Interoperability & Achieving Digital Inclusion:
Microsoft’s Commitment
Accessible Technology Interoperability -Driving Global Digital Inclusion
Microsoft is committed to creating a stronger and more forward looking accessible technology ecosystem in order to make greater strides towards a digital society that is inclusive of people with disabilities, ageing technology users and anyone who desires to adjust their technology experience to meet their individual needs.  More sustainable and improved interoperability models for assistive and information technology products would increase value to and choice for consumers with a range of impairments and would also stimulate the innovation of new accessibility solutions that keep pace with the fast moving information technology sector.   Moving the existing ecosystem into the future will provide a better and more consistent experience with assistive technologies and result in a broader array of market-driven accessible technology solutions right out of the box.  It will decrease the complexity, cost, and time currently associated with developing accessible information technology products.  It will unleash exciting new innovations while allowing for great leaps in scalability.  
An AT/IT ecosystem is most often comprised of several component pieces.  An AT/IT ecosystem might include an accessible operating system with settings and programs that are particularly helpful to people with visual difficulties (e.g. screen magnifier), hearing loss (e.g.), pain in their hands or arms (e.g. voice recognition), or reasoning and cognitive difficulties (e.g. use Larry’s example from the DC showcase).  An accessible AT/IT ecosystem would also include accessible applications (e.g. a web browser and word processor) and hardware (e.g. accessible notebook computer, printer, keyboard and mouse).  Finally, the technology stack in an AT/IT ecosystem also might include assistive technologies (e.g. screen reader or alternate entry device).  Most likely, each of these pieces of the accessible AT/IT ecosystem would be designed and manufactured by different companies.  For that reason, AT/IT interoperability is critically important to achieving broader digital inclusion.  This ability of different IT networks, applications, and components, including assistive technologies, to exchange and use information, i.e. to “talk” to each other is fundamental to creating an accessible ecosystem for consumers with a broad range of disabilities.  
Accessible Technology Interoperability –Challenges & Opportunities
Today the IT and AT industries are delivering excellent solutions for people with a broad range of impairments and disabilities, but Microsoft believes that now industry has the opportunity to build on that success by addressing key challenges and providing even better solutions for more consumers into the future.
For Users:  For users with disabilities, problems with interoperability can mean a fragmented and unstable experience, where a product’s feature set is not fully available.  It may mean that multiple assistive technology tools behave uniquely and require hacking together imperfect solutions that often just perpetuate security and stability problems.  Improved interoperability would lead to assistive technology products that are more consistent with a wider variety of software programs, websites, and internet tools and that reveal more data about a wider range of applications.  Ultimately, improved interoperability would allow the consumer to have finer control of the user interface, including scrolling, selecting, changing values, resizing content, etc. 
For Developers:  For developers, problems with interoperability can present architectural and engineering challenges that significantly increase the cost and complexity of creating products.  Currently, developers are confronted with multiple development specifications (MSAA, UIA, IAccessible2, etc.), inconsistent development techniques (i.e. different approaches to achieve the same accessibility goal), and thousands of overly complex user interface automation controls.  When developing accessible IT and AT, these challenges are exacerbated by inadequate testing tools and techniques and a blurred division of labor between AT & IT that often leads to redundant coding and gaps.  In addition, the vast majority of AT vendors globally are small (5-15 person) companies that struggle to keep pace with the fast changing IT industry and are particularly challenged by the current situation. 
For the Global Marketplace:  Future innovation for the global marketplace depends on industry moving together beyond this imperfect interoperability situation.  Freeing up the vast talent and resources that are currently focused on fixing problems and retrofitting products will lead to the conceptualization and creation of new accessible technologies.   Improved AT/IT interoperability could facilitate innovation by providing both forward compatibility (i.e. working with new interfaces that are not yet developed) and backward compatibility (i.e. leveraging existing investments and respecting consumer adoption rates).  It could also provide more robust authoring models that are truly scalable and optimized for application developers.  
The Four Pillars of AT/IT Interoperability
The IT industry has achieved its current, considerable 
level of interoperability through the use of four commonly practiced methods, or “pillars,” of technical interoperability.  These methods hold great promise for improving the current state of interoperability between assistive technologies and information technology products.  Microsoft proactively leverages each of these methods to promote interoperability in the accessibility ecosystem.  
1. Products - involves the explicit design of products to be interoperable with other products and services right out of the box with little need for customization or integration services
a. Microsoft works closely with over 150 accessible technology manufacturers through our Assistive Technology Vendor Program to ensure that as many accessible technology products as possible are compatible with Windows Vista.   Accessible technology products such as screen readers, screen magnifiers, and on-screen keyboards offer innovative solutions that enable individuals with difficulties and impairments to successfully use computers.  Today more than 300 AT products are available for computers using the Windows platform, creating a rich environment of customizable solutions to meet the unique needs of people with disabilities. 
2. Community - involves working with the IT community, including partners, customers, and competitors alike, to develop interoperable products and solutions
a. Microsoft in collaboration with HiSoftware has developed and is supporting the Accessibility Kit for SharePoint® (AKS) along with a partner and customer community.  The AKS will deliver a kit that can significantly reduce the time, knowledge, and effort required to implement a SharePoint-based Web site that conforms to World Wide accessibility guidelines.  AKS is also developed as shared source (no-cost) and with an open API and SDK-enabling extension of SharePoint applications to remain accessible-above and beyond what Microsoft provides out of the box.  AKS contains tutorials and education-empowering others to “build accessible”.  The AKS Community site allows Microsoft Partners, customers and stakeholders to dialogue with each other and Microsoft about Accessibility best practices, lessons learned, challenges and successes-”Better together”.
3. Access - involves providing and gaining access to technology through the licensing of patents, copyrights, trademarks, and other IP rights
a. On November 8th, 2007 Microsoft announced that it will make available its User Interface Automation (UIA) specification available under a Community Promise. This Community Promise pledges that Microsoft will not assert any of its patents necessary to implement the specification against anyone, regardless of platform, in the open source and proprietary software communities. In concert, to promote interoperability between leading accessibility frameworks in the market, Novell agreed to develop and deliver an adapter that allows the UIA framework to work well with existing Linux accessibility projects and complement the investments made by IBM Corp. and others. Novell’s work will be open source and will make the UIA framework cross-platform while enabling UIA to interoperate with the Linux Accessibility Toolkit (ATK), which ships with SUSE Linux Enterprise, Red Hat Enterprise Linux and Ubuntu Linux. The UIA solution will ensure interoperability of nonvisual access to the next generation of software applications. 
4. Standards - Involves developing and implementing industry standards (including “open standards” and “proprietary standards”) and incorporating them into products and services.
a. Microsoft announced on November 12, 2007 that it is developing a tool for Microsoft Word that will level the playing field for print-disabled readers. This will be released as a free, downloadable plug-in early 2008, that will allow the translation of millions of Open XML documents into DAISY XML, the lingua franca of the globally-accepted Digital Access Information SYstem or DAISY standard for digital talking books.  DAISY-formatted files allow users to scroll through auditory content using simple keystrokes to hone in on specific sections, and configure its playback to skip over items like footnotes.
How Microsoft is leading the way on AT-IT Interoperability
Microsoft is committed to partnering with industry and NGOs to achieve a shared vision of digital inclusion.  To that end, we are taking important new steps to demonstrate our continued leadership and commitment to interoperability, collaboration, and accessibility, including:
Sharing UIA to Benefit All:  To make it easier for developers to produce accessible technologies compatible with the Windows platform, we have developed Microsoft User Interface (UI) Automation - a new model for exposing rich semantic information about an application’s interface that developers can use to create assistive technology products or automated testing utilities.  Microsoft is making the UI Automation (UIA) specification available under a Community Promise to accelerate innovation in the industry and improve interoperability between AT and IT products, regardless of platform, in the open source and proprietary software communities. 
Solving Accessibility & Interoperability Challenges:  Microsoft has led the creation of the Accessibility Interoperability Alliance (AIA) – a global engineering collaboration between assistive technology vendors, IT companies, Web, test, and tool companies, and key NGOs.  This unified industry action will address the complexity of developing accessible products and improving interoperability and will stimulate the development of increased innovation around accessibility and more consumer choice.  Their collective experience and expertise will result in a broader array of market-driven accessible technology solutions that are interoperable, innovative and flexible. 
Collaborating Across Platforms:  As part of the Novell Interoperability Project, Microsoft is making the UI Automation specification available under a Microsoft Community Promise which grants the necessary patent rights to anyone implementing that specification.  Novell will develop an open source implementation of UIA for the SUSE, RedHat and Ubuntu distributions of Linux.  This implementation will deliver full UIA in Mono for WinForms and Moonlight applications – thus completing the accessibility story for those applications.  Novell will also develop an interoperability layer between UIA and the Linux Accessibility Toolkit (ATK) to enable existing Linux ATs to benefit from this work and gain access to the UIA information exposed by those applications.
Making it Easier to Create Accessible Content:  Microsoft and HiSoftware have collaborated to develop the new, open source Accessibility Kit for SharePoint® (AKS) and are jointly nurturing a partner and customer community around it.  The AKS can significantly reduce the time, knowledge, and effort required to implement a SharePoint-based Web site that conforms to World Wide accessibility guidelines.  HiSoftware also provides “end-to-end” solutions for MOSS Web governance-enabling accessibility monitoring throughout the Web project life cycle-empowering organizations to start accessible and stay accessible.  
Collaborating with DAISY to expand accessibility:  Microsoft and the Digital Accessible Information System (DAISY) Consortium have begun a joint standards-based development project to make it possible for computer users who are blind or print disabled to make better use of assistive technology in their daily lives.  This open technical collaboration project on SourceForge will lead to a free, downloadable plug-in for Microsoft Word that can convert Open XML-based documents into DAISY XML, the foundation of the globally accepted DAISY standard for reading and publishing navigable multimedia content.  This project will serve as a reference model for other Open XML solution providers.
Supporting accessibility standards global harmonization:  To promote accessible technology interoperability, Microsoft has dedicated technical resources and leadership to critical accessibility standards development activities.  Microsoft has been appointed to the US Access Board’s Telecommunications and Electronic and Information Technology Advisory Committee (TEITAC) which is chartered with recommending changes to the Board’s current Section 508 standard that directs Federal departments and agencies to ensure that Federal employees and members of the public with disabilities have access to and use of information and data.  In Europe, Microsoft is providing its expertise directly to the eAccessibility Standards Mandate (M/376), which is focused on the use of public procurement and practice for ICT´s to remove barriers to participation in the Information Society by disabled and older people.  Microsoft has been an original and ongoing participant in the JTC1’s Special Working Group on Accessibility (SWGA).  The SWGA was created to gather and publish an inventory of all known accessibility standards efforts and identify areas/technologies where voluntary standards are not being addressed.
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