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I:
As the popularity of games continues to soar, interest in game accessibility also grows, and for the third year in a row game accessibility enthusiasts came together last Tuesday to attend the Game Accessibility Day in Boston Massachusetts, and that was to share research and development and practical experience in this area. Well today I’m joined in the studio by Sarah Pulis, New Media Coordinator from Media Access Australia, who’s going to tell us about games that support people who are blind or vision impaired, welcome Sarah.

P:
Thank you very much Roberta.

I:
Now, the first one, what are some of the barriers that people with vision impairments come across with games?

P:
Well many games, particularly mainstream games, are heavily reliant on the combination of both visual and audio cues. The use of colour can also be problematic for people who are colour blind. So some of the types of games that people who are blind or vision impaired can play are text-based games, which although accessible aren’t really very interesting and often lack the richness of your mainstream games. Audio games, that are games that consist only of sound, and also videogames that are accessible, either through original design or stream modification.

I:
Now Sarah, what were some of the games that were discussed at the Accessibility Day?

P:
Well, one of the really exciting pieces of research will actually mean that people are able to now join in the fun of playing the highly popular drumming game Rock Band. To make Rock Band work for visually impaired gamers, the teams from the University of California, Santa Cruz, figured out a way to actually strap by breaking pieces onto the person using Velcro. So they strap these pieces to a gamer’s upper and lower arms to represent the drum head cues that you’d normally see on the screen, and also on the ankles to represent the kick drum cues as well. They also provided audio information to give feedback on correct timing and hit, and also errors were represented by a quick sound, so that’s a really interesting development in mainstream games. Other areas they’re looking at are also gaming for are ageing population, so the baby boomers which are actually you know still playing games, and how that was also affecting game accessibility.

I:
So what’s the most accessible mainstream game at the moment?

P:
Well, Able Gamers which is a not for profit organisation dedicated to supporting the inclusion of accessibility in video games, actually declared the fantasy role playing game called Dragon Age Origins as the most accessible mainstream game last year. It’s got a whole range of access features, including closed captions, alternative controls to assist people with mobility impairment, the ability to pause the game, which is for people with cognitive impairment, and also the ability to configure each access feature at multiple level.

I:
They sound rather fun.

P:
It is rather fun, I’ve actually played it myself.

I:
Well that’s the only way to know exactly what’s what is if you’ve done it yourself really.

P:
That’s exactly right, yes.

I:
So do people buy these or how does it work Sarah?

P:
Well look it depends on the game, there’s something like Dragon Age comes both on PC and also some of the consoles, so for example you know your X-Boxes or your Wiis. There’s also a lot of web-based games that are free out there, and of course we’re seeing a lot of mobile games as well on your iPhone and your Android, the fact that both of these mobile platforms do have inbuilt accessibility often means that the games are also accessible to people.

I:
So where can people find out about the games that support people with disabilities?

P:
Well the aforementioned Able Gamers is actually a great source of information. They have regular gaming news, reviews of a whole lot of different games including the console, PC and the web games. And also quite an active community forum. Other websites you might try are audiogames.net which is a community portal for audio games, and also gameaccessibility.com which has some good information about the availability of accessible games for people with disabilities.

I:
So that means that we can move away from Free Sail and Solitaire and move into something a little bit more sort of informative and challenging.

P:
That’s right, interesting and engaging, yeah games are wonderful for that.

I:
Absolutely, and I think they’re good brain trainers as well.

P:
Yes.

I:
Well thanks for talking with us today Sarah. To learn more about accessible games with Media Access Australia’s website at mediaaccess.org.au. Alternatively you can email Media Access Australia at info@mediaaccess.org.au or you can call that great number, 02 9212 6242, 02 9212 6242 and Media Access Australia are supporters of this program.
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