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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

 

 This Report sets out the results of a preliminary evaluative and usability study of the 

Point-and-Chat instant messaging (IM) software -- first IM software specifically designed for 

users of Assistive/Augmentative Communication devices.  The study had been undertaken with 

funds supplied by the NCTI Technology in the Works grant program, and was a collaborative 

effort among three parties: Point-and-Read, Inc. and Saltillo Corp. (developers of Point-and-

Chat), and also Dr. Jeff Higginbotham (researcher at East, Inc., and professor at University of 

Buffalo). 

 

 The study as originally conceived encountered significant obstacles.  Significant efforts 

were expended to overcome those obstacles, resulting in major enhancements to Point-and-Chat. 

 

(a) Point-and-Chat can now be operated entirely by keystroke control.  Efforts are well 

underway to enable Point-and-Chat to be operated by switch-scanning. 

 

(b) Point-and-Chat running on a desktop computer can now be operated by a nearby stand-

alone Assistive/Augmentative Communication (AAC) device.  Each particular AAC 

device presents different problems.  Successful communication with three popular 

devices has already been accomplished, with several others currently being investigated.  

Operational control by a DynaVox DV4 was demonstrated last fall at Closing the Gap. 

 

These efforts greatly increased the potential number of users who could benefit from Point-and-

Chat.  The time spent on these improvements, however, reduced the number of actual users 

studied under the grant from the originally proposed 5 down to 2.  Nonetheless, the study’s 

results are encouraging in several respects and point to additional work that must be undertaken. 

 

1. Participants were able to use Point-and-Chat, but had difficulty starting the software.  

Consequently more training, reference, and help materials have been developed. 

 

2. Many technical problems were solved, but sometimes not enough detail was recorded to 

debug them.  A more detailed research protocol will be designed for future studies. 

 

3. A robust IM “chat” vocabulary needs to be devised for AAC users.  Participants had 

some difficulty finding appropriate short messages typical of IM conversation that also 

recovered conversation threads or provided bridges to subject-specific vocabulary.  Such 

vocabularies are not available, and the linguistic analysis needed to develop such 

vocabularies was beyond the scope of this project. 

 

This research is the first to identify the need for IM-specific vocabulary for AAC users.  
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Point-and-Chat -- Instant Messaging Software 

for Augmentative/Alternative Communications Users 

 

 An evaluative and usability study of Point-and-Chat instant messaging (IM) software was 

undertaken with funds supplied by the NCTI Technology in the Works grant program.  The study 

was a collaborative research effort among three parties: Point-and-Read, Inc. and Saltillo 

Corporation (collaborating developers of Point-and-Chat), and also Dr. Jeff Higginbotham 

(researcher at East, Inc., and professor at University of Buffalo – SUNY).  The primary 

investigators (Ben Slotznick from Point-and-Read, Inc., Dave Hershberger from Saltillo 

Corporation, and Jeff Higginbotham from East, Inc) were responsible for study design. 

 

 The study involved observing how people who required Augmentative/Alternative 

Communication (AAC) devices were able to use the Point-and-Chat software.  User observation 

was conducted in the Buffalo area, under the direction of Jeff Higginbotham.  His two assistants, 

who conducted the training and recorded observations, were Jennifer Cornish, Ph.D. and Carrie 

Kirkland. Also actively participating was Stephen Sheetz, programmer at Point-and Read 

responsible for Point-and-Chat.   

 

 

Data collection software created  

 

 Point-and-Chat’s programmer created data collection software that was added to the test 

versions of Point-and-Chat used in this study.  The data collection software created a data log 

that recorded the following information: (1) the user name (ID) of the person using the Point-

and-Chat Instant Message software, (2) a time and date stamp for the start of every Instant 

Message conversation that the software effectuated, (3) the duration of the conversation, (4) an 

encrypted name of the conversation partner (no one would know who the conversation partners 

were, but could identify if the same person was a partner on different times or days), (5) the 

number of messages that the user received in the course of the conversation, and (6) the number 

of messages the user sent in the course of the conversation.  The data was stored in a tabbed 

delimited manner. 

 

 The data logging software was tested by the researchers at East, Inc. and was found to 

work. 
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 Disappointingly, the researchers were not able to retrieve the log after the end of the 

study.  During the course of the study, several versions of Point-and-Read were installed on the 

participants’ computers in attempts to correct bugs and /or to add requested features to simplify 

use (see discussion below).  Installation of these multiple versions erased the data logs and 

disabled the data logging program. 

 

 

User requirements 

 

 Point-and-Chat, at the time of the application for the NCTI Technology in the Works 

grant competition, was designed to be installed on a personal computer, and operated by using a 

computer mouse.  Most operations do not require user literacy.  For example, the user can set an 

option so that log-in is automatic and does not require the user to type in his or her username or 

password.  When the user first logs on, his or her Address Book is displayed on the personal 

computer, similar to the screen shot below.  The right portion of the screen shows DesktopChat, 
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a stand-alone software program from Saltillo which powers Saltillo’s hand-held AAC device (see 

discussion of next screen shot.)  The left portion of the screen shows the Address Book (or 

Buddy List) of the Point-and-Chat Instant Messaging software. 

 

 The user starts an Instant Message conversation with a friend essentially by pointing to 

the friend’s photo or icon in the Point-and-Chat Address Book (i.e. by clicking or activating the 

picture).  The red circle with the slash indicates that the friend is not online, so not available for 

instant message conversation.  Blanked-out pictures indicate a conversation in progress (see tabs 

with pictures along the left side of the screen).  Notice that there are different tabbed categories 

of friends-- also based on pictures. 

 

 When the user chooses a friend’s picture, Point-and-Chat displays an input screen, such 

as the screen shot below.  (The screen shot below is from a different conversation that also shows 

a different set of vocabulary pages loaded onto DesktopChat.) 
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The right portion of the screen shows DesktopChat, a stand-alone software program from 

Saltillo.  A consumer produces text using the customizable input screen of DesktopChat.  

(Compare the right portion of this screen shot with the right portion of the previous screen shot.)  

The text produced in DesktopChat is automatically copied into the Point-and-Chat instant 

messaging interface (see lower left side of the screen shot).  At that point the message is ready to 

be sent, as soon as you activate the "SEND" button. Any incoming message (see upper left side 

of the screen shot) is automatically read out loud by the computer using built-in screen reader 

utilities.  Icons or photos are used to tell the tabbed conversations apart. 

 

 The user did not have to know how to read or write, but did have to be able to use a 

vocabulary file created for DesktopChat.  The vocabulary file could have been either an already 

existing vocabulary file, or one specially created for this purpose.  The many thousands of users 

of Saltillo’s ChatPC were prime candidates for using Point-and-Chat, for three reasons: (i) user 

dexterity and (ii) input screen familiarity and (iii) vocabulary file compatibility. 

 

Dexterity. The ChatPC is a hand held AAC device based on a Windows personal digital 

assistant, with a much smaller screen than found in standard size devices (such as the Prentke-

Romich Springboard or Vantage/Vanguard or the DynaVox V and VMax).  Many ChatPC users 

direct select areas on the ChatPC’s touch screen using either their fingers or a stylus.  A ChatPC 

user would need greater motor control and dexterity than would a user of a standard size device, 

and would likely have the motor control necessary to use a computer mouse. 

 

Familiarity.  DesktopChat is used as the input interface for both the ChatPC and the text 

generation portion of Point-and-Chat.  This means that a person familiar with a ChatPC would 

only have to learn a handful of new commands to do most things on Point-and-Chat. 

 

Compatibility.  DesktopChat is also used to run vocabulary files on the ChatPC, and is used to 

create all vocabulary files for the ChatPC.  (The vocabulary files might be created on a version of 

DesktopChat installed on a personal computer, or a version installed on a ChatPC.)  This means 

that any ChatPC vocabulary file, even if customized for an individual user, could be imported 

back into a version of DesktopChat that is running in conjunction with Point-and-Chat.  

Importantly, it means that the vocabulary file that the user is accustomed to working with on a 

day-to-day basis for face-to-face conversation would be available for instant messaging 

conversation using Point-and-Chat. 
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 No individuals who were familiar with ChatPC were found in the Buffalo area willing to 

participate in the study and readily accessible to the researchers at East, Inc. 

 

Further specification and choice of participants 

 

 The researchers instead looked for individual users of AAC devices who could direct 

select from a personal computer using a mouse, but did not find any willing to be participants. 

 

 The researchers then recruited individuals who used an AAC device and also had access 

to a personal computer.  A number of potential participants affiliated with the researchers’ labs 

used DynaVox and Prentke-Romich devices.  Of these, two individuals were recruited to begin 

the study.  They used DynaVox devices: one used a DV4, the other a newer DV5.  The 

researchers had identified a number of other potential participants.  However, time ran out before 

those people could be introduced to Point-and-Chat, trained and observed. 

 
Adapting Point-and-Chat 

 

 Adapting Point-and-Chat for use with a stand-alone AAC device required that the team 

solve 4 issues: (1) reprogramming Point-and-Chat, so that all features could be controlled with 

keystroke commands, (2) developing an easy to understand page layout of commands for that 

particular AAC device, (3) learning how keystroke commands can be generated and transmitted 

by a particular AAC device, and (4) learning how the accessory hardware and software for that 

particular device transmit the keystroke commands generated by that AAC device and translate 

them into keystroke commands understood by the personal computer running Point-and-Read.  It 

became evident that issues 2, 3, and 4 depended on three variables, the specific AAC device, the 

hardware/software combination connecting the AAC device to the personal computer and the 

operating system of the personal computer. 

 

Reprogramming Point-and-Chat 

 

 Specific keystrokes were assigned to most commands used in Point-and-Chat.  An 

additional keystroke command was created to launch and run Point-and-Chat.  However, two 
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particular tasks could not be easily accomplished with a unique keystroke command, so new 

methods of control were developed for those tasks. 

 

 The first task was choosing among several open instant message conversations.  Point-

and-Chat has a separate tab for each active conversation, with the conversation partner’s picture 

on the tab.  (However, no more than three concurrent conversations are permitted at one time.)  

This means that at different times, the tabs might have different pictures, and even if they had the 

same pictures, the pictures might be in a different order.  A special “toggle” command was 

created to allow the user to “flip” through the active conversations to get to the one he or she 

wanted. 

 

 The second task was choosing a conversation partner from among a plethora of buddies 

or contacts, which would necessarily differ from user to user.  This is intuitive with direct 

selection on the computer (click on the picture of a person with which you want to converse).  

With a stand-alone AAC device, the user advances through the buddy list, one buddy at a time 

(with Point-and-Chat highlighting a buddy one at a time).  When the preferred buddy is 

highlighted, the user activates a “select” button on the AAC device.  One participant found this 

confusing, so future studies will have to determine whether the confusion can be dispelled by 

better training, or whether it is necessary to create an address book of conversation partners on 

each stand-alone AAC device. 

 

 A similar method of choosing and selecting was developed for navigating among the 

menu headings and their drop-down lists of settings and options. 

 

 

Creating a control page for the DynaVox DV4 

 

 Various control pages were constructed, based on different grids sizes and different 

layouts.  Some attempted to mimic the layout of control buttons on Point-and-Chat (only 

showing the buttons that would be showing on the computer screen at the same time).  Others 

attempted to put all control functions on a single page.  Each approach has its advantages, but it 

was decided to put all control functions on a single page, because that would reduce the need for 

the user to go to different pages to hunt for the right command.  Below is a screen shot of this 

control page. 
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This page layout will work on other types of units in the DynaVox Series 4 and Series 5 devices. 

 

 

Transmission, translation, and hardware choices 

 

 There are two ways to transmit text and commands from a DynaVox Series 4 device to a 

personal computer: (a) a serial cable or (b) a special wireless infrared transceiver called an 

AccessIT.  When commands are transmitted from an AAC device via a serial cable to a personal 

computer, the GIDEI protocol is used.  However there are two different programs that will 

translate the commands from the GIDEI protocol to keystrokes usable by the personal computer: 

(a) SerialKeys (which is included in the Windows XP operating system) and (b) AAC Keys 

(which is downloadable for free from the AAC Institute).  There are two different sets of 

behaviors in the DV4 for sending combinations of special key commands: (a) Send SerialKeys 

Command, and (b) Send Special Key.  The Send SerialKeys Command employs the GIDEI 

protocol, the Send Special Key command does not.  The two current Windows operating 

systems, XP and Vista sometimes react differently to transmitted commands. 
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 Through extensive trial and testing SerialKeys was found to not reliably translate 

commands sent over a serial cable from a DV4 to a Windows XP computer, especially for 

commands which combined the Alt key and another key.  AAC Keys appeared much more 

reliable, but not completely reliable. 

 

 It appeared necessary to use the Send SerialKeys Command to send combinations of 

special keys over a serial cable.  The Send Special Key command would not do so reliably 

(despite the recommendation of tech support at DynaVox). 

 

 When AAC Keys was translating commands sent from the DV4 to a Windows Vista 

computer that combined the Alt key and a function key, an extra (and non-GIDEI compliant) 

special keystroke (simulating an Alt keystroke) had to be added to the transmission to ensure a 

correct translation.  Consequently if a user was connecting a DV4 to an XP computer, the user 

would have to use (or reprogram the DV4 to go to) a different (though visually identical) control 

page than if the DV4 was connecting to a Vista computer. 

 

 In contrast, the AccessIT wireless infrared transceiver worked robustly whether attached 

to a Windows XP or a Windows Vista computer.  However, when using an AccessIT, it was 

necessary to use the Send Special Key command rather than the Send SerialKeys Command.  In 

addition, it was necessary to remember to program a separate key release for every key press.  

(For a combination of two special keys the correct set of commands seemed to be Send Special 

Key (special key 1, press), Send Special Key (special key 2, press and release), Send Special Key 

(special key 1, release). 

 

 A disadvantage of using an AccessIT is that all other infrared devices have to be 

unplugged or removed from the area.  During the study, a Palm Pilot was plugged into the 

computer being used by one participant, and this interfered with proper reception (or translation) 

of the DV4 infrared commands by the computer, making communication impossible. 

 

 The control pages for the DV4 appear to work for the DynaVox DV5 as well.  The DV5 

device cannot use a serial cable, only the AccessIT wireless infrared transceiver. 
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Other stand-alone AAC devices 

 

 Prentke-Romich devices, such as the Springboard and the Vantage/Vanguard lines are 

programmed differently that the DynaVox devices, and tend to employ different grid layouts.  

Sample control pages were created, but were not able to be tested, because no device was 

available for suitable testing. 

 

 A Saltillo Chatbox 40 XT using a serial cable was able to send text input to Point-and-

Chat running on a nearby computer, but a Saltillo Chatbox 40 XT cannot be programmed to send 

control commands to Point-and-Chat. 

 

 

Detailed observations 

 

 This section contains details concerning the two participants, training and home visits, 

chat sessions with researchers, writing analysis, technical problems, and participant/parent 

suggestions. 

 

 

The participants 

 

Participant 01 

 

Participant 01 (P01) is a 17 year 4 month old female, diagnosed with Cerebral Palsy and is non-

ambulatory.  P01 currently uses a DynaVox 4 (DV4), residual speech, and a standard QUERTY 

alphabet board taped to her wheelchair tray to communicate.  She accesses both her DV4 and 

alphabet board via direct selection and occasionally by means of a stylus pen.  P01 did not 

require assistance turning on her device or accessing pages within her device.  P01 is able to 

independently program her device. 

 

Skills & Interests: P01 prefers to use residual speech and spelling using her QUERTY board as a 

means of communication.  PO1’s reading level was not revealed to the assessment team, but she 
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was observed to have the ability to read text labeled buttons on her DV4.  P01 utilized Gateway 

pages for her DV4.  She was able to locate vocabulary and pre-stored messages independently.   

 

P01 expressed particular interest in Star Wars, sports, and the Backstreet Boys.  Chats between 

P01 and the assessment team centered on these topics.  P01 has had experience using the 

computer via direct access.  P01’s mother reported that she had a large keyboard that she used to 

type reports for school.  It was reported that P01 had not accessed the Internet prior to this study. 

 

Participant 02 

 

Participant 02 (P02) is a 36 year 3 month old female, diagnosed with Cerebral Palsy and is non-

ambulatory.  P02 currently uses a DynaVox 5 (DV5) and residual speech/vocalizations as her 

primary means of communication.  P02 uses direct selection to access her device.  P02 does not 

require assistance to turn on/off her device or to navigate pages in her device.  P02 is restricted 

by a password from independently programming her device.   

 

Skills & Interests:  It was reported that P02 generally uses residual speech as her primary means 

of communication.  She does utilize her DV5 for communication at school and outside the home.  

P02 is able to use direct access to independently locate vocabulary and pre-stored messages.  She 

does require some assistance with limb control while she attempts to activate smaller buttons on 

her DV5.  P02’s reading level was reported to be very low, with few known sight words.   

 

P02 expressed interest in art, music, and community activities.  Chats between P02 and the 

assessment team centered on these topics.  It was reported that P02 had no experience with using 

the computer or Internet prior to this study. 

 

 

First and second home visits (including training) 

 

Initial home visit 

 

 The initial interview conducted by the researchers in the Buffalo area consisted of 

describing the purpose of the study to both the participant and her parent.  Consent and assent 
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were both obtained once the participant and parent agreed to participate in the study.  The 

assessment team requested information regarding the participant’s interests and hobbies, literacy 

level, computer experience, e-mail experience, instant messaging experience, and Internet 

experience.  A writing sample was also requested.  Point-and-Chat software was then loaded on 

an accessible Windows based personal computer and the Point-and-Chat page was installed on 

the participant’s communication device.  The AAC device and the personal computer were set 

appropriately for use/non-use of serial keys.  The participant and parent were then instructed in 

how to use the Point-and-Chat instant messaging software and how to navigate to and use the 

Point-and-Chat page installed on the participant’s communication device. 

 

Participant 01 

 

The researchers loaded Point-and-Chat successfully onto the participant’s personal computer.  

They had difficulty loading the control page onto the participants DV4, and were unable to 

establish communication between the DV4 and the personal computer using a serial cable. 

 

This led Point-and-Read to conduct detailed research on how the DV4 and the computer had to 

be programmed to work with serial cable communications (see above).  AccessIT devices were 

purchased.  New control pages were created.  Point-and-Chat was revised to address usability 

issues that had been identified. 

 

Participant 02 

 

This initial home visit occurred after revisions had been made to Point-and-Chat and the control 

page as noted above.  The researches loaded Point-and-Chat successfully onto the participant’s 

personal computer.  The control page was successfully loaded onto the participant’s DV5.  

Settings on the DV5 and personal computer were adjusted for use of the AccessIT transceiver. 

 

Second home visit 

 

Participant 01 

 

The second home visit occurred two weeks after the initial one.  The more recent version of 

Point-and-Chat software was loaded onto the family’s personal computer and a newer version of 
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the control page was installed on the DV4.  A DynaVox Systems, Inc. AccessIT replaced the 

serial cable that was previously used.  The AccessIT allowed the DV4 to communicate with the 

Point-and-Chat software on the desktop personal computer through the use of infrared signals.  

Settings on the DV4 and the desktop personal computer were appropriate for use of AccessIT. 

 

The Point-and-Chat software and control page were successfully loaded onto both the home 

computer and the participant’s DV4 on the first attempt.  There were difficulties with the infrared 

signal, as it was necessary to unplug and/or remove all other infrared technology in the office 

area.  For example, a Palm Pilot plugged into the personal computer tower had to be unplugged 

because messaged from the DV4 were being received by the Palm Pilot rather than by Point-and-

Chat.  Once it was established that these items needed to be removed, communication between 

the DV4 and the Point-and-Chat software was successful.  

 

Participant 02 

 

The second home visit with this participant occurred one week after the initial one.  One 

researcher visited the home with the second researcher at the UB Center for Excellence in 

Augmented Communication (CEAC), to participate in a chat session with the participant. 

 

 

Chat sessions 

 

 Chat sessions were scheduled in October, 2008, on a weekly basis.  Each chat session 

lasted between 5 and 45 minutes.  Many sessions required phone support between the parent of 

the participant and the researcher, for troubleshooting purposes.   

 

Participant 01 

 

Participant 01 completed 5 of the 10 scheduled chat sessions.  For the first three sessions, the 

DV4 could not communicate with the personal computer.  In the first session it was discovered 

that a Palm Pilot was open and receiving messages sent from the DV4.   However after 

correcting that problem, messages were still not being transferred.  In the third chat session it 

was discovered that the Alt Output setting on the DV4 was left in the ON position since the last 

attempted chat session.  A soft reset of the DV4 was completed and a successful chat session was 
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achieved.  The fourth chat session was successful, though it was revealed at the end of the 

session that the parent had been the researcher’s chat partner, not Participant 01. 

 

Participant 02 

 

Participant 02 completed 10 of the 10 scheduled chat sessions.  The first session was 

unsuccessful, both the participant and the parent being unable to complete login to the AIM 

network.  The second session was successful and occurred during the second home visit, though 

several technical issues surfaced.  The third session was successful.  The fourth session was not 

successful, again with the participant and her parents unable to complete login, and unable to 

transfer information from the DV5 to the Point-and-Chat.  The six remaining chat sessions were 

successful, although in sessions seven, eight, and nine, the parent was confused about how to 

initiate a chat session, so the researcher initiated the chat. 

 

The researcher’s detailed notes on session 2 are revealing: 

 

Messages were short and lacked grammatically correct structure (did not include 

subject-verb-object format and lacked punctuation).  Participant 02 did find it 

particularly difficult to respond to questions with the vocabulary in her device.  

She is not a proficient reader and does not use spelling to formulate novel 

messages.  She was limited to the pre-stored messages in her device, which were 

insufficient for a chat format.  When needing to respond to specific questions that 

required a one word answer, Participant 02 had to use a pre-stored message 

consisting of 4 to 5 words.  These responses caused several communication 

breakdowns.  The researcher would then spend her next 4 to 5 turns attempting to 

ask the right questions to repair the breakdown.  It was also notable that the topics 

themselves were not introduced properly due to lack of vocabulary.  In 3 of 

Participant 02’s turns, she introduced a question or statement pertaining to an 

unidentified topic.  In 2 of those 3 instances, the researcher was not able to 

identify the topic and recover from the breakdown, and the topic was abandoned.  

There were several technical issues that contributed to the difficulties Participant 

02 had with this chat session. 
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Final home visit 

 

 A final home visit was made to each participant by only one researcher.  A chat session 

was conducted with the second researcher at another location.  The participant and the parent 

were asked their opinions of the software, usability, functionality, possible improvements and 

suggestions, and probability of future use. 

 

 

Writing analysis 

 

 One writing sample was obtained from P01 and two writing samples were  obtained from 

Participant 02.  The Systematic Analysis of Language Transcripts (SALT) was used to transcribe 

language samples, calculate a variety of standard measures, and compare the participants’ 

writing samples to age-matched peers.  (See JF Miller, RS Chapman (2000). SALT Systematic 

Analysis of Language Transcripts. Language Analysis Laboratory, Waisman Research Center, 

University of Wisconsin - Madison.)  From the results of the SALT analysis, the mean length 

utterance (MLU) in words ranged from 8.3 to 10.00, which is characteristic of a young adult with 

significant literacy deficits.  The SALT analysis of the participants' writing samples also revealed 

the use of possessive pronouns, demonstrative pronouns, personal pronouns, conjunctions, 

negatives, and modal auxiliary verbs, as well as the use of a diverse vocabulary.  

 

 A qualitative comparison between the writing samples and the instant message chat 

sessions indicated that the samples provided a more extensive vocabulary than what was 

exhibited during the chats.  The chats themselves tended to be inhibited by the lack of 

vocabulary available to the participants and the lack of control of discussion topics.  This 

inability to control topics created many breakdowns in communication, requiring several 

attempts to repair.  On several occasions, the participants ended the chat sessions before both the 

participant and the assessment team member could identify the topic.  It is thought that there is a 

lack of vocabulary specific to instant messaging that may require additional vocabulary to be 

entered into the user's device to decrease the number of breakdowns and abandoned topics. 
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Technical difficulties 

 

 Difficulties were caused by the interrelated issues by which the method of programming 

a DynaVox to send commands to a nearby personal computer depended upon the method of 

transmission to the personal computer (as well as the translation of the transmission depending 

upon the computer’s operating system).  This has been detailed above.  Some of these and some 

other interface issues were resolved before by the second visit with Participant 01 and the first 

visit with Participant 02.  Others were resolved with revised versions of Point-and-Chat that the 

participants did not have a chance to evaluate. 

 

 Many of the other interface issues that impacted participant use have been resolved by 

adding “intelligence” to Point-and-Chat, so that even if the user performs a task out of order, or 

forgets to correct program focus, Point-and-Chat will still respond correctly.  For some other 

difficulties that users faced (such as not remembering how to log in, or DV4 difficulties with 

case sensitive passwords), technical resolutions have been developed, but they require more 

user/parent/advisor training concerning initial set up.  An improved version of Point-and-Chat 

was finished by late November, with another finished in late December.  However, there was no 

time to schedule additional participants to evaluate them. 

 

 There were some other technical difficulties that the Point-and-Chat programmer could 

not duplicate on his own computers.  Often debugging such technical difficulties requires a 

programmer to ascertain the state of various programs running on the computer.  While realizing 

that the researchers observing participants in the Buffalo area were not computer programmers, it 

suggests that for long-distance collaborative research, more real-time interaction between 

collaborators is essential. 

 

 The issue of interference from other infrared devices might not have a solution, other 

than more user/parent/advisor training, and user/parent/advisor diligence.  This issue is more 

likely to be overcome when Point-and-Chat is adapted for the newest AAC devices, which are in 

fact computers and can run programs such as Point-and-Chat.  However, some changes in the 

Point-and-Chat interface will be necessary. 
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Comments and suggestions from participants and parents 

 

¶ Too many keystrokes.  Both participants/parents reported that too much energy was 

expended navigating from vocabulary pages or keyboard pages and then to the Point-and-

Chat to send messages to the Point-and-Chat software. 

¶ One participant/parent reported that too many steps and keystrokes were required to 

launch Point-and-Chat, log in, initiate a chat, and to participate in the chat. It was 

described as “exhausting.” 

¶ One participant/parent described Point-and-Chat as “cumbersome and unnecessary given 

people can access a personal computer and Internet-based instant messaging with 

alternative keyboards.” 

¶ One participant/parent requested to be notified when Point-and-Chat was available for 

purchase.  She would like to continue to use Point-and-Chat with friends and family. 

¶ One participant/parent said that she would not recommend Point-and-Chat. 

 

 

Conclusions 

 

 Participants were able to use Point-and-Chat, but with more difficulty than anticipated.  

Often, participants did not employ the easiest methods of launching the program, logging in, or 

initiating a chat.  This created user exhaustion and frustration.  Consequently more training, 

reference, and help materials have been developed (for both end users and their advisor/helpers).  

These must be tried by other users to see if even more instruction materials are needed. 

 

 Participants were frustrated that the personal vocabulary pages on their AAC devices 

were not always useful for instant message conversations.  These pages had been tailored to face-

to-face communication and for particular subject matter.  However, they proved less useful for 

instant messaging conversations.  Participants also experienced difficulty choosing and switching 

between subjects and topics, and recovering conversation threads.  Consequently a robust “chat” 

vocabulary needs to be devised for users.  This vocabulary should not be subject specific, but 

rather provide short answers typical of IM conversation and also provide bridges to subject 

specific vocabulary. 
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 Participants encountered technical problems, however the written notes did not always 

include enough technical detail to reproduce or debug them.  Consequently, a more detailed 

research protocol must be designed for future studies.  A Point-and-Chat programmer must 

participate via IM or phone when researchers are installing the software on a participant’s 

computer and AAC device and perhaps even during training of the participant. 

 

 Sometimes participants couldn't remember how to use the DynaVox control page to 

choose a person from the address book and start a conversation with that person.  Consequently, 

it may also be useful to add additional control sequences to Point-and-Chat that would allow 

users to encode a picture-based address book directly into their AAC device.  Then the users 

could direct select IM conversation partners from pages on their AAC devices. 

 

 

Next steps ï dissemination, integration, and further avenues of research 

 

 An improved Point-and-Chat was exhibited at the ATIA 2009 exhibition/conference in 

Orlando, during which it was tried by a number of researchers, parents, and practitioners.  Their 

enthusiasm was encouraging and their comments are being integrated into the software.  A 

presentation was given at ATIA 2009 on Point-and-Chat by Benjamin Slotznick and Dave 

Hershberger, noting the research funded by NCTI.  Benjamin Slotznick also participated in the 

NCTI presentation made at ATIA 2009 about the Technology in the Works competition. 

 

 Point-and-Chat will be exhibited at CSUN in March for more comment.  Benjamin 

Slotznick is scheduled to make a presentation on Point-and-Chat at CSUN, which will include 

the results of this NCTI funded research. 

 

 In preparation for commercialization, Point-and-Chat is integrating many of the 

conclusions of this research into its software and training manuals, along with comments of other 

observers.  As part of these preparations for commercialization, the collaborators on this research 

(Benjamin Slotznick, Dave Hershberger, and Jeff Higginbotham) hope that funds can be 

obtained to conduct a more thorough evaluative and usability study of the enhanced Point-and-

Chat software and new training materials as they are developed. 
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 At the same time, this study suggests additional avenues of research that are far beyond 

the original scope of this project, but would lead to better use of instant messaging software by 

AAC users. 

 

¶ The special vocabularies used in IM conversations need to be identified, along with their 

phrases and grammars.  This is clearly a continuing task for linguistic research and has 

only recently begun. 

¶ These IM vocabularies and grammatical rules need to be compiled into easy-to-use sets 

of interactive pages adapted to the dynamic displays of today’s AAC devices.  This is a 

task for speech and language researchers, specialists and clinicians – and has not yet 

begun. 

 

This NCTI funded project, evaluating Point-and-Chat, the first instant messaging software for 

AAC users, would be the first research to identify the need for these IM-specific vocabulary 

files. 

 

 

Commercialization 

 

 Point-and-Chat will be released to the public for sale in the near future and included in an 

upcoming Saltillo catalogue (Spring or Fall 2009).  Without this NCTI funded study, 

commercialization would have taken longer, or resulted in a less robust initial product release.  

However, like most initial software releases, Point-and-Chat can be expected to involve revisions 

in response to consumer input to correct unforeseen technical issues as well as to improve 

usability.  For this reason, continued usability testing in controlled settings is also important. 


