Guidelines for developing accessible audio guides handsets

Taken from “Talking Images Research. Museums, galleries and heritage sites: improving access for blind and partially sighted people” © RNIB/ Vocaleyes, 2003

One of the key findings of the audits in terms of technology was the high degree of inconsistency, and difficulty that blind and partially sighted people found in using the equipment, even when the guides were supposedly designed specifically with them in mind.  The experiences of the auditors were collated by one of the auditors into a set of guidelines that reflect the views of the users who participated in the project on how audio guides could be made more accessible. These guidelines assume that the guide will be in the form of a wand, with a numeric keypad giving random access to items that are stored in solid-state memory.   Most of the principles should apply to other carriers such as CD, PDA’s or adapted MP3 players, but the wand is the working model.

General principals:

· Layout: Controls should be grouped separately and made distinctive from each other.  For example, the number-pad should be clearly separated from other controls, and should be at the top of the panel; the volume up/down buttons should be together, and separate from other groupings.  The number-pad should respect the convention of the telephone key-pad (1-2-3 on the top-row) since this is in far more common use than the computer/calculator layout. 

· Visual Indication: When symbols are used to represent functions or controls, then widely recognisable ones should be chosen.  An easy-to-read font should be used for all display indications.  Colour combinations must have a contrast (brightness) of 4.0 or greater. There should be a clear colour and tone contrast between the buttons and the surrounding panel, and/or coloured ‘circling’ of buttons.

· Audible Indication: Feedback should be given to confirm that a button press has been accepted, or warn if it has not.   If the unit is speech-enabled, then this feedback will be in the form of spoken prompts and confirmations of the button pressed.   If not, then a simple system of tones or beeps, such as is used in mobile phones, will be adequate.   For example, a short discrete beep means that the press was accepted, and a longer harsher beep means that some sort of error occurred.  

· Tactile Indication: Buttons should be clearly distinguishable from the surrounding panel and from each other, so they should project, be hard plastic rather than rubber, and should give a firm positive click when pressed.  Shaped buttons can help to confirm functions, such as arrows pointing right and left for moving forward and back, or up and down for volume. On the numeric keypad, the widely accepted convention of putting a dot on the number 5 should be respected.

· Functions and Controls:  In order to navigate effectively within and between a large number of recorded items of variable length, the following controls are essential, and must have dedicated buttons (not dual function).   No existing guide has yet met these requirements.

Play: starts an item from the beginning when it is selected.

Stop:  stops the item, ready for either re-play from the beginning, or entry of new item.

Pause:  pauses the item mid-way, and resumes when pressed again.

Scroll forward/back: a group of two controls allowing forward or backward scrolling with audible movement (sometimes called cue and revue).

Clear/Cancel: returns to default state if you make a mistake.

All the guides reviewed had some combination of these controls, but often had dual-function buttons, or missed some of the essential functionality. 

Other considerations:

· Listening Modes: There should be two ways of listening to the audio: through the wand itself, in the style of a telephone handset, but also through stereo headphones for extended listening or when the audio and production quality are more critical, so a headphone socket is essential.  The type of headphones or earphones should be considered carefully.   For example, in most visiting situations, it is important to be able to hear sounds in the environment clearly alongside the audio-guide, but there may be settings where it is important to reduce outside noise with closed or ‘in-ear’ designs.

· Carrying:  Guides should be fitted with a cord or strap, to allow them to be carried round the neck so that hands are free when needed.

· Triggering of items: A number of systems, based on infra-red or radio control ‘tags’, or GPS location, make it possible for appropriate items to play automatically when the visitor passes the right point, or simply to indicate which item is nearby, so that it may be selected when desired.   One of these systems should be used whenever possible, in view of the difficulty of knowing when you are near a numbered item.

· Multimedia Guides:  New guiding techniques are constantly being developed, some current examples being multimedia workstations placed around venues, and portable multimedia devices (similar to PDA’s) containing all the information content in memory.   The principles in these guidelines should be applied to new carriers, in such a way that the information content, whether text, audio, or, where applicable, graphical, be made accessible to blind and partially sighted visitors. 
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