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Open Source Assistive Technology Software – an alternative development model?

The presentation will include:

· the work of the OATS project in developing the first website dedicated to Open Source Assistive Technology Software (OATS)

· demonstration of the OATS website - which allows users to easily find relevant software and acts as a ‘dating service’ between users, professionals and software engineers

· discussion of the relevance of Open Source Software as a development model within Assistive Technology (AT).

Abstract

The author proposes that Open Source software offers great potential within the Assistive Technology field - offering a new model of software development that encourages truly user-centred design and innovation.  Open Source software is defined by the open and free publication of the software’s ‘source code’.

The global AT field, while expanding all the time, remains small and very specialised.  Open Sourcing, if managed sensibly and creatively could offer the AT field an inexpensive opportunity to create, share, and above all disseminate good products that have high AT end user value but no (or relatively little) commercial interest or return.  

Open Sourcing is a well established and growing method of software development – openly publishing the source code to software has a number of benefits. The use of Open Source:

· allows customisation of software – an important aspect when working with the diverse range of users that exists within the AT community

· enables multiple developers to work on software simultaneously – even on different sides of the world – thus encouraging innovation

· encourages a very close relationship between the user and the developer since a developer can directly react to specific user needs

· provides developers with interesting, challenging and worthwhile projects on which to apply their skills

· taps into a source of volunteers that is a potential resource for the field that has not so far been utilised

· promotes common standards – something very much lacking in existing Assistive Technology software – and could allow better portability for users between programs.

Currently, however, there are a number of barriers that impede the use of Open Source in AT situations: it is generally difficult to find on the Internet; there are no specific areas dedicated to developing or downloading AT software; it can be unfriendly to install and it is often difficult to find help and resources related to the software.  

The OATS project removes these barriers to Open Source AT software, so that users will have a single point of contact for obtaining Open Source software and developers will have a forum where they can write software to meet the needs of specific users.  In addition, the potential uses and market factors involved with Open Source AT software will be investigated and the underlying concepts promoted.

The main deliverable of this project is a website allowing users to find appropriate software to meet their needs and Open Source developers to find exciting and interesting projects.  This is done in such a way as to be user friendly to end-users and to provide a wide range of Open Source development tools to developers.  The site is developed using Plone - a powerful content management system  - allowing users control over their own project areas and the ability to submit content to the site.  In this way it is hoped that the site will become a sustainable community.  The website is fully accessible and meets the W3C WAI guidelines. 

Future Plans

The project is under the direction of the ACE Centre Advisory Trust working in collaboration with Access to Communication and Technology (ACT) Birmingham and the Department of Applied Computing at University of Dundee.  The project is sponsored by Gatsby Foundation, ACT and the Swedish Institute for Special Needs Education.

The project is a 1-year evaluation project and will be drawing to a close at the time of ICCHP.  The project website will remain and the project team are drawing up an exit strategy and canvassing opinion to allow the project to move forward into the future.
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