Champions in Accessibility
Bryan Gould, Accessible Learning and Assessment Technologies
Director at NCAM (National Center for Accessible Media),
discusses the development of Durateq, the handheld audio
description device that’s used in Disney theme parks, during a
BADCast special called Champions In Accessibilities for Blind
Abilities and hosted by Pete Lane. Hereinafter you will find
selected excerpts of the interview.

Bryan Gould on initial development
with Disney and Softeq:
“That’s right, that was one of the really, groundbreaking adventures we were on. Disney was
dedicated to providing a level of access that really, hadn’t existed anywhere else before, other
than, you know, personalized one-on-one tours of a venue or a theme park. They were
dedicated to enabling someone to be able to go through the park with their family or by
themselves and get as rich an experience as possible. And so, they partnered with us and
with Softeq, who created the device, and it really was a great experience. We worked with
them a little bit on design and certainly on the user experience. How do you move through
the menus? When do you want to hear description of, for example, the area outside, if you’re
[at] Epcot Center and you’re outside of the France display or the Japan display, what do you
want to hear next? How do you move through the menus? When do you want to hear about
where the food kiosk is or where the restrooms are as opposed to going into getting more
information about the background of where you are.”

Bryan Gould on incorporation of GPS technology:
“One of my trips down there, there was a small group of us, Disney people, and Softeq people,
and folks from WGBH. And, we were literally holding the original device and the GPS unit in
two different hands. There was a lot of electrical tape and wires involved. And we sort of
carried these two funky bricks around, but the experience was, frankly amazing, because you
could move around outside. The GPS signal came down and told you where you are in, I think

it was in 14-foot square or a 20-foot square area, and then you moved to the next one, and you
got more information. And then you were able to move closer. And then, when you moved
inside, the device switched from GPS to the interior method of transmission, depending on
where it was, I think these were all infrared sensors. And so you can continue this seamless
transition of getting information outside, to moving inside, to waiting on line, to getting on a
ride, or then sitting down and “watching", you know essentially, a traditional MoPix situation,
when you’re watching one of the ﬁlms. And then, like technology does, six months later the
whole unit was the one that we know now — it was all integrated and you were able to carry it
around in one hand.”

Pete Lane on his experience with Softeq’s
assistive device:
“Yes, I personally used that device at Disney World here in Florida, and it’s very small,
relatively light-weight, it’s about 8 ounces, and has a shoulder strap and earphones, and very
effective tactile buttons that are simple to use. But the menuing and the overlaying of scripts
and menus with the GPS is absolutely remarkable. I had a wonderful experience with my
family not having to beg my wife to describe everything around us, and where are we now,
and where is the nearest restroom and things like that. It’s quite remarkable.”

Bryan Gould, on considering alternative device
form factors:
“There is always considerations about what device you’re going to use and what the ﬁnal user
experience is. There’s one thing when you come to a single, small museum or exhibit that
maybe you’ll spend an hour on. And then maybe the consideration is, oh well, can users use
their own device for that? And that’s potentially a good solution. In fact I can talk about one
of the ways we’ve developed the technology to enable that to happen. But the concerns there

are, patrons may not want to use their precious battery life listening to the description there
— they’d rather use the battery life of the device that’s handed out by the venue. And also, if
they need to use their phone for anything else — for texts, or email, or for talking on the
phone, or just what we use our phones for every day, and not confuse the two or not try to
listen to the description on one, while doing something else on their phone.
And, at the time, of course, when Disney started this grand adventure, no one had ever heard
of an iPad. There were iPods, but really the other components and certainty voice over
weren’t integrated part of the iOS experience yet. So, they were really ahead of time with this
device. We worked subsequently with organizations, the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, for
example — does hand out iPod touches for all of their tours and that includes description that
you can ﬁnd in the menu.”
Of course, at the time when Disney started this grand adventure they never heard of an iPad.
There were iPods, but really the other components and certainty voice over weren’t
integrated parts of the iOS experience yet. So, they were really ahead of time with this device.
We worked subsequently with organizations, the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston, for example
— that do hand out iPod touches for all of their tours including description that you can ﬁnd
in the menu”.

Bryan Gould about other solutions in collaboration
with Softeq and other venues for users with
impairments:
“Well, we’ve worked in lots of them. The Patriots Hall of Fame here in Massachusetts again —
is another collaboration with Softeq and WGBH, creating a very similar experience to the one

at Disney. The Museum of Fine Arts and other venues that we’ve worked with will handout
individual devices. And then several years ago, for an exhibit called the “The IBM Think
Exhibit”, we developed something called “Media Access Mobile”, which does just what I was
talking about a few minutes ago, which is enable a user to use their own phone or their own
device to just simply go to a predesigned website, that the venue lets know what it is, and
then all of the access information comes through there. […] The description is automatically
synced, and comes right through, as we would expect in the Disney or in the MoPix. But it
also offers a lot of other access information. It can provide synced captions, as well, for
people who are deaf and hard of hearing. But, it can also include language translation, if it’s
written, and even text descriptions in other languages that then a text-to-speech engine
could read out. So, you don’t always have to rely on a human narrator. Especially, for short
experiences, that could be just as pleasurable an experience as a professional human
narrator. So, that’s exciting.”
Listen to the full podcast.

