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Abstract

With the increasing ubiquity of mobile phones, people are spending more and more time interacting with their phones while away from their computers.  People want to stay up to date on the world’s information, ranging from news outlets to their favorite weblogs.  Reading text longer than a short SMS can become tedious using traditional reading – there simply isn’t enough room on a phone’s screen to fit enough words to maintain a smooth flow of reading.

Using a unique form of reading, Rapid Serial Visual Presentation (RSVP), one word at a time is flashed on the screen in a large font, enabling users to quickly read long documents with minimal eye strain.  Reading this way is fast and fun, and has the potential to revolutionize the way text is read on mobile phones.

We propose to develop a mobile application that uses RSVP to read weblogs.  Many blogs are frequently updated and a typical blog reader may read several blogs.  Staying up to date on all of these blogs is not always an easy task, and we seek to allow users to read their favorite blogs while away from the computer.

We will evaluate the success of the interface through several quantitative metrics, including quantity read and frequency of use.

Task Analysis

The target users of this system are frequent mobile phone users.  They are familiar with their phones and other technology in general – to the point where they are paying for a data plan on their phone.  These users tend to be early adopters, and are interested in technology.  They keep track of technology trends through popular blogs like Slashdot and Gizmodo, and may even have their own blogs.

Currently, reading on mobile devices is not a “killer app” for Americans.  Because of this, users will most likely not have preconceived notions of how reading “should work” on mobile devices.  They will, however, have notions of how interfaces in general on mobile devices should work:  simple and fast, to name a few.

Users understand that data rates on mobile phones are still not at desktop speeds and will accept some delay, but feedback is essential, and excessive waits will not be tolerated.  Users will most likely use the reading application during down time throughout their day:  public transportation, waiting in lines, etc.  In some of these situations, time is a factor:  only a few minutes are available to read.  Conversely, in other situations, the user has as much time as she wishes to spend on reading.  

More research needs to be done on exactly how users currently read blogs on their computers, but anecdotally, we have seen that users skip through a blog to find an interesting article when time-constrained, but when time is not a factor, users may simply read all new entries by the blog author.  Users may not necessarily visit links in a blog immediately, but instead will make a note to herself to check them out later.  

Ideation
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	When the application is launched, it logs in to the server using stored login information in order to minimize the time it takes to get to content.
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	Users have a list of the blogs they regularly read.  They can add to this list if they browse to another blog on the phone or by editing it on the website.  Users can also export their blog list from a desktop RSS aggregator.  The numbers indicate the how many unread entries there are.
	Blogs are read as a single stream that users can move through easily.  This stream can be ordered either newest to oldest or oldest to newest.  The stream only includes unread articles.  Users can also see the list of all entries and pick where they would like to start.
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	This is the result of choosing View Entry List on the previous screen above.  The page icons indicate the length of the entry if it is unread.  The checkbox indicates that the user has already read that entry.
	This is what it looks like to read a blog.  The RSVP text is large, centered, and given white space around it for easy reading.  Various contextual information is provided, including the blog’s name, the time of the posting, icons to indicate being inside quotations marks or parenthesis, and how far the user is in the entry.

The four-directional icons provide information about how the user can interact with the software: up and down keys change the speed of reading and double-clinking forward skips to the next new entry.
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	If the user chooses Pause on the previous screen, they can then choose Options.  This allows the user to go the entry index, view TrackBacks to the current entry, post a comment, email the article to a friend, or change their reading settings.
	The user can post audio comments.  They can record the comment and then listen to the comment, which they can accept or reject and re-record.
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	After one entry finishes, the software does not jump straight to the next entry.  This would be disorienting for users and not give them any time to choose options for the just finished entry.  For some short period of time (perhaps three seconds), this screen appears and allows the user to quickly choose to view trackbacks, post a comment, or save the entries links for later on the BuddyBuzz website or by email.  The user can also skip to the next entry if ready.


Evidence

Blogs have recently taken off as the new public medium of the web.  Like the internet itself, blogs form a complex network of links that self-organize into hierarchies, with certain well-read blogs at the top.  These blogs are read by thousands of people.  
Reading on mobile phones has not exploded in popularity as blogs have, but the interest is present.  Recently, people in Japan have taken to reading on their mobile phones (though not in RSVP), so there is a good amount of demand for a convenient and fast reading system.  
Informal contextual inquiries have shown an initial discomfort with the technology, but after a few minutes of reading, people start to enjoy it more (and proceed to crank up the reading speed).  

Further Evidence

We plan to develop paper prototypes and perform an informal study with users to iterate through different designs.  From there, we can start to integrate the new design into the existing application that we have.  Once a rudimentary version is working, we will again perform an informal study, this time giving a much more accurate simulation of the software.  Ideally, we will iterate through several different designs.

Evaluation Plan

We will perform both qualitative and quantitative user tests to determine the effectiveness of our system.  The qualitative tests will evaluate the overall user experience:  enjoyment levels, ease of use, etc.  These tests will be done through interviews with several users.  They will be given the chance to use our system (both early on, with prototypes, then again later with a more finished product) for 10 minutes, and we will follow up with a short interview to learn their impressions of the system.

Quantitative tests may be done in a more rigorous manner.  Since we already have a working version of the reading application available, it can be easily modified to display blog content rather than our current content.  This version may then be compared with an updated version that has an interface specific to reading blogs.  In a study, we can take two groups of users and give each group one version of the software.  We can then compare the groups’ usage across several metrics:  overall amount read (in terms of number of words), frequency of use (in terms of number of times the system is used over an extended period, perhaps one day), length of use per session, and others.

