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A-CHAT Opens the Door to Accessible Online Chats for People with Disabilities

By Wendy Porch

Internet based chats are everywhere. MSN Messenger, Internet Relay Chat, ICQ…the list goes on. For those of you who have never used an Internet based chat, these types of programs basically allow users to "chat" via text messages over the Internet in real time. Although the various chat tools out there vary

in terms of their features and the manner in which they connect you with your online chat partner, they all boil down to one basic idea; using text to

connect live over the internet. Educators often experience students using these tools to plan where they're going to meet after school or gossip about

who's having a party on the weekend, but synchronous chat tools have serious advantages for others communicating over large distances. Synchronous chats

can be built into online courses as a way to have real time interaction with fellow classmates and instructors. Internet chats may also provide a cheaper

alternative to long distance conference calls, and at the end of the meeting there is a ready-made text based transcript of the call. Unfortunately, as

a result of design and implementation oversights on the part of current chat developers, the world of online chatting has, to date, been closed to people

with disabilities.

Accessibility Barriers Posed by Mainstream Chats

Internet Relay Chat (or IRC to those in the know) may have started the online chatting craze. IRC allows users to chat with multiple other users on an IRC

"channel"- the equivalent of a chat room. Although a one on one chat in IRC may have the potential to be accessible to a user accessing it with adaptive

technology like a screen reader, the multiple person chats that occur on a channel can be problematic. Multiple foci, fast moving text and multiple frames

make IRC difficult to navigate with a screen reader or keyboard only access. There have been tools developed to assist people with disabilities to access

IRC, but they do not necessarily work with the newer IRC clients.

ICQ (as in "I seek you") is another frequently used internet based chat tool. It is available as free download at www.icq.com. It allows chatting with one

person at a time either through sending instant messages back and forth or through a split screen synchronized chat. The navigation of an ICQ synchronized

chat would be very complex for a user with a disability requiring keyboard only access. And some parts of the interface seem to require a user to point

and click with a mouse; rather difficult to do should you be unable to see the screen. And while ICQ may allow a user to communicate one on one with a

partner through it's instant message feature, it is unclear whether it can support synchronous chats involving multiple participants.

MSN Messenger is another program that allows chatting over the Internet. Developed by Microsoft, MSN Messenger is reportedly a big hit these days with Ontario's high school students. MSN Messenger combines the utilities of both IRC and ICQ. Messenger, like ICQ, allows chatting over the internet with a partner through passing instant messages back and forth. Like IRC, MSN Messenger allows multiple participants to connect in their "chat rooms". The chat rooms are very similar to "channels" in IRC; a streamed real time chat with multiple participants, multiple foci and fast moving text. It seems probable that the same barriers to accessibility inherent in the ICQ styled chat are also a problem for users of MSN Messenger's chat.

The ATRC Develops A-CHAT

In order to address the accessibility barriers posed by these kinds of mainstream chat utilities, the ATRC is currently developing an accessible online

chat utility. Called A-CHAT (for "Accessibility Chat" - we can do the cute acronyms too) this chat may actually be the first online chat tool developed

with accessibility in mind from the start. Available free online at

http://snow.utoronto.ca/chat.html, A-CHAT works within a standard web browser and is both fully keyboard accessible and screen reader friendly. By allowing users to customize their chat experience through multiple user preferences, A-CHAT offers people with disabilities a chat tool designed to meet their needs.

A-CHAT User Preferences Include:

Message checking frequency: One of the problems posed by mainstream chats is that it is difficult for a screen reader reliant chat user to know when a new

message has appeared in the chat stream, and therefore when they should shift their focus from the message composition area to the chat section of the

screen. In A-CHAT, users can check for messages "Manually" by clicking the "Refresh Messages" link, or check new messages automatically every few seconds.

People using screen readers can set their message checking option to "Manual", and therefore control when they receive new chat messages. Screen-reader

users can also set a longer automatic checking interval in order to accommodate the screen refresh rate.

New Message Chime: To provide an auditory signal that new messages are available, users can set the new message chime to "Yes". Every time a new message is received, a chime sounds to indicate a new message is waiting.

Order of Messages Displayed: In mainstream commercial chats, the newer messages appear at the bottom of the screen, with older messages appearing on top, until they eventually disappear from the top of the chat. Following such a chat using a screen reader, which generally reads from top to bottom, can be

confusing to say the least. In A-CHAT users can set the order of the message list to either "Old to New" or "New to Old". People using screen readers can

therefore set the order of messages to "New to Old" so that after each message check the screen-reader's focus will automatically be on the most recent

message.

People with low vision who are using screen magnifiers can also benefit from this display option. By setting the order of messages to "Old to New", the most recent message in the chat will appear close to the Compose Message area, and will thereby minimize the amount of scrolling necessary to access the chat.

Show Only New Messages: To minimize the number of messages displayed, users of A-CHAT can choose to show only new messages. Generally, this feature works

best when Message Checking is set to manual. By allowing users to minimize the number of messages displayed on the screen, A-CHAT facilitates use for people

using screen readers, screen magnifiers and even just those who like to minimize the amount of complexity involved in online chatting.

Preference Display Settings: Users of A-CHAT can set their preferred font, size and colour scheme depending on their individual visual preferences. Font

sizes can be set up to a 18 point font, and colour options include white text on a black background and yellow text on a blue background allowing for heightened

contrast.

Navigation Aids: A-CHAT navigation aids include features such as "Jump to" links that act as short-cuts to frequently used parts of the screen. This feature

cuts down on the amount of tabbing required for anyone using keyboard only access.

Online Support: A-CHAT comes complete with a detailed Help Section designed to assist users with any questions or concerns they may encounter when chatting.

For those questions that are not addressed by the HELP section, the ATRC encourages users of A-CHAT to contact us through the SNOW project at

curriculum@snow.utoronto.ca,

in order that A-CHAT continue to be refined and updated.

For More Information about A-CHAT:

The Special Needs Opportunity Windows (SNOW) Project hosted a live chat series using a beta version of A-CHAT on topics related to accessible educational

technology. To have a look at A-CHAT in action, or to learn more about the topics discussed, interested readers can access the A-CHAT Chat Archives at

http://snow.utoronto.ca/chat.html

Although the Internet is certainly high tech at it's best, it seems ultimately that it is the human element of it that continues to draw people back in. With the development of A-CHAT, it is hoped that people with disabilities may find the world of Internet based chatting a warmer, more welcoming and more

accessible option.

