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1 Introduction

Communication in itself and obtaining and transferring information are generally among the main difficulties of visually and hearing impaired people. 

Even if in immediate contact with the person they are communicating with it is diffucult for the visually and hearing impaired to interact directly without a time lag. 

Is it possible for a visually and hearing impaired person to directly communicate with another person who is deaf, blind, visually and hearing impaired or hearing and sighted? 

In 2001 the SZB counselling services oversaw the development of a Swiss computer programme called MAGGIE aiming at achieving this goal.  

On the basis of this programme I would like to demonstrate the required properties of such technical aid and point out the prerequisites necessary so as to be beneficial to a visually and hearing impaired person. The issues presented are based on our discussions throughout the development of MAGGIE and the experience gained from its use.

(Short presentation of the programme including explanation of the Swiss script phone system.)

I shall subdivide the required characteristics of a technical aid for direct communication across a lengthy distance according to the following key themes:

· Form of communication

· Establishing contact and contactability

· Communication technology

· Layout 

· Outlook – potential further development of our programme

2 Form of communication

On the one hand a certain form of communication must allow the visually and hearing impaired person to interact with a maximum degree of independency and self-determination, on the other hand the form of communication applied must ensure that visually impaired people, hearing impaired people and hearing and sighted partners are not excluded. Therefore the aim is to guarantee simple access for everybody.

2.a Tactile forms of communication

to be disregarded as the "arms are too short". 

2.b Spoken language 

to be disregarded for obvious reasons.

2.c Visual forms of communication (e.g. sign language) 

exclude strongly visually impaired and deafblind people.

However I do not want to rule out this form of communication entirely. 

2.d Written language

I give priority to written language as it can be assumed that most people master written language und visually and hearing impaired people can be taught written language by means of technical aids.   

I am fully aware of the fact that I hereby exclude certain hearing and visually impaired people who are not able to write. However I believe that direct communication across long distances is not their most pressing need.

3 Establishing contact

A visually and hearing impaired person should be able to establish contact independently and if possible at any time without having to make too much of an effort.  The visually and hearing impaired person should be able to reach as many people as possible.

Another person, who might not be hearing and visually impaired, must be able to get into contact with the hearing and viusally impaired person. The process of approaching a person must therefore be linked with a device announcing the upcoming “communication event” (acoustic and/or optical and/or tactile message). 

4 Communication technology

In general, the technology chosen should fulfill the following requirements:  

· reach a maximum number of people at international level 

· make use of an existing technology that is as wide-spread as possible in order to keep the expenses for those involved in a conversation at the lowest possible level. A technology which is not used by the majority of people would make it impossible for the hearing and visually impaired to communicate with the majority of people and would does represent a kind of “ghetto technology”.  

· establish intermediary services if necessary or to make use of existing services 

· make sure that it can be used as long as possible which means that the techology needs to be independent from existing technology to a certain extent or in other words does not require to be coupled to other technology. It is also important that the technology chosen can keep up with technical developments. 

Some comments on existing communication technologies:

4.a Telefax:

Advantages: makes use of the existing and wide-spread technology of the telephone.

Inconvenients: requires a fax machine, great time lag.

4.b Portable telephone (language/SMS/MMS/image transmission):

Advantages: wide-spread technology, international standards.

Inconvenients: difficult to use for deafblind people, very quick, fickle devlopment, which is difficult to anticipate, time lag.

4.c Computer-Internet:

Advantages: great potential for development, existing technical aids could be used. 

Inconvenients: not sufficiently spread at the time being, very expensive to purchase,  very quick, fickle devlopment, which is difficult to anticipate, technical problems regarding contactability and security. 

4.d Telephone (language /script/image)

Advantages: the most wide-spread and best accepted means of communication which is relatively consistent, existing intermediary services can be used. 

Inconvenients: additional equipment must be purchased for script and image transmission even by hearing and sighted people.

In my view the best solution at the moment is to combine the telephone to establish a connection and the computer to technically implement communication. 

5 Layout requirements and interface design

If written language (and possibly optics) is used as a means of communication and the telephone or internet as a means of transmission, we need an interface (a user or system interface) which “represents“ such communication. 

· This interface must be accessible optically and by means of tactile aids (braille device).

· In my opinion emphasis must be laid on written language. If today’s video chat programmes were further developed sign language could indeed be used, however visually and hearing impaired people with a strong visual impairment and people who do not master sign language would be excluded.

· Deafblind time needs to be taken into account, i.e. reading speed must be decoupled of transmission and writing speed (e.g. separation of writing and reading mode).

· Compatibility with other technical aids (magnifier or screen reader/braille devices).

· Handling adapted to the requirements of blind people (key commands).

· Font, font size and font coulour and background colour must be adjustable at will and must not exclude the use of magnifier programmes.

· Screen width and length of a line in text format must be adjustable.

· Scrolling up and down is better than scrolling on the side.

· Screen reader aids must be able to represent or reach any information by means of changing focus. 

· Programme must allow user to find out „where she/he is“.

· If video transmission is to be included into the programme (greatly desired by deaf and hearing and sighted users) it must be indicated in written when it is used. It should be possible to switch it off (comparable to Windows messenger).

· The camera needs to deliver high-qualitaty image transmission and size, contrast and colours need to be adjustable. 

· to be continued.....

6 Outlook – potential further development of our programme 

Apart from pure communications possibilites MAGGIE could be used in various other fields:

· Communicationstart straight via computer

· Expansion by including an address book/directory

· Expansion and use of the programme as a means of communication for direct communication („Translation“ of written language into magnified or tactile letters)

For the time being MAGGIE will not be further developed in Switzerland as its dependency on the Swiss telescript system has proved an obstacle both from a time and geography point of view. Furthermore international developments should be taken into account and responsabilities in general need to be checked.

1/7

