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1 Scope of the event

The two day conference in Birmingham, UK, was to discuss research, methods, development, products and the experience people had had in the field of producing and using Tactile Diagrams and other tactile forms of communication. The overall mission is “To provide equal and independent access to graphical information for blind and partially sighted people”. Hosted by RNIB National Centre for Tactile Diagrams.

2 Participants

230 people from 23 difference countries attended the conference.

3 Outstanding presentations

GRASP project (Graphics Research And Standards Project), Phase III: Exploring tactile graphics comprehension and format for the development of standards and design guidelines.
Aquinas Pather, Tactile Graphics Instructor, Canadian Braille Authority, Canada.

Fourteen aspects of tactile images was tested, each with a page of objects on a couple of types of media. Thermoformed plastic was the preferred medium in every case. More details can be found at www.canadianbrailleauthority.ca/ docs/Report_Tactile_Graphics_part3.pdf

Japanese action – standardization of display method for tactile guide maps for buildings, stations and other public factilities.

Hiroshi Fujimoto, Professor, Faculty of Human Sciences, Waseda University, Japan.

The Japanese Standards Association is exploring the standardization of tactile maps based on ISO/IEC Guide 71. These items are to be standardized: ‘You are here’, tactile pavement, toilet (men, women), stairs, escalator, elevator, entrance, ticket vending machine, gate, scale, direction, arrow, Western-style toilet, Asian-style toilet, urinal, washing stand.
Method: first, a makers’ survey. Collected all symbols currently in use and asked reasons why they were used. Then a users’ survey based on currently-used symbols. Each symbol currently in use was scored as good, quite good, quite bad or bad, and a reason given. Although results were based on the scores (which symbol had the most for ‘good’ and ‘quite good’) the comments were also taken into account. In one case, one symbol had more ‘good’ score than another, but the other scored more overall ‘good’ plus ‘quite good’, and that was chosen as a result of the comments on it.

Developing a set of discriminable tactile symbols.

Sandra Jehoel, Research Assistant, University of Surrey.

The object of the research was to produce a set of symbols that could be used on a tactile map, that had a good level of discriminability: that is, they could easily be recognised apart from each other. The symbols were abstract shapes: squares, circles and triangles, filled, empty, with dots or lines. The conclusion was a set of shapes, but no meaning could be associated with them because they were abstract. 20 people took part in the testing: ten visually impaired and ten sighted, but all wore blindfolds. The results showed no significant difference between the sighted and the visually impaired respondents.
4 Presentations/interventions from the STF

Leaflets were handed out to all sighted and partially sighted delegates, inviting them to visit the symbol testing website and take part in the testing.

5 Stakeholders reaction/comments
6 Knowledge acquired / guidance received for the STF work

Issues to consider when developing tactile symbols:

· Appreciate how accessible images are special:

· They are less fine than visual perception. Take longer to ‘read’. Special skills needed:

· Spatial imagery

· Graphical representation

· Reading skills

· Cannot generalise: every image is independent.

· Need contextual descriptions in order to make the images meaningful.

· Usability:

· Does it work?

· Impact on equality, inclusion, independence

· Who are they for?

7 STF results dissemination / recognition
Sandra Jehoel, University of Surrey, was helpful in describing how to find visually impaired participants.
Stephen Wall, University of Glasgow, is a research fellow with Stephen Brewster, who is an expert with auditory symbols.

8 Impact of the participation on the STF
Important contacts have been established, and a better understanding has been gained of the process of developing and producing tactile symbols. The profile of the STF’s work has been raised.

9 Conclusion

A useful conference to take part in for the purposes of the STF. There was a high level of enthusiasm amongst delegates for the subject, and a strong desire to begin standardisation work, although much of this will probably not be within the remit of ETSI.
