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1 Scope of the event

The purpose of the meeting was to explore with NCTD how they could assist the STF in designing and testing three tactile symbols. In addition, how to proceed with developing auditory symbols was discussed.

2 Participants

Clive Miller, STF expert

Sarah Morley-Wilkins, Director NCTD

Richard Orme, Group Director RNIB

Dave Gunn, Technical Manager NCTD

Leen Petre, Director of Broadcasting RNIB

3 Outstanding presentations

NCTD explained who they are, what they do and the processed involved.
4 Presentations/interventions from the STF

A description of the ETSI project STF286 was given to provide background to the need for developing tactile symbols. Then the tactile symbols were discussed.

The tactile symbols required are for:

Audio Description

Spoken Command

Speech Output

The symbols will be used in the following contexts:

A button on a remote control or item of equipment;

The packaging of recorded media such as DVDs and Videos Building signage Product packaging.

5 Stakeholders reaction/comments
RNIB are running a couple of conferences soon: “Techshare” next week and “Tactile Graphics” at the beginning of December. Since Techshare is too soon, attendance at the latter was recommended at a cost of £240+VAT. This would provide a good opportunity to meet with test subjects and make contacts with people who could help with the testing of both the visual and tactile symbols in other countries. Twenty-three countries will be represented by 200 delegates from around the world, including Japan and Canada.
A tactile symbol might be difficult to implement on the small button of a remote control, but could be placed on a large button, or in adequate space next to the button. For a small button, the shape of the button or its placement might be required to distinguish it instead of the tactile symbol.

DVDs might be shrink-wrapped, though generally with very thin plastic, so the symbols may have to be read through it, or stuck onto the shrink-wrap. Nevertheless it is important because the visual symbol might be reproduced very small due to the competition for space on the DVD cover. As a result, someone with low vision might be able to read the title of the DVD, frequently given plenty of space, but unable to see the fine detail of a small visual symbol. Equally, a blind person with a small child might be able to discover the title of the DVD, with the child's assistant, but unable to determine the provision of an access service from the child. It would be better for the tactile symbol to be in the central section of the DVD case rather than along an outer edge due to the racking device that might be used to hold it.

6 Knowledge acquired / guidance received for the STF work

What design guidelines are available for developing tactile diagrams? 

It should be about the size of the end of a finger. Any larger requires extensive exploring, which is difficult, but any smaller makes its features difficult to interpret. The shape can be, for example, solid, have a dotted outline or a solid outline. The height is standardised (according to Braille standards), although American Braille stands higher. It should be set apart from other tactile symbols around it. It must be distinct from other tactile symbols that might be used in the same context.

Is it necessary to have a tactile symbol, or is Braille sufficient? 

A tactile symbol has the advantages of being multilingual and universal, as well as providing for the vast majority of visually impaired people who are not Braille readers.

How are tactile symbols produced? 

There are a number of different processes which vary in cost and are appropriate for different quantities required. A tactile printer makes multiple (40) passes using a jet of thick ink that builds up into a mound. This is very slow, produces less good results, but is the cheapest option and provides for rapid prototyping. Swell paper reacts to heat. This is printed onto with black ink and then heated. Because black absorbs more heat the black parts blister. This produces a better quality result than the inkjet but is more expensive and may not well represent the mass production method that would probably be used. For mass production, screen printing onto swell paper can be used for small quantities, but for large runs, plates are used to emboss paper or plastic.

The input design takes the form of standard graphic files. This is the form that the publication of the standard would take, together with a clear statement that it is meant for tactile use rather than visual. IN addition, the exact size requirement would be specified along with the height.

The NCTD recently became integrated into RNIB and is still going through changes. Rapid prototyping and development is done in Birmingham with mass production in Peterborough.

Past experience has been with a triangle shape that represents a warning for bottles containing dangerous liquids such as bleach. When the standard was first adopted, it was implemented using a stick-on label of the symbol embossed on it. As it has become better known, the symbol has been integrated onto the mould for the bottle themselves. The tactile symbols under discussion could go the same way.

For the auditory symbols, two people were recommended, having spent 20 years researching the subject: Alistair Edwards, University of York and Stephen Brewster, University of Glasgow. John Gill might also have some information on the Tiresias website. It might also tie in with the work RNIB is doing with Daisy players.

7 STF results dissemination / recognition
Testing would normally take years and involve all possible variations of a symbol such as size and texture. The testing should cover a cross-section of target end-users. The test would establish successful discrimination and easy recognition of the symbol, but never take the ISO9186 comprehension test of attempting to identify the meaning of a symbol having never encountered it before. This was estimated at 50 man-days.

However, given the timescale of the project, a prototype of a number of test subjects can be produced and then tested by canvassing people with low vision at an appropriate event that would attract such subjects. This will probably be “Sight Village” held in Birmingham in July which has the advantage that, being free, it successfully attracts a wide range of appropriate subjects, often with multiple disabilities. This reduces the demand to seven man-days, plus the costs of prototyping materials.

The tactile symbol would ideally resemble the equivalent visual symbol, but probably be simplified. Therefore an idea of which visual candidate has been successful would ideally precede the commencement of design work for the tactile symbol. However, given the tight timescales again, a different approach has been agreed. The six candidates for each of the three symbols required will be viewed by the design team to find a suitable base for the tactile symbol. The most successful candidates at that point may influence this decision. If a suitable candidate cannot be found, the team draw inspiration from the entire range of candidates prior to the selection by Human Factors.

It would be informative to discover the manufacturer who produces the stick-on warning symbol, as they might be able to provide an idea of costs and method for producing the eventual standard tactile symbols. They could also inform the design team of the likely restrictions that might be imposed on the symbol by the production process used.

RNIB can play an important role in the dissemination of the meaning of the symbols and advocating their usage.

8 Impact of the participation on the STF
The STF is now confident to proceed with the development and testing of tactile symbols in conjunction with NCTD and contribution from RNIB.

9 Conclusion

RNIB and NCTD are able and willing to undertake the design and prototyping of the symbols, which would be taken to Sight Village for testing.

Someone should attend Tactile Graphics on 1-2 December armed with a display book and clipboard for doing paper-based testing, a laptop for self-service online testing (WiFi Internet access is available) and a stack of handout slips with the website in large print for people to take away and participate in the testing by themselves either at the conference or back at home.

CM to send a website address to SMW and DG to view the candidate symbols, first the sets of six and maybe then the full set.
