Mike Starling: All of the other digital radio broadcast companies showed up and said, “Well we want to be included in this and identify mechanism for this to work”.  Japan in particular put forth their DARK system and each of them cooperated to identify where their transmissions scheme captioning could be ported.  So we’re on the precipice of being able to do that.  We do have interest from HD Radio manufactures, but I think frankly, it should be well recognized that with the advent of the iPad in particular as well as the iPhone and the majority of the applications that  may be the very first means by which mass number of deaf consumers have access to the service. It’s the folks at the Hearing Loss Association of America, National Association of The Deaf, Gallaudet Deaf University, TDI and a few other groups like that that have really been prodding us to get this moving.  So the ITU standard is out for ballot now.  The balloting is February the 6th and shortly after that we should have a formal ITU recommendation that will support captioning on the radio, and that of course is critical because without it, we really don’t have a mechanism to provide captioning for real output, with it we do.  So before we introduce first Mike and then Bapin to come up and talk to us about projects that they’ve been working on.  I’m going to run this little background piece about Mike May so that those of you that don’t know him will have a better sense of who he is and what he’s been up to.

Background piece:

My story is really not about overcoming blindness.  It’s about exploring life.  Blindness just happens to add some additional complexity and intricacies to that exploration that otherwise a person wouldn’t have, but they have their own set of other stuff to deal with.  The fact that I’m blind is just an obvious thing.  Let’s look at this as a challenge and it’s something that’s motivating rather than depressing.  As my first international experience I lived in a subsistence level situation and I realized that this is the way 90% of the world lived, and I came back from that experience physically exhausted, emotionally exhausted and it was very humbling and, at the same time, inspiring to have that realization that was affect me for life.  It’s amazing how one thing can lead to another thing and when you get out there and you meet people and you do stuff and you’re open, new things happened.  Surprisingly, I didn’t ski until I was about 27 and I realized that speed skiing was particularly new for blind a person because there’s no precision involved in guiding their way and speed skiing you just get on the top, you have the right equipment, you have the right tenacity, and you point downhill. The trip to the Olympics when I did a ski demonstration was probably one of the highlights of my life, both because I didn’t expect it and because it was also exciting to achieve something that would help publicize the fact that blind people do cool things.

I look for opportunities in life where I can have a challenge and then go through this in methodical way of figuring out there’s always a way.  OK what is that way?  OK this didn’t work, let’s try that thing.  After making my list of pros and cons of why I have an operation that would potentially get me vision given the fact it was only a 50% chance of success.  I only had it because of curiosity.  I knew that I wasn’t being my Mike May if I didn’t go ahead.  I almost didn’t have a choice.  If I’m a pioneer and I explore then why the heck am I resisting having this new vision operation just because it’s got a whole host and risk associated with them.  It was very exciting when the bandage came off and I have this wish of information coming in that I can see because I didn’t expect and that’s the greatest thing that pioneer can possibly have happened to them, the unexpected.  Holy smoke.  I sure can.

I expected if I got any vision it would be in a couple weeks and maybe a little bit, and all of a sudden it was here.  It was such a surprise.  I don’t think I even realize how insignificant vision was until I had it.  I’ve been able to see both sides of the point.  Well having vision is interesting but it’s not like changing.  It’ll be really significant if I can look back and say GPS technology that I helped on starting in 1994 is now in the big foot is, it’s affordable and blind people have this tool that enables their life that empowers them to fully benefit from all of the environment that surround them.  I think it’s my job to be an ambassador and to show people what’s possible.  I really like everybody to look at themselves and identify what they’re really good at, what they’ve accomplished and also what their challenges are.  Then set apart and overcoming some of those challenges higher than maybe they thought were possible, and then raise that bar a little more and then go for it.

Mike Starling:  It’s a real pleasure to introduce you to Mike May.  He is here to talk to us about his company, Sendero, and about a number of projects that he’s been working on over the recent years.  Mike.

Mike May:  All right, thanks from my end to those of you who are here for coming and listening and for those who were here earlier, it’s kind of lonely being a pioneer sometimes right?  And this is a convention of a 150,000 or more people.  How many manufactures are there?  Like 10,000, 8,000 and there’s quite a few and yet there’s only a few that are involved in the kind of things we’re talking about here.  Actually proactively we’re trying to have accessibility to their product.  I’ve really have to commend those pioneers like NPR, Dice, Ubiquity and a few others that are on the forefront of actually figuring out ways to put this into the radio and other devices.  How do we add accessibility to mainstream products and that’s the reason I come to this consumer electronics show every year which I have since 1984 not because of the UGPS product that my company makes but really for the bigger picture of what’s out there and what’s happening and if there’s some way I can influence one manufacturer to put some kind of accessibility into their products then, of the odd chance, I’ve accomplished something significant because as blind folks, we don’t have access to a lot of the 250 different models of radio, of internet radios or 500 miles of phones.  We’re lucky if we have access to one log and I mean that’s better than no logs.  Twos are better than one and so forth, but we got to start somewhere so it’s really to have access to few of these things and that’s what we’re trying to influence.  A little bit about my company, Sendero Group was formed 10 years ago.

I’ve been working for 15 years on accessible GPS and the reason for that is primarily because when you looked at access to an information and the kinds of things that we needed this technology for, fundamentally we always asked ourselves…self, what are the alternatives, and when it comes to getting around, there were no alternatives other than a sighted person giving you information and that can be dicing.  My role at that time was always on the street corner if I wanted to know where was the certain place and what’s the name of the street.  I would ask five people and average the answers, because people try to be helpful.  Sometimes they don’t speak to you, maybe they don’t speak the language and they just don’t want to to deal with a stranger, other times they’re too helpful and they give information when they really don’t have any, so there’s been no alternative and as I looked at the different things that we need in terms of different technologies, that’s always the first question to ask oneself what is the alternative?  Memorizing the keyboard, probably if there is a keyboard.  If it’s a touchpad and there is no kind of beeps or vocal output then there really is no way to deal with it and that’s the way a lot of technologies, a lot of televisions, a lot of touch-screen devices work.

So we came to GPS, it was clear that by having information announced to me as I walked down the street, this was huge for a blind person.  A sighted person does have alternatives.  You have maps and you can see landmarks, street signs, so you have alternatives even though a GPS is obviously becoming very useful to lots of people blind and sighted.  For a blind person, it was essential.  For a sighted person, it’s nice and that’s a fundamental difference.  So over the course of this 10 years, Sendero Group has developed accessible GPS on now six platforms and that includes three specialized PDAs for blind that have Braille and/or speech output , not input just output, so for input we have Braille keyboards or qwerty keyboards, then we also have a version that works on the PC, it’s called Sendero maps and we don’t expect people to walk down the street with the PC but what they do with that is explore their environment from the keyboard, everything talks, all the points of interests are there, so they can map out their environment ahead of time from a keyboard and it’s fairly inexpensive, so some of the other ones are more expensive.

Then we have one from Windows model phones called Mobile Geo and then we have one that’s very basic for the iPhone, and we’re still in the process of figuring out what to do about the iPhone because there is not a good business model for, so from a company’s standpoint the blindness market is small.  The numbers of users are in the hundreds or low thousands.  They’re not in the tens of thousands.  So the only business model that works for the iPhone has come up with something that’s not only good for blind people but it’s also good for sighted people, and then you’ll be able to have the volume that allows to have 99‑cent or even a 29‑dollar product.  You don’t have $500 or a $1,000 product on the iPhone market.  You’ll get crucified if you tried that even if that’s what it cost to justify specialized application for the iPhone.  We’re still sorting that out.  So to start with, we put a toe in the water and we have an application called Live Around and I shake my iPhone and tells me the street I’m on, the cross street, and the nearest point of entrance, and then there’s another button you can press to get to the nearest spotting points of interest.  It doesn’t do any turn by turn, rooting information, just this basic look around and the reason we did that is because none of the mainstream products for the iPhone tell you the basic look‑around information.  They are great when it comes to guiding the sighted person along a room, some of them with speech output, they have maps, they have nice little icons and arrows and things that they guide visually, they have decent voice prompting of the turns but they don’t have fundamental things that blind people need what’s around me.

There is an application called Around Me and there is various funds like that and they’re great for giving you a list of what restaurants are nearby and even reviews and such but not in the same way as our Look Around applications.  So we found a missing feature and made an application that need that and it was the opportunity to put this toe in the water and then figure out what we’re doing with the iPhone.  One of the things that I’ve learned with the iPhone is that it’s brought back a concept that I’ve thought about is we’re looking at making product accessible is the concept of using our accessible portal as the means of getting information cheaply from mainstream products.  So I was talking to the manufacturer of the internet radio last night and he was bemoaning the fact that it was too expensive to add accessibility to their products and that’s the real world business problem.  So I said what about…you have USB port right?  He said, yeah.  So what if you configure that USB port to talk to my iPhone or other talking phone that I have.  So I have my accessibility in my hand.  It blabbers to me in whatever way I’ve chosen or if I have Braille display, it’s talking to Braille display.  I have that already.  So what don’t I use it at to talk to the internet radio, to talk to my TV.  It can talk to an ATM.  Let’s not make all of those things talk and have accessibility and developed screen readers and speech input and speech output, chips and all of this stuff.  The manufacturers are going to complain it’s too expensive.  Let’s instead use our accessible portal and that’s been done in some ways with the iPhone already.  It talks to Braille displays and different Braille devices.  It’s already in the lists, so if I compare my iPhone with my Braille device instead of having to use the very tricky sensitive small touch-screen alphanumeric keypad on the iPhone which is what, three inches across, it’s a pretty little keyboard.  When you rock you finger and it changes from A to S to D.  You don’t have to move your finger, you just rock it.  That’s really tricky.  So instead, I have my Braille keyboard and it does the input through the iPhone when it comes to writing e-mail or writing texts that’s a much more productive for me than trying to deal with that little teeny keyboard.  So it’s kind of a combination approach and I think it’s one that manufacturers should really seriously look at, is there a way of opening up the interface to either Bluetooth or USB so that we can then communicate with a blind person to accessible device.  Otherwise, the accessibility is somehow as simple as to pull a little tack in the surface on an interface.  You can tell where the buttons are or could have beeps. I had a Motorola family radio a couple of years ago and accidentally, they put it in a beep so channel 1 had a higher beep than all the other channels.  So 2 through 35 were just the same tone and when you came back around to channel 1 it went up a higher beep, OK I know I’m in channel 1.  I can count from there.  It’s not ideal.  Yeah, it’d be wonderful if every channel spoke and had all the details but I can live with that.  What I can’t live with is all the tones were the same or there’s no tones.  It’s so easy to just do a pitch change.  You already have the software and the hardware that makes the beeps.  Let’s just do something a little bit intelligent with them.

The same thing with knobs in terms of any kind of bumps.  We’ve had a dot on the five key of keypads for years.  Well let’s have a dot on the power key or a few other strategic keys.  It’s not that big a deal.  Unfortunately, there’s no national protocol that says this is what you should do.  Everybody’s adopted the five dot just because it’s common sense but when manufacturers have asked me where do I go to figure out how to make my product accessible.  Unfortunately, I don’t have a really solid answer or document to give them.  I’ll send them to the National Federation of the Blind or maybe connect them with some accessibility consultants.  I’m not the one that’s necessarily going to do it although I love to beta test this stuff.  Anytime somebody says, oh we’re going to do this, I’m happy to be the person to give them feedback on a specific device, but I don’t have the time for the whole project.

One of the fun things we did here at CES two years ago was Mike eluded to the Wonder Vision Awards or what we call Vision Free Awards and it was for things like this Motorola product that was accidentally accessible or the BlueAnt earpiece which has speech instructions built into it; not for the blind people.  They just did it accidentally so we wanted to pat them on the back and say, isn’t that cool?  Look how easy it is.  It could be for everybody not just for blind people.

And so we had those awards and I’ve had the pleasure of working with Stevie Wonder in a couple of different public scenarios to help publicize these concepts that I’m just talking about.  So I thought it would be fun.  I haven’t played this before but around the same timeframe, Stevie was on a worldwide tour that ended up in Auckland, New Zealand and I facilitated a little product interaction with the National New Zealand Foundation for the Blind and we had to get together.  He and I spoke, presented some of these ideas in New Zealand.  So this is probably the first time it’s been shown in the U.S.

[Video presentation]

Male Speaker 1: American singer Stevie Wonder is in the country for two concerts, Stevie gathered with members of the Foundation of the Blind to launch the New Zealand version of a remarkable GPS system for the vision impaired.  It is being developed by American Mike May and old friend Stevie Wonder and gives its users information about their surroundings.  As what’s clear from the gathering, GPS doesn’t replace canes or the hardworking guide dogs.  Stevie blind himself, celebrates technology and the freedom it gives.

Stevie Wonder:  Yeah, many things in life happen to bring people together and Mike and I met some years ago and we connected again and became very, very special friends.  Our commitment is the same and that is making sure that in our lives we can initially and collectively spread the message of accessibility on a lot of things that people that can see take for granted is -- the most important is the feeling of being independent.

I mean, not only you don’t have to wake your significant other up at two o clock in the morning, if you are up that time in the morning as I have many times in the studio or working at home.  It’s like, “Hey, baby, what’s that?  What?  I’m trying to sleep.” And again people you know that save you is sort of saying what is that saying?  What is that there?  What is this happening in the movies and I think that it’s so very important that people in this side of the world and those who are in the various phases of technology understand that by doing this, you’re giving a kind of freedom that you can’t even imagine for those who are blind and once you start doing it, it’s very simple. I know that I in terms of a few of my different friends who are signing on to some of the technology that’s you know commonly said is used for the blind and even reach out to various things.  And these people said wow, this is great because I can hear where I’m at but I can still be doing something else like cooking and it’s a very simple thing.

So I think that – obviously I’ve been excited for the years I’ve done things that you are doing and I look forward to the collaborations that we talked about doing together; making things accessible.  For those in government, obviously you know the more accessible you make these things for people who are blind and with no vision, the less taxes one will have to pay.

Mike May:  Yes.

Stevie:  And it works you know perfectly for everyone involved.  And the thing I noticed with just using Sendero System for me amazingly not seeing the words.  You know using GPS for the first time you are amazed at how things are spelled. And it’s just an amazing thing and it’s fascinating and exciting and obviously gives you the freedom of doing what you want.  

But it’s a wonderful thing and I congratulate all of you who are committed to what you are doing.  For every single time that you do something that makes our lives easier, I know that whether it be my mother or my stepmother in heaven or the loving fathers of children – I could not even imagine what would happen with their children or how to deal with it.  You are giving them joy and I just think that life is about creating joy and making things better.  And for me and my faith, my God says that impossible is unacceptable.  So congratulations to all of you.

Mike May:  Before I turn this over to Bapin, anybody have any questions?

Male Speaker:  I have one Mike.  We had talked at one point recently about adding some audio annotations to your Braille Sendero System out of the NPR archives.  I just wondered if you would share with the folks what we’ve been talking about.

Mike May:  This is a fun idea because Mike brought this up two years ago and we’ve gotten closer and we’ve started to do a few things.  But the concept is all of this location-based technology is not all that useful unless you have interesting content.  So right now, you have 15 million points of interest in the U.S. and that’s cool, that’s great.  I know where the restaurants are but when I’m driving up Highway 50 to go to Tahoe to ski, I pass these places all the time that say, so and so historical monument.  And there’s nothing out there and you think what is that?  And it’s probably just some post on a side road that maybe has a really cool thing associated with it.

I ran across outside of Salt Lake City going to a ski resort, something called the Blind Miner Road and I thought, oh that’s cool.  I got to find out able the Blind Miner.  So of course, I jump on the Internet, I look it up and find this story about this guy in Wales who had a lump of coal fall in his head and he went blind.  And so in those days, a lot of people didn’t have jobs or didn’t continue to do anything when they were blind so he and his family moved to Utah from Wales.  It turns out he’s an incredible harp player and the Mormon Church put him to work playing all around the state and so he earned a living for his family.  He didn’t go blind in Utah but he was known as the Blind Miner.  He was quite famous in that day.

NPR probably did a story on that.  They’ve done hundreds of thousands of stories.  If those were geo-coated, when I pass by the Blind Miner Road, I want a little ‘bing’ that says rich content and I click on it and it tells me I hear the NPR story.  When I pass the monument, I hear it.  If I’m in Atlanta, Georgia and I want to know about civil rights history, as I go around the town, I hear about some person that was – some demonstration that was on particular corner and it happens based on your location.  This is all technically very possible.  The building blocks are starting to be put in place to make it happen and so this is a collaboration we’d like to get funded and to see happen between Sendero and NPR and other organizations to try to bring all of this content not just to blind people obviously.  Maybe they have more of an interest in audio content than your average sighted person but everybody can benefit from this so we’d like to see this happen in the next couple of years.

So thanks very much.  I’d like to turn this over to Bapin and I appreciate the time.


Mike Starling:  Well, Bapin’s coming up.  For those of you that weren’t here earlier this morning when I talked about what a privilege it was going to be to have both Mike and Bapin here to talk with us.  It was Bapin who came up with idea of what about Braille output for captioning.  And at the time he was at the back of the room and I kept wondering why is this guy heckling about Braille.  I tried to describe the services that we’re working on with radio reading services and those advance features.  And he finally came up at the end of it and said no I want Braille output for the deaf-blind so that we too can have access to emergency alerts and to the information that all of our colleagues talk about hearing from the radio.
As we all know, the radio is the water cooler conversation driver for much of the American daily dialogue.  And this is an important community and in an inclusive world, we want to make sure that we make every effort to serve so Bapin if you could come up and talk about the project and where we’re at and its importance to the deaf-blind community.  We’d love to hear from you.

Anindya Bhattacharyya (Bapin):  OK, good afternoon everyone.  One of the things I’ve been thinking about whenever inclusion is mentioned and that may be a term many of you never even consider or maybe while you’re taking on new innovative products in your companies, you may not even consider inclusion while developing some of these products.  I know unless you have a disability or you work directly with someone who is deaf or deaf-blind or blind, that’s a population that may not even be considered while manufacturing takes place for different products.

With the Americans with disability Act we saw something new with the closed captioning on televisions.  And in the beginning, the inception of closed captioning requires one to purchase the device that you would have to add with your television in order to access that.  After some time, the FCC made a ruling that required all television sets to have a chip included that automatically provided closed captioning.

And it was really interesting because at that time I had a lot of friends who were not deaf or not deaf-blind and they said that they really liked the closed captioning feature on their models, on their TVs because if they watch the channel that may have actors that have a dialect or strong accent or if they had some kind of program that they didn’t want everyone in the house to be able to hear.  Or I also heard from young teenagers, they were able to utilize the closed captioning so their parents couldn’t you know see what they were watching on Music Television or whatever.  So it seemed to be a feature that was initially set to help people who were deaf to be able to access TV, but it ended up being something that the general population could benefit from and liked using.

Now, for those of you that remember whenever computer software first was introduced, it was through a DOS program and there were different video boards that would download different messaging systems and it went through the ACII text that would come through my computer and I was able to access captioning that way.  What would happen is there would be a lot of interruptions that would take place while I was reading the text.  An interruption would come or there was not appropriate pauses and it was just like a continuous run-on sentence.

So we wanted to develop some type of system that would work similar to the closed captioning on television that would give the appropriate breaks and pauses and follow more of a grammatical rule instead of just the continuous texting.

So that brought us to Windows now having -- or excuse me, no company making any type of software to have Windows accessible as far as television broadcasting.  And I started doing some research on the web and that is how I would access the news for current affairs.  I wasn’t able to access any of the current affairs or news channels through television captioning because for the deaf-blind population, even though captioning existed, it didn’t benefit deaf-blind.

You would be astounded to know how much information is gathered through current affairs or just news broadcast and I was in Arkansas, living in Arkansas, attending the University of Arkansas.  Whenever there was a tornado that hit down one day and it was real close in proximity to where I was living and I had a friend that told me on my text messaging machine and said you need to be careful.  There’s a tornado that’s getting ready to hit down near your area.  You need to get into the restroom and take cover.

So at that time, luckily I had that text or excuse me that pager and I ran into the restroom and I waited until I received another page and it was my friend again saying, OK the tornado’s already touched down, it’s passed and it’s safe to come out of the restroom now.  And I thought, oh my gosh, if it wasn’t for that one friend, there was no one else, no one else that had even thought to convey to me that there was a tornado getting ready to hit down.  If it wasn’t for my friend, I don’t know that I would have taken cover in the restroom.  I probably would’ve been sucked out of my living room as the tornado went through.

But anyway, that was one thing that kind of initiated some of this accommodations that I started thinking about.  And then in 2007, I went to another conference where once going into a workshop that was hosted by NPR, they started talking about developing some type of captioning for high-definition radio.  And I thought, wow, OK so that would definitely benefit the deaf population.  However, what about the deaf-blind population?  And that’s where I thought it would be fantastic if a system was developed that would have captioning in Braille that would be similar to what’s utilized now on television but it would be used for radio.

And that’s when I decided to introduce myself to Mike, or excuse me, to Mike Starling.  And I introduced the whole concept of not only captioning but captioning with Braille.  He looked at me like I was crazy, I know.  Thinking, how could we ever make this possible?  Three days later, he contacted me and he said, I’ve been thinking about this for three days and I believe we can make this happen and I was so excited.  And that’s when our relationship began and our partnership in trying to develop some type of software began.

And we started working jointly on the project and we wanted to make this become a reality.  So we started networking and we started making our contacts with the FCC and that’s when the NPR assisted us with the grant.  And Mike and Ellyn Sheffield worked jointly in developing and drafting a group and that’s when they proposed it to me.  And I was at the Helen Keller School for the Deaf then, working there and whenever they looked at the proposal, they decided that it was something that we did need to submit and we did receive our grant from the National Institute of Disability Rehabilitation and Research Institute.

And that’s where our seed money began and that’s when the project became a reality and that all took place last year.  And Mike continues to work with engineers to develop the software that allows for closed captioning to be produced in Braille.  And I’ve also worked with other companies trying to get different ideas on how they’re using their closed captioning devices right now and how we can take that and covert it into Braille.

And we want to make sure that it’s cost effective because as mentioned earlier, anything that is going to be a huge cost that doesn’t benefit a huge population, something that’s not going to be accepted by different manufacturers.  The main goal here is that deaf and blind individuals have immediate access to current information.  And if we can go back and think about some emergency situations such as Katrina, hurricane Katrina, there were several deaf-blind individuals that actually perished in that disaster because they didn’t have any information what was going on.  They didn’t know that the floods were coming.  They didn’t know that the tornados were getting ready to touch down.

Now let me say that there were some survivors as well.  However, we’re working on some different projects because we need to make sure that there are not any individuals that are excluded from any type of disaster warnings that’s going to help save anyone’s life.  A lot of things are geared towards the larger population.  However, the small pockets of population, we make a big difference as well.  And we need to make sure that we impact everyone that could be at risk and try to make equal access for everyone no matter how small or large their population may be.

So whenever I think of inclusion, all of what I just mentioned is involved with that and I believe that inclusion will make this world a better place to live for everyone.  And I am so thrilled that NPR is taking the initiative to start working with the Helen Keller School for the Deaf and work with our department in development and research on the different software and hardware that would be able to produce a prototype which will be available for demonstration this summer.  And I’m very excited about the prototype and we’ll be sure to keep everyone updated on that information.  And we’re also working on a prototype right now that is a pager that would be worn by deaf-blind individuals that during any type of a disaster drill or warning it would be automatically sent to that pager and it’s going to save lives which is the main goal.

Also when I think about inclusion, I think of how many different developments have been able to take place because of technology.  And right now, we have a global market instead of individual markets and it’s a global market.  And I do understand that everything revolves around a profit.  However, if we could develop a universal design that would end up beating any expensive project and we could produce inclusion in all technology devices that are developed and everything is universal design.  I would like to see everything here at the CES convention be able to be something that’s utilized for universal design.

Another exciting thing that I want to see take place is alarm systems.  We have alarm systems right now that are activated from a flashing light.  So for those individuals who are deaf, they can utilize the alarm systems for your home and I’m not sure if you’re familiar with the keypads and you can key in a certain pin number.  However, a lot of those are activated from a flashing light; not from anything that vibrates or anything.

And I have speech recognition included with mine and now if I accidentally key in the wrong pin, instead of having the police automatically show up at my home, I’m able to use my voice because it is programmed to recognize my speech as well.  It’s able to disarm.  That’s a huge thing too not only here in America but a global project.

Mike I want to thank you and Ellyn I want to thank you for your interest in working with us to develop the different software and the different products to enhance the lives of individuals who are deaf and blind and I look forward to our continued vow of making this happen.  So the word of the day is inclusion.  Thank you.

Mike Starling:  Thank you, Bapin.  Are there any questions for Bapin?

I’m seeing none.  I would just add that the good news on the front of being able to provide Braille output, refreshable Braille displays are in common use by the deaf-blind is we’ve already seen Apple with their accessibility, initiative support, 40 different refreshable Braille displays.  And the other good news is they no longer typically have to be tethered.  More of them than not, as a matter of fact most of them communicate via Bluetooth so that’s making it all so much easier and there are a number of them that have open published standards and protocols so that’s going to make Rich Rarey’s work and Sam Goldman’s work a lot easier for us to develop these kinds of outputs as we indeed turn on captioning in the future.  We’ll make sure that it will reach the deaf-blind as well as the deaf and hard of hearing.  

Bapin:  Exactly and also I use my iPhone and I have it with me right now and I can email anyone on the outside now and that’s really, really important for me.  You know, before if we didn’t have satellite, I was in trouble.  But now we have Wi-Fi almost everywhere so it’s just been great and I have voice over and it’s great.  My iPhone is a part of my life right now.

Mike Starling: I can tell you it’s such a pleasure for us, Ellyn and myself and the rest of the team when we go up to the Helen Keller National Center at Sands Point and meet with Bapin and the rest of the folks there and work with them on this project.  It’s been a really exciting one for us.  It’s a true measure of innovation.  Yes Mike, you had a question?

Mike May:  Bapin, what Braille display are you using on your iPhone?

Bapin:  The Braille display that I’m using is the Sense Plus.

Mike Starling:  You know that one Mike?  The Sense Plus?

Mike May:  Yeah, the Braille Sense Plus.

Mike Starling:  Yeah, OK.

Mike May:  Mike, a piece of information, since Bapin may not have noticed, a special person just walked in the room named Gilles Pepin, the president of HumanWare who also makes Braille products.

Mike Starling:  Welcome.  We’ve been very excited about working with HumanWare products in particular.

Bapin:  Hi Jim.  It’s very beautiful that you’re here.  It’s nice to see you again Jim and I believe the last time we met was in Australia.  I believe was at the Deaf and Blind International Conference three years ago so I’m glad that you’re here and we are able to meet again.

Mike May:  I’d like to clarify that it’s not Jim Halliday but Gilles Pepin.

Bapin:  OK, my interpreter helped me get a little confused.  I apologize for that. So Gilles I believe I saw you in March is the last time I saw you, correct?

Gilles:  Yes, in San Diego.

Bapin:  Yes in San Diego. So how have you been?

Gilles:  Great.

Bapin:  That’s good to hear.  I did purchase the BrailleNote Apex two months ago and I want to let you know that I’ve been able to connect that to my iPhone as well.  And the iPhone doesn’t support that yet with that keyboard so what I’ve been having to improvise that with is with the SDF and also the JKL.  And those letters, I can interface those keys with the Apple and include the keyboard foundation that I need with that.  And as soon as I’m able to make that transformation, I’ll be able to use that totally because this one is a little bit heavier so I’m looking forward to using that device.

Gilles:  That’s great information.

Mike Starling:  All right.  Thank you again, Bapin.

Bapin:  Thank you.

Mike Starling:  We’re delighted you could join us.  If Sam could come up now, we’ll have Sam describe the developer activity work that we’ve been looking to have contracted and I’ll let him walk you through that.  Sam has been an extraordinary hire that came in I guess originally as an intern.  Is that right Sam?

Sam:  I think so, if I can remember that long.

Mike Starling:  Right, a long time ago and he was so good that after he went off to make his fortune in the New York recording studios but for some reason came running back, we were happy to have him come back and join us.  He’s been an extraordinary member of the team.

Sam:  Thanks. Today, I was going to talk about the possibility of working with some developers to bring radio to the deaf and hard of hearing obviously in addition to the deaf-blind.

The main problem with radio for the deaf is that it doesn’t do a lot of good if you can’t hear it.  That has been the major barrier in the past.  So in public radio, part of our mission is to bring our services to as wide a group as possible and as we can see, deaf individuals have been left out of radio from its inception.

One thing we’re trying to do is bring captions to the radio.  If we had a service that was able to transcribe the audio material into text as we’ve been discussing all day, we could send that with the radio audio through HD radio or over an Internet IP connection and you can see this radio here has a place where the captions can go.  But as we’re finding, it might be tricky, trickier I should say to put the captions – to have a radio device with a large screen built right on to the front may not be a feature that everyone in the industry wants to implement.  So one thing we’re thinking of doing is going back to our standard radio and bring these captions out either on an iPhone or an iPad or any other mobile device that would seem reasonable.

So yeah, right now I think is a perfect time to do this because all the technologies are maturing to a point where we can actually get this done.  We now have the digital distribution platforms both in the satellite end and I know we’re working on that with PRSS, Public Radio Satellite Services so that we can transmit all of this data nationally on our satellite system in addition to on the local end when it gets to a radio station with HD radio.  The digital data can make it all the way from central network to end user.  That structure is there now.  That’s why we want captioning to be available in as many formats as possible.  

The simplest argument we can make we feel is why does TV have captioning and radio does not?  So this is analog radio.  It can play audio.  You can adjust the tone and tune in to your favorite station.  But with digital radio, you can do so much more.  So let’s see where we are.

Some people might say why would it be – if you have a mobile handheld digital device, why would it be important to even use the radio as a delivery method because you could go straight to the mobile handheld with either 3G network or Wi-Fi, whatever is available.  The issue is that according to the FCC study done earlier this past year almost a year ago, 93 million Americans do not have broadband Internet.  So there is definitely a need, not a need but this is a place radio could step in and deliver this content as it has done in the past easily.  Now a lot of these areas where Americans don’t have broadband are out in rural areas where cost is also a factor bringing that kind of connection to them probably with self service as well.

Let’s see here.  We’ve talked about radio, you deliver the mobile device and I also think a browser would be an important thing because it really wouldn’t be difficult.  And so with radio and mobile, the way we envision that now and again this is a conversation we’d like to have with developers to see how they think this might be best implemented.  But we would use the mobile device as the display for both the radio delivery and the IP delivery.

Election night 2008 was the first time and perhaps I’m not the best to speak about this because I wasn’t present and other people in the room were.  But election night 2008 was the first time that captioning was demonstrated to be feasible in I think five cities we had.  Probably everyone knows about this already but the point is we’re building on this to have a PRSS captioning center that would generate captions for NPR programming and member station programming.  That’s why we’d like to control it so that we could keep cost down and make this affordable and accessible for the public radio community.  Here we are.  The captions, in-house control of the caption cost.

One extra thing we’ve been looking into is voice writing versus stenography.  It looks like voice writing which is a technology that was not available some years ago, even just a few years ago, in the way it is today could cut cost down greatly because of the reduced training.  It doesn’t take a four-year undergraduate course as stenography does to master and get your speed up.  So that’s one thing that might make this more possible.  And yeah, referring also to how member stations could benefit from this as well.  And additionally, we can generate program transcripts from the same service that is doing the voice radio, which would be good for NPR.

Captioned Braille I think is a logical extension.  If we’re going to have text delivered to the radio or delivered to a mobile handheld device, it only makes sense and it would be fairly easy at that point to take that text stream and put it out to a refreshable Braille display as you can see here in the picture and again here.  So this captioning application now I’d like to show a quick demo of what that might look like in the browser version.  We have Rich Rarey to thank for this wonderful markup which we showed off, everyone’s been talking about early this year at the White House.

[Audio playing]

You can hear it.  You get the idea.  This is essentially the type of thing we’ll be looking to have in the browser in a handheld device.  As the audio is coming through into directly the handheld device in the event that it’s not being used paired with a radio, the transcription of the caption will come across the screen in a nice readable font.  In addition to that, it gives you information; what station you’re listening to, the programming.  We have a spot as you can see for underwriting opportunity and other possibilities.  We could have something perhaps a Weather Widget or the user control what they find to be most helpful for them and there is screen real estate.  We could free-up for that as well.

The captioning application is important as I said before because radios traditionally don’t have large displays.  I personally don’t foresee that happening immediately anyway until some other major breakthroughs happen in radio technology.  Capturing the radios would have limiting marketing opportunities, which we had been focusing on the need for funding for all these great opportunities.  I mean it’s possible that it has wider opportunities that I’m foreseeing but yet all this essentially points to bringing out to the mobile device because that’s something that people already have and HD radio is something that people already have and if we bring the two together we can get added use and content and features.

So this is what we’re thinking now.  Again we’re open to suggestions.  One thing that I have been thinking about is HTML5 which is a new web standard is allowing much, much richer content to be rendered locally from web instructions and a lot of applications.  This is actually just the beginning but there are some applications that are basically being built in HTML5 and then compiled directly to whatever end result they need to or simply just do everything in the browser and then we have cross compatibility.

But with HTML5, and we’ll start seeing this over the next year in all of the web that everyone uses.  It’s going to be a much, much richer environment.  If we can implement these kinds of applications right in HTML5 then there wont be any need to every year update the iPhone app and every year update the Android app, and update the browser because it will be one and the same and that could be very helpful.

So I guess I already touched on some of these app user experience is what we need but obviously needs to have the audio which we heard coming out of the laptop with captions and key feature, underwriting graphics ‘cause that will make this all possible.  Emergency alert and then a widget which weather is our stand-in for now.  The data source, the HD radio will be receiving RF from the local radio station and then once it’s in the radio, we foresee either a Bluetooth or a USB link depending on the device into the device and from there, if we’re talking caption Braille, it could then – there’d be another link into the refreshable Braille display which obviously we can talk with people who are more knowledgeable on making that jump since it sounds like there are real displays already configurable with units like the iPhone.

An IP is obviously a very obvious connection if we’re talking about mobile handheld devices.  There’s no reason to ignore that if it’s going to be easier for some people to pull this data down; just as you can do with Internet radio I don’t see why we shouldn’t be able to have Internet radio captions.

So here’s the whole flowchart basically going step by step through the whole process from source all the way to user. Essentially, just a brief overview, we have in this case it says the NPR production center obviously could be and should be anyone.  From there, it goes to content depot which is our satellite system.  It’s then down linked to member stations and into their automation systems.

At this point, the path splits depending on whether it’s going to be broadcast over HD radio or going to be fed into a server and on to the web.  But they both make their way through all the various technology, HD radio importers, exporters, exciters, transmitters, antennas, into a radio or through the cloud and to a cell tower or a broadband connection and then Wi-Fi.  And then bam, we talked about we have it already have it in our hands which is great.

For TCP delivery, we have talked about it’s important that the audio come from the member stations because it would become very complicated if we were splitting off and giving NPR corporate feed that wouldn’t sync up with everyone else’s audio feeds and it would cause problems.  So the trick there is going to be where do the captions come from?  Do we have a central caption server run by NPR or do we have captions coming from member stations servers as well?  And it seems like there’s no reason we couldn’t do which ever suits the member station.  It would be up to them.

This lynx database, here’s an example which is also too small.  But the gist of this is that we could have a database that a mobile app could go to when time to make the audio connections where it looks up the station that you’re trying to dial into and it then has a database of lynx video audio streams and the associated captioning streams and they can be coming from anywhere.  As the captions filter through the cloud, they’ll make it down to your device.

We’re thinking seriously about making this project open source for a number of reasons.  One thing is that, it’s the beginning of the project so we have the opportunity to do this but it would be nice if people wanted to help once we get a core code base together so that it can really be a community project.  That would obviously be desirable.  Transparency seems like not a bad thing to have.  Since this is an accessible application, there’s no reason that we should have secrets going on and we’re hoping this is the beginning of a global movement and if it is open source project, then other people can save investment and pay back off the work that we have already done.

So the working relationship we are going to – we’re looking for committed developers.  We’re going to be putting out an RFP soon so we can hopefully round up some developers and talk with them.  That would obviously involve supporting future implementations based on user feedback and inevitable and numerous operating system upgrades on all of the mobile platforms because they just keep getting better and better.

So that’s the gist of what we’re hoping to achieve.  If anyone has some questions you know where to find us.  That’s it.

Female Speaker:  The TCPIP delivery what does that stand for?

Sam:  The TCPIP, that’s actually a two-way Internet protocol for data packets.  Captions actually I was talking to Rich about this on Monday probably be UDP which is a one-way, unverified Internet delivery.  So that actually, I should’ve changed that email.  These details have yet to be final.  

Mike Starling:  I think that’s pretty much a wrap.  We’d like to thank all of our speakers and all of you at the spotlight today.
