includes presenting and interacting with multimodal content in an entirely new way in the near future.
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1.5. Methodology

1.5.1. Developing applications for TV and mobile phones

A computer with an Internet connection is not available as an ICT tool for everyone, especially not for the weak groups in the society. Computers are seen as expensive and complex for many. Almost everyone (98%) in Sweden has his or her own TV-set (World Internet Institute, 2006). The service ”The Reader” is implemented on IP-TV technology, which is a growing way of receiving TV services in peoples’ homes. The service is also prepared to be distributed over mobile phones, a client type that has a large reach amongst consumers and also makes services available in a wide variety of contexts.

Through this multi-channel approach the reading session can easily be transferred seamlessly between different devices, thereby making the user’s reading experience similar to reading a physical book. E.g. you start reading on the TV, bookmark when you finish reading and later pick up the book on your mobile phone at the same page where you left it. 

The service has, in its first release, been developed for the IP-TV platform. Developing services for the TV is different from developing service for a PC, e.g. resolution differs and the amount of information that can be presented in a TV screen is restricted. That implies that the information needs to be reduced and that other media types than text has to be used on a wider extent. E.g. text can be visualised by using graphics in new and efficient ways. Thus leading to more efficient ways of presenting information to users. Further on, the primary interaction method for TV is the remote control, which also has many design implications.

To use the special signatures of the TV media when developing e-services, even if the services are also meant for web/computer, is very advantageous. The clear and visual design of these services makes them accessible to more target groups than many traditional web pages.  

The navigation of TV and mobile services are similar, they are both manoeuvred by arrow keys and the OK key. This makes it relatively simple to transfer a TV service to the mobile environment with not too big adjustments of the interface.  

When the look and feel of the services is basically the same regardless of the type of terminal, the recognition is high, thus making it easier for the user to handle the service.
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1.5.2. User-centric development process

	The service ”The Reader” has been developed according to e-Centret’s user centric, iterative method, which ensures that the service is designed on the basis of the users´ needs, knowledge and preferences, as well as for the context in which the service will be used.

Prioritized groups of users participate throughout the whole development process. 
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Figure 1. Schematic view of the user centric 
iterative development method


2. Next step

The service developed by the project, ”The Reader”, has today a limited amount of functions. It shall be expanded with more functions in the next step, in order to provide the user with increased means of navigation and personalization. 

The vision is a server-based service that enables a personalized and seamless reading experience using different digital channels, e.g. cell phones, computer and TV. 
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The service shall be accessible 

· where the user needs it

· when the user needs it

· through the channel(s) that the user can handle
· in a way that the user understand and are able to manage
Using a combination of different channels makes it possible to fulfil above-mentioned criterias. 
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