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Patterns of reading assistance for software users with varying reading skills
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Current user interfaces present many different features that assist users in reading and comprehending texts in digital format. Although
internal factors, such as visual impairment and dyslexia, can impose serious reading difficulties for technology users, we focus on the
interface solutions designed to alleviate external factors, such as text complexity and low literacy. In this paper, we analyze popular
software systems identifying five user interface design patterns developed to help users understand texts in situations involving text
difficulty, unbalanced bilingualism, and low literacy. By providing this incipient pattern collection, we expect to enable interaction
designers and accessibility researchers to achieve a better understanding of the topic and possibly propose improvements for the
current solutions.
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1 INTRODUCTION

In the context of human-computer interaction (HCI) design, the purpose of accessibility is to provide equal access
for all (or the majority of) computer users, with special consideration for people with disabilities and/or additional
needs [6]. Concerning reading tasks, many factors might prevent users from visualizing and/or fully comprehending
digital texts [16]. Situations involving internal factors, such as visual impairment, intellectual disabilities, or dyslexia,
are among the most studied cases within the accessibility research community. In this paper, however, we focus on
solutions designed to overcome difficulties imposed by external or environmental factors, such as text complexity and
poor education.

This study stems from the observation, in current systems, of user interface patterns that assist users in fully
comprehending written texts. For example, most e-book reader applications allow the user to perform dictionary lookup
or automatic translation while reading a book. In particular, we believe this type of help can be useful in contexts of
technical reading, unbalanced bilingualism, and low literacy (see Section 2.2). These patterns were discovered amid the
development of a larger pattern language on the interaction design for multilingual users [5].
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After analyzing current websites and software applications, we identified five user interface design patterns that
assist in reading. The main objective of this paper is to describe these five patterns in a clear and structured way. Since
we did not find any other academic work or pattern library describing these specific patterns, we hope this collection
can help the HCI and accessibility communities to further explore and study the topic. In the future, these patterns can
be the starting point for a pattern language, and at least some of them might also be included in our language in the
design for multilingualism.

This paper consists of six sections, including this introduction. Section 2 presents background on reading difficulty
studies and some scenarios that illustrate our pattern collection. The patterns are presented in Section 3, and Section 4
summarizes the methods used in the discovery process. Discussing the relations between the patterns, the accessibility
guidelines, and the proposed scenarios is the goal in Section 5. Finally, Section 6 presents final considerations and future
work.

2 BACKGROUND AND SCENARIOS OF READING DIFFICULTY

Reading comprehension is a complex task that involves several variables [12]. Over the years, many aspects of literacy
acquisition and reading difficulty have been addressed by researchers in the areas of cognitive psychology, linguistics, and
education. The factors that may cause reading difficulty are generally categorized into internal (involvingmostly physical,
cognitive, and emotional conditions of the individual), and external factors (involving the social and environmental
aspects of reading and literacy acquisition) [11, 15]. The solutions described by the patterns in this paper are more
focused on helping the target users to overcome external factors, such as text difficulty and low literacy, even though
we think they might also be helpful, in specific situations, to users with physical or psychological conditions that
prevent reading comprehension. We recognize and equally value all research efforts that target individual factors (such
as visual impairment, intellectual disabilities, dyslexia, etc.). However, such factors are considered beyond the scope of
this particular work.

Regarding human-computer interaction, many studies have been conducted on the topic of reading assistance.
A notable effort is the WWW Consortium (W3C) initiative Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), which,
among other recommendations, sets the standards for text accessibility on the Web [10, 17]. Other studies in the
fields of applied and computational linguistics approach the identification and simplification of difficult texts [2, 8, 14].
Language diversity, multilingualism, and the design for under-represented populations are frequent topics among
researchers of human-computer interaction for development (HCI4D) [7, 9]. Finally, some studies propose approaches
and tools specifically targeted at low-literacy users [3, 19]. In the next two sections, we present in more detail the
WCAG guidelines for text readability (Section 2.1) and propose three scenarios based on the previously mentioned
related works (Section 2.2).

2.1 WCAG guidelines for text content readability

WCAG 2.1 is the current version of the W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines1. The recommendations in the
document define how to make web content more accessible to people with disabilities, besides often improving the
usability for general users. WCAG 2.1 is organized in so-called layers of guidance, including overall principles, general
guidelines, and testable success criteria [10]. The four basic principles provide the foundation for Web accessibility and

1W3C is currently preparing an update of WCAG, namely WCAG version 3.0 (public working draft published in January 2021).
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are named perceivable, operable, understandable, and robust. In this study, we are particularly interested in the readability
guidelines, which fall under the third principle understandable.

Table 1. WCAG guideline 3.1 (Readable) and corresponding success criteria.

Success Criterion Description Level

3.1.1 Language of Page The default human language of each Web page can be programmatically deter-
mined.

A

3.1.2 Language of Parts The human language of each passage or phrase in the content can be program-
matically determined (...).

AA

3.1.3 Unusual Words A mechanism is available for identifying specific definitions of words or phrases
used in an unusual or restricted way, including idioms and jargon.

AAA

3.1.4 Abbreviations A mechanism for identifying the expanded form or meaning of abbreviations is
available.

AAA

3.1.5 Reading Level When text requires reading ability more advanced than the lower secondary
education level after removal of proper names and titles, supplemental content,
or a version that does not require reading ability more advanced than the lower
secondary education level, is available.

AAA

3.1.6 Pronunciation A mechanism is available for identifying specific pronunciation of words where
meaning of the words, in context, is ambiguous without knowing the pronuncia-
tion.

AAA

Guideline 3.1 defines criteria to make text content readable and understandable. Table 1 shows this guideline’s list of
success criteria as presented in WCAG version 2.1. The third column displays the conformance level for each criterion,
roughly meaning the amount of effort necessary for content creators to abide by the requirement. Criteria 3.1.1 and
3.1.2 are crucial for user agents such as screen readers, which require knowledge of the text language to provide better
pronunciation. Criteria 3.1.3, 3.1.4, 3.1.5, and 3.1.6 define a series of mechanisms or features aimed at improving the
readability and comprehensibility of text content. In Section 5, we discuss how these six criteria relate to the proposed
patterns.

2.2 Scenarios of reading difficulty

The patterns described in this paper were discovered from current software systems and aim to improve text content’s
readability and comprehensibility in user interfaces. The target audience for the pattern collection is comprised of
interaction designers and HCI specialists developing new user interfaces or innovative research on the topic. Even
though improved readability is a welcome feature in most situations and can potentially benefit a wide range of
technology users, in this section, we highlight three particular cases of reading difficulty in interaction design, each of
them illustrated by a persona and corresponding scenario (see Fig. 1):

• Text difficulty: readers usually find it more difficult to comprehend texts that contain a high number of
low-frequency words (i.e., high lexical complexity). This is the case of technical texts and texts written in
cultured language. For instance, Jun Zhang and Bin Anual conducted a study with 37 Singaporean secondary
school students, detecting that vocabulary difficulty affected their text comprehension performance [8]. The
study occurred in the multicultural context of Singapore: all students used English as the main language at

3
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school, even though most of them had acquired it as a second language. To represent the population of this
study, we propose the persona of Mikayla: a Singaporean student who might lack some of the vocabulary
necessary to fully understand a complex technical text (see Fig. 1-a).

• Unbalanced bilingualism: asymmetrical or unbalanced bilingualism is a frequent form of bilingualism in
which individuals present different proficiency levels in their two languages. This is a common case in developing
countries, where people tend to use a colonial language in formal settings while speaking indigenous or minority
languages at home. A study by Karusala et al. of 20 smartphone users from rural, suburban, and urban areas of
India showed that many participants preferred to use English on their mobile phones even if they had only basic
skills in that language [9]. Among the motivations for that preference was the aspiration for social mobility and
the wish to improve their proficiency in English. The population of this study is represented by a persona called
Sanjay: a native Hindi speaker willing to improve his English skills through the use of technology (see Fig. 1-b).

• Low literacy: individuals with difficulty in basic reading and writing tasks are said to be low-literate. A
considerable amount of research on low literacy can be found in the literature, especially investigating its
correlation with poor health outcomes. For example, Chaudry et al. conducted a study of 17 North American
patients with Chronic Kidney Disease, all of which read below 9th grade2 [3]. The authors highlight that
43% of the United States population were considered functionally illiterate at the time of the study3 Using
non-text-based prototypes, the researchers identified the best user interface widgets and forms of navigation
for this public. To represent the population of this study, we propose a persona called Alexander: a low-literate
retiree who has been recently diagnosed with a chronic disease and wants to learn more about his condition by
reading texts online (see Fig. 1-c).

Fig. 1. Three personas and three scenarios illustrate situations of reading difficulty in which the patterns can be useful.

Based on the aforementioned related works, we propose the three loosely defined personas/scenarios depicted in
Fig. 1 to illustrate typical cases in which the proposed patterns might be useful. Even though we think these scenarios
are representative and can be useful to illustrate the patterns in this paper, we understand that they are not the only
situations in which reading difficulty occurs in human-computer interaction.
2In the Chaudry et al. study, the literacy level of the participants was evaluated using the Rapid Estimate of Adult Literacy in Medicine (REALM) test [3].
3For updated information on literacy in the United States, refer to the U.S. Department of Education - National Center for Education Statistics website:
https://nces.ed.gov/. More specifically, the Highlights of PIAAC 2017 U.S. Results report a summary of the most current results at the time [18].
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3 THE PATTERNS

A total of five patterns for reading assistance have been identified, depicted in Fig. 2. SELECTION LOOKUP is a more general
pattern that describes users selecting texts in a software interface and looking up additional information about the terms.
DICTIONARY LOOKUP, TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION, EXPRESSIONWEB SEARCH, and LISTENING ON DEMAND are particular types of SELECTION LOOKUP

in which the user asks for a dictionary lookup, an automatic translation, a web search, or a read aloud (text-to-speech)
of the selected text respectively.

Fig. 2. Patterns of reading assistance.

3.1 Pattern: SELECTION LOOKUP

3.1.1 Context. A software interface presenting selectable text content on screen for users who may have difficulty
understanding it.

3.1.2 Problem. How can users obtain information on certain pieces of text which they lack knowledge or want to
learn more about without disrupting their reading experience?

3.1.3 Forces.

• Task efficiency: the task of indicating the desired piece of text and obtaining information about it should be
fast and easy not to disrupt the user’s experience.

• Different types of reading difficulty: depending on the user’s background and reading ability, certain types
of additional information can be more relevant. For example, a dictionary lookup could be useful for someone
reading a complex text (Mikayla), but could also be useless for a low-literate (Alexander), who might prefer a
read aloud instead.

• Different types of concepts: depending on the characteristics of the text that the user selected, certain types
of additional information can be more relevant to the user. For example, a single word is a good candidate
for a dictionary lookup; a proper name produces better results if searched on Wikipedia; and a complex
phrase/expression is better suited for translation or web search.

• Privacy: sending a snippet of confidential text to an external server is usually undesirable or even forbidden
for some users.

• Project budget and complexity: the designer may not have budget for additional services or do not want to
increase the complexity of the application.

3.1.4 Solution. Allow the user to select a piece of text from the user interface and request more information
about it. The design must minimize the steps needed to select the text and look up additional information. Usually,
performing a SELECTION LOOKUP is not the main intended task of the user but a secondary action aiming to clarify the

5
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meaning of a text on the screen. The system or application should give options for the user to reach the most appropriate
search engines according to the context of the situation. Because this feature is useful in a wide range of software
applications, it is sometimes implemented in the OS or user-agent level.

Different types of lookup can be offered to the user: DICTIONARY LOOKUP, TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION, EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH,
and LISTENING ON DEMAND are the most common and are discussed in more detail in the subsequent sections. Other types
include thesaurus lookup, encyclopedia search, e-commerce search, artificial intelligence (AI) powered search, etc. For
some of these types, the search results are directly obtained from a data source (e.g., dictionary and web search). Other
types will require some sort of information processing to produce the final result (e.g., translation, text-to-speech, and
AI-powered search). The basic steps to perform a SELECTION LOOKUP are (summarized in Fig. 3):

Fig. 3. A diagram for the SELECTION LOOKUP pattern.

(1) Text selection: different hardware and software platforms can offer different types of text selection. Text
selection with a mouse or keyboard is familiar to most (if not all) desktop/laptop users. A long press over a
word is sufficient for selection in some touchscreen-based systems. For Wikipedia articles, a simple mouse
hover on a hyperlink is enough for a summary of the corresponding article to be displayed.

(2) Lookup activation: in the moment of the lookup activation, the system should offer the user all types of
searches available. Different contexts require different information for text comprehension. Besides individual
options for the main types of searches, the system may also offer a generic lookup feature in which a set of
recommended search results are automatically generated and displayed to the user.

(3) Search execution: according to the control activated by the user, the system will perform the correspondent
search and information processing. Most searches are performed on the Web, therefore requiring an internet
connection. Nevertheless, many systems support the previous download of dictionaries and voices, allowing
DICTIONARY LOOKUP and LISTENING ON DEMAND to be performed faster and without the need of an active connection.

(4) Results presentation: depending on the chosen lookup, results may be displayed in a panel or dialog inside
the application itself or in a separate website/application. Typically, dictionary definitions are displayed in
small panels/dialogues inside the application. On the contrary, web searches will trigger the opening of a
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web browser tab to display the query results. Presenting the results in internal widgets is preferred whenever
possible because it helps to keep the user’s attention on the primary task. It is common that applications display
summarized results and then offer the option for the user to visualize a more complete version of the definition.
The speech resulting from LISTENING ON DEMAND is a special type of result that is presented in the form of sound
instead of visually, although in some cases basic audio controls may appear on the screen for the user to control
the reading.

3.1.5 Consequences. Upon applying this pattern:
Benefits:

• By quickly selecting texts and triggering lookups within the application, users can have reading assistance
while keeping their task efficiency.

• Offering different types of searches increases the possibility that users with different types of reading
difficulty will achieve a better comprehension of different types of concepts.

• If this pattern is implemented by the operating system or by the web browser, design teams do not need to
implement it from scratch, reducing chances of impacting the project budget and complexity.

Liabilities:

• Because most of this pattern solution is still based on text, users with specific types of reading difficulty,
such as low literacy, might not be fully benefited. In these cases, LISTENING ON DEMAND could be more appropriate.

• Due to business decisions, some applications may not rely totally on the operating system implementation. The
company responsible for the OS usually chooses search engines that are of their economic interest (e.g., macOS
showing results from iTunes and App Store), which might not be acceptable for some applications. If a company
implements this pattern from scratch, this will inevitably impact the project budget and complexity, even
though there are some libraries and services that can be reused.

3.1.6 Relationships with other patterns. Patterns DICTIONARY LOOKUP, TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION, and EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH

can be considered specializations of this pattern. Further reading assistance can be provided by LISTENING ON DEMAND in
cases the user prefers to listen to a speech of the written text.

3.1.7 Known uses. Fig. 4-1 shows a simple web page on the Safari web browser for macOS Monterey with a piece of
text selected (in this case, “philosophy” ). In Fig. 4-2 it is possible to see the result of a mouse right-click on the selected
text: a context menu is displayed with the three topmost options being Look Up. . . , Translate. . . (TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION),
and Search with Google (EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH). The Look Up option in macOS (Fig. 4-3) is a special type of lookup in
which the system tries to anticipate the most appropriate search engines and presents to the user a list of results.
Different types of terms might yield searches in different engines and, consequently, different results. Fig. 4-4 shows
the results for the word “philosophy”: because it is a generic word of the English language, the system automatically
chose dictionary definitions, thesaurus, and translations to be displayed on the foreground. Fig. 4-5, in turn, shows a
lookup for the more specific term “Plato’s Academy”, generating results fromWikipedia instead of dictionary definitions
and thesaurus. The macOS implementation presented here only illustrates the pattern, which is intended to be a more
generic description of the select-and-lookup operation. Simpler implementations based on DICTIONARY LOOKUP, TEXT SNIPPET

TRANSLATION, and EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH are considered specialized versions of this pattern and can be observed in web
browsers, web applications, and mobile applications.
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Fig. 4. The macOS Monterey implementation of the SELECTION LOOKUP pattern.

Fig. 5. Lookup mechanism seen in Microsoft Word 365 for Windows 11.

As shown by the example,macOS implements this pattern at the OS level, meaning that all applications can opt
to include the Look Up. . . menu item in their context menus. Some applications, however, opt to remove it, which is
the case with the Mozilla Firefox web browser. Firefox presents a very specific implementation based on add-ons,
which means that, for users to have access to features such as SELECTION LOOKUP, they need to install certain software
extensions. In some applications for Windows 11 designed by Microsoft, such as the Microsoft 365 tools and the Edge
web browser, there is a lookup feature similar to the one found in macOS (see Fig. 5). Nonetheless, we could not identify
whether the feature is available to all applications or only to the Microsoft suite. All web and mobile applications
analyzed for this study (Wikipedia and e-book readers) presented some sort of implementation for this pattern (see the
other pattern descriptions for more details).
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3.2 Pattern: DICTIONARY LOOKUP

3.2.1 Context. A software interface presenting selectable text content which might contain vocabulary considered
complex for some users.

3.2.2 Problem. How to improve readability when the text contains words/terms which the user is not familiarized
with?

3.2.3 Forces.

• Text difficulty: the user wants or needs to read a text that is written in a cultured language.
• Second language acquisition: users in the process of learning a second language may favor dictionary lookup

over translation.
• System complexity: implementing the infrastructure for downloading and managing installed dictionaries

can increase the system’s complexity and hardware requirements.

3.2.4 Solution. Offer to the user a way to look up a dictionary definition for the selected word/term. The
definition should be readily available; for example, it can be opened from a context menu, displayed after a double click,
or displayed after a long press. The lookup can be provided by a web service (online dictionary) or can be provided
locally upon previous download of the corresponding language dictionary (offline). Fig. 6 shows a diagram for the
DICTIONARY LOOKUP pattern.

Fig. 6. A diagram for the DICTIONARY LOOKUP pattern.

3.2.5 Consequences. Upon applying this pattern:
Benefits:

• Users can have a better understanding of difficult texts that are written in a cultured language or that contain
technical terms.

9
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• Users in the process of learning a second language can take more advantage from reading a word definition
(in the same language) than being presented with automatically translated text. A dictionary definition can also
be more comprehensive than a translation, as it describes many possible meanings of the term.

Liabilities:

• In case text difficulty is caused by terms absent from the dictionary (e.g., slang), this solution would be less
effective. Users could try TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION and EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH instead.

• In the case of low literate users, even the dictionary definitions might be a difficult reading. In these cases,
users can try LISTENING ON DEMAND.

• The dictionary lookup may require an Internet connection (online lookup) or the previous download of the
dictionary (offline lookup), which can be costly in terms of time, network load, storage space, maintenance, and
overall system complexity.

3.2.6 Relationships with other patterns. This pattern is a specialization of SELECTION LOOKUP. In case the user is not
satisfied with the provided definition, they can try a TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION or a EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH. To be certain of
the word pronunciation, the user can rely on a LISTENING ON DEMAND.

Fig. 7. The DICTIONARY LOOKUP pattern as seen on the Android app for Amazon Kindle: definition for a Spanish word looked up in the
dictionary.

3.2.7 Known uses. This pattern can be found in e-book applications such as Google Play Books and Amazon Kindle.
Fig. 7 shows an example of the DICTIONARY LOOKUP pattern as implemented by the Amazon Kindle app for Android. It can
also be found as a basic feature of themacOS Monterey operating system.

In the web version of Play Books, the dictionary definition is displayed as a popup as soon as a word is double-clicked
(apparently, many languages are supported). In the Android version of the same app, the definition is displayed in an
overlay panel appearing from the bottom of the screen when the user long presses on some word (this feature only
works for English words). The web version of Amazon Kindle works similarly to its Google counterpart, with additional

10
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controls to change the dictionary language (current options are English (UK), English (US), and Español), and to see a
full definition of the term (by default, only the main definition is displayed). The Amazon Kindle app for Android works
similarly to the web version of the same app, with two main differences: it requires the download of the dictionary at
the first usage; and it offers 34 language/dialect options, against the already mentioned three options in the web version.

MacOS Monterey offers a search service that is present as the top menu item in all context menus within the
operational system (for any application). Clicking this menu item opens a popup dialog in which the main panel displays
a dictionary definition for the term. This same dialog displays many other panels depending on which search engines
the term has been found, for instance:Wikipedia, Knowledge from Siri, Suggested Websites by Siri, and iTunes Store.

3.3 Pattern: TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION

3.3.1 Context. A software interface presenting selectable text content which is written in one or more languages other
than the user’s first language.

3.3.2 Problem. How to improve the user’s understanding of a text written in a language in which the user is not fluent?

3.3.3 Forces.

• In-app support: the user does not want to resort to a separate translation tool.
• Asymmetrical bilingualism: the user may be fluent in their first language, but much less proficient in one or

more of their second languages. Even so, the user feels capable of comprehending the general idea of the text.
• Quality of the provided translation: users require the translation to be of good quality in order to improve

their understanding of the text.
• Cost of translation web service: the company may not have the budget for additional costs with a web-based

translation service.
• Convenience: users may feel the system is more or less convenient depending on the way the languages are

detected/chosen for the translation. In general, fewer steps to perform an action lead to more convenience.

3.3.4 Solution. Offer to the user a way to obtain a machine translation for the selected piece of text. The
translation should be readily available, for example through a context menu, and is usually an automatic machine
translation provided by a web service. Some applications offer the possibility of downloading a certain language for
future offline use (e.g., Google Translate mobile app), in which case the translation can be performed locally. Ideally, the
application should guess the source and target languages from the content, context, and user profile, accelerating the
user interaction. In any case, the user should be able to change the source/target to the desired languages. Fig. 8 shows
a diagram for the TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION pattern.

3.3.5 Consequences. Upon applying this pattern:
Benefits:

• Providing an automatic translation service with in-app support allows users to better understand texts without
relying on a separate translation website or tool.

• Asymmetric bilingual users do not need to translate the whole document or web page to consume the content.
With this pattern, they can translate only specific parts of the text while still having the opportunity to read the
remaining text in its original form.
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Fig. 8. A diagram for the TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION pattern.

• The general quality of machine translation has improved over the last years, generating satisfactory results
in most situations.

• Automatically detecting the source/target languages reduces the number of steps that the user has to perform
to obtain the translation, hence improving the user’s productivity and system’s convenience.

Liabilities:

• In specific situations (e.g., texts with lots of slang or technical terms), the quality of machine translation
may not be accurate, providing results that are useless or even misleading. The user may try selecting a bigger
snippet of text or even prefer a DICTIONARY LOOKUP or EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH in these situations.

• The costs of a translation web service may not fit into the project budget.

3.3.6 Relationships with other patterns. This pattern can be considered a special type of SELECTION LOOKUP. It usually
appears alongside DICTIONARY LOOKUP and EXPRESSIONWEB SEARCH, allowing users to decide which lookup is more suited
for each situation.

3.3.7 Known uses. Fig. 9 shows an example of the TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION pattern as seen in the Google Play Books app
for Android. In both versions of this application (web and mobile), the translation option is presented as an item in a
context menu. The menu item is represented by a translation icon (without text). The expression to be translated is
the snippet of text selected by the user, and, although not stated, it is presumable that the translation is provided by
the Google Translate service. In the Amazon Kindle Android app, a translation is shown as soon as an expression
is selected with a long press (Kindle actually displays three panels containing a dictionary definition, a Wikipedia
definition, and a translation for the selected word/expression). The same feature was absent from the Kindle Cloud
Reader (web). Google Chrome presents a similar functionality, but it will translate the whole web page/document
instead of only the selected piece of text. The macOS Monterey offers a translation service that can be included in the
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Fig. 9. The TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION pattern as seen on the Android app for Google Play Books (February 2023): Italian word of a book
translated into English.

context menu of applications: this service is activated for any selectable text and can be observed in applications such
as Safari and Text Editor.

3.4 Pattern: EXPRESSIONWEB SEARCH

3.4.1 Context. A software interface presenting selectable text content which includes complex concepts. These terms
can be references to people, products, organizations, historical events, etc., and are usually absent from dictionaries.
The device (desktop/laptop/mobile) has one or more installed web browsers.

3.4.2 Problem. How to help users to achieve a deeper knowledge of a certain term and a better comprehension of the
full text when translation and dictionary definitions are either not applicable or not enough?

3.4.3 Forces.

• Text difficulty: the user wants or needs to comprehend a text which contains technical terms.
• Needed context: some terms can have many different meanings depending on the context in that they are

used. Sometimes context is not well captured by other solutions such as translation or dictionary definition.
• Task efficiency: users want to perform the search keeping their efficiency and without deviating too much

from their primary task.

3.4.4 Solution. Offer to the user a way to perform a web search for the selected word/term. By looking at
the term depicted in many different contexts, possibly also through images, the user can decide on which is the best
conceptualization of the term. Fig. 10 shows a diagram for the MULTILINGUAL OUTPUT pattern.

3.4.5 Consequences. Upon applying this pattern:
Benefits:

• Users can produce a deeper understanding of difficult texts that contain complex and/or technical terms.
13
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Fig. 10. A diagram for the EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH pattern.

• The possibility of selecting the words surrounding the desired term can produce the needed context for a
more precise search.

• Working as a shortcut, this pattern allows users to perform a search without having to open a search engine
and type the desired term, hence keeping task efficiency.

Liabilities:

• In most cases, choosing to perform a web search will take the user to a different application or website in
which the results are displayed. A possible adverse effect is an increase in distraction, potentially reducing
task efficiency. Solutions that try to anticipate the user’s need (such as the macOS implementation of SELECTION

LOOKUP) can reduce this risk by displaying in-app lookup results considered more relevant.

3.4.6 Relationships with other patterns. This pattern is a specialization of SELECTION LOOKUP.

Fig. 11. The EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH pattern as seen on the Google Chrome web browser for macOS: the term is selected and searched
for deeper comprehension.
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3.4.7 Known uses. This pattern can be found in context menus of e-book applications (Google Play Books, Amazon
Kindle, Readera), web browsers (Chrome, Firefox, Safari), and as basic features of operating systems (macOS
Monterey). Fig. 11 shows an example of the EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH pattern as implemented by the Google Chrome web
browser.

3.5 Pattern: LISTENING ON DEMAND

3.5.1 Context. A software interface is presenting text content for a non-blind user. The device has working sound
speakers and computer audio is not muted. The user is able to hear produced sound and is in a silent environment.

3.5.2 Problem. How to help users understand a text in a language they comprehend when listening but are unable to
read?

3.5.3 Forces.

• Better comprehension of spoken language, rather than written language, might be the case for users that
are not fluent in that specific tongue.

• Multitasking: listening does not require visual contact with the screen, allowing users to perform other tasks
while still consuming text content.

• Interest in learning pronunciation is common among users willing to learn a second language.
• Correct and pleasing speech is important to keep the user’s attention.
• Time and cost of the project are constant concerns of the development team when new features are involved.

Fig. 12. A diagram for the LISTENING ON DEMAND pattern.

3.5.4 Solution. Offer to the user the possibility of listening to a spoken version of the text instead of reading
it. Two options are available for producing an audible version of the text: providing an audio counterpart for the text
(recorded by a human); or automatically generating speech from text, also known as text-to-speech (TTS) software. It is
the user who actively chooses which part of the text and at which time the content is going to be listened to. In cases
where full articles of books can be listened to, the recording is usually produced by a human. When the user is allowed
to freely select the text to be heard, the audio is usually produced by the software. Some systems allow the download of
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voice files, performing the TTS conversion locally without the need for an Internet connection. Fig. 12 shows a diagram
for the LISTENING ON DEMAND pattern.

3.5.5 Consequences. Upon applying this pattern:
Benefits:

• Users with better comprehension of spoken language can achieve a better comprehension of a piece of text
by listening to it.

• The possibility of listening to a book or a full article enables users to perform other activities (multitasking)
while still consuming the content.

• Users interested in learning pronunciation can listen to selected pieces of text, improving their knowledge
of a second language.

Liabilities:

• Automatic text-to-speech conversion does not always produce enjoyable results, especially when the text
includes too much slang, neologisms, or foreign expressions. Producing a correct and pleasing speech is a
challenging task for developers.

• Producing audible content read by humans can be a laborious task, potentially increasing the time and cost of
the project.

3.5.6 Relationships with other patterns. This solution differs from a SCREEN READER in the sense that the user is
not visually impaired and is still able to navigate through the graphical interface of the system/application. It is only a
piece of the displayed text content that is selected for listening upon request of the user.

3.5.7 Known uses. This pattern can be found in some articles of Wikipedia, which have audible counterparts. E-book
readers such as Google Play Books also offer some books with audible content. ThemacOS Monterey operating
system offers a text-to-speech service present in all context menus that produces the corresponding audio for the
selected text. Microsoft applications for Windows 11, such as Microsoft 365 and Edge, also offer a text-to-speech
service for reading text content aloud. Fig. 13 and Fig. 14 show examples of the LISTENING ON DEMAND pattern on the
Wikipedia website and on macOS Monterey respectively.

4 METHODOLOGY

This section briefly describes the methodology involved in the patterns discovery process. As a guideline for the
procedure, we adopted a simplified version of the development framework for HCI patterns described in a previous
work [4]. Fig. 15 summarizes the methodology with the selected phases, which we describe in more detail below.

The planning of the discovery process consisted of a domain study and a review of patterns background. During the
domain study, we tried to comprehend typical user interface solutions for reading assistance by reviewing the literature
and exploring current software systems.

During the exploratory research, we identified that some of the patterns were implemented in different levels of the
software stack (OS, user agent, application). Besides that, some of the patterns were implemented in multiple of these
levels. Table 2 shows the final set of operating systems, web browsers, and applications that were analyzed for pattern
discovery.

The systems’ interfaces were then scrutinized in search of recurrent solutions. Patterns identification and writing
followed best practices from the HCI [4] and patterns [13, 20] communities. After a first round of identification and
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Fig. 13. The LISTENING ON DEMAND pattern as seen on the Wikipedia website (February 2023): the article contains a spoken word version
that can be listened to by the user on demand.

Fig. 14. The LISTENINGONDEMAND pattern as seen on the macOSMonterey operating system (Text Editor application): the text-to-speech
service is evoked for the selected text.

Fig. 15. Phases of the patterns development.

writing, the patterns were organized and the relations between them were elicited in the form of an incipient pattern
language. Images of the interfaces have been taken whenever needed in order to serve as evidence and illustration of
the patterns.
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Table 2. List of analyzed systems for the patterns discovery.

Category Name / Version Domain / Description

Operating System macOS Monterey v12.6.5 Desktop/laptop OS
Operating System Windows 11 Desktop/laptop OS
Operating System Android 13 Mobile OS
Web browser Google Chrome for Mac v.112.0.5615.137 Desktop/laptop browser
Web browser Firefox for Mac v112.0.2 Desktop/laptop browser
Web browser Safari for Mac v16.4.1 Desktop/laptop browser
Web browser Google Chrome for Android (18 Apr 2023) Mobile browser
Web app Wikipedia (30 Apr 2023) Collaborative encyclopedia
Web app Kindle Cloud Reader (30 Apr 2023) E-book reader
Web app Play Books (30 Apr 2023) E-book reader
Mobile app Wikipedia for Android (13 Apr 2023) Collaborative encyclopedia
Mobile app Play Books for Android (17 Apr 2023) E-book reader
Mobile app Amazon Kindle for Android (14 Apr 2023) E-book reader
Mobile app Readera for Android (9 Mar 2023) E-book reader

Implementation details were included in the solution description for each pattern. In particular, the proposed patterns
can be classified according to the software level in which they are implemented. These were the levels of implementation
considered for the analysis:

• OS level: the pattern is implemented by the operating system, making it potentially available to any installed
application.

• User-agent level: the pattern is implemented by the user agent, such as a web browser for example. This
makes the pattern available for all systems accessed through the user agent. In the context of this research,
patterns implemented by web browsers become usable with all web applications.

• Application level: the pattern is directly provided by the application without relying on OS or user-agent
implementation.

A final step in the process consisted of analyzing the proposed patterns and establishing connections between
them and scenarios of reading difficulty. The discovered patterns were also compared with the WCAG guidelines for
readability. Section 5 shows a discussion of the patterns and their impact on these two aspects of human-computer
interaction design.

5 DISCUSSION

The proposed patterns, identified from current desktop/laptop, web, and mobile systems, can be further analyzed from
different perspectives. Firstly, we discuss the tendency of these patterns to migrate from the application level to the
user-agent level and then to the OS level. Next, we discuss the relations existing between the patterns and the WCAG
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2.1 guidelines for readability presented in Section 2.1. Finally, we analyze how the personas and scenarios presented in
Section 2.2 are affected by the proposed patterns.

5.1 Implementation level

The version 12 of the macOS operating system (macOS Monterey) implements all of the five patterns. Apple’s desktop
and laptop OS offers software developers the possibility of including items in the edit menu for SELECTION LOOKUP, TEXT
SNIPPET TRANSLATION, EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH, and LISTENING ON DEMAND. Pattern DICTIONARY LOOKUP is available through SELECTION

LOOKUP. Different applications can use these features as is, suppress them and offer alternative implementations, or simply
suppress them at all. Apple’s applications for macOS, for example, will include all items in their menus. Activating
Search with Google in these applications will launch the Safari browser with the corresponding Google search. In turn,
Google Chrome includes items for SELECTION LOOKUP and LISTENING ON DEMAND, which execute the OS implementation of both
functionalities, but rewrites EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH to open the search results in Chrome itself. Firefox suppresses all of
these items, offering similar features by means of software add-ons. The Microsoft Edge web browser for Windows 11
implements similar functionalities. In summary, all of the described patterns are currently implemented either at the
OS level or at the user-agent level (web browser).

Some particular applications can totally rewrite the standard menu implementations to adapt to their contexts. That
is the case for e-book reader applications, which tend to offer custom menus that facilitate access to frequent actions
such as DICTIONARY LOOKUP and TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION. Besides that, the standardization observed in macOS is not present
in the Android operating system; therefore, Android mobile apps offer their own implementation of the patterns.

The implementation of reading assistance patterns at the OS level presents at least two advantages over user-agent-
/application-level implementations. Primarily, it guarantees uniformity among many apps within the operating system,
potentially improving productivity as users get used to it. Secondly, it simplifies the development of applications for
that operating system because software developers do not need to consider the implementation of these patterns in
their roadmap. It is important to note, however, a possible drawback: if the feature is not configurable by the user, all
lookups (dictionary definitions, text translations, web searches, etc.) end up being controlled by a single company.

5.2 Patterns and the WCAG guidelines

The proposed patterns also present clear relations to the readability guidelines of WCAG 2.1. Implementations of
LISTENING ON DEMAND that make use of automatic text-to-speech generation will depend on the correct implementation of
guidelines 3.1.1 and 3.1.2 (the human language of text content can be programmatically determined). This same pattern is
also closely related to guideline 3.1.6 (a mechanism is available for identifying specific pronunciation of words): at the
same time, it depends on the correct implementation of this pattern and also serves as a possible mechanism for users
to listen to differences in pronunciation.

Patterns DICTIONARY LOOKUP and EXPRESSIONWEB SEARCH (or other implementations of SELECTION LOOKUP) can offer the required
mechanisms to deal, at least partially, with unusual words (guideline 3.1.3) and abbreviations (guideline 3.1.4). These
two patterns, together with TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION in the case of bilingual users, can assist in situations of low reading

level (guideline 3.1.5), in the sense that they provide supplemental content about the text. These patterns, however, do
not provide simplified versions of the text as also stated by guideline 3.1.5.

The fact that the patterns are currently implemented by operating systems and user agents and that they meet some
of the readability guidelines of WCAG 2.1 raises the question of which is the best level to implement such readability
requirements. WCAG establishes recommendations for web applications, but W3C also publishes a set of guidelines for

19



989

990

991

992

993

994

995

996

997

998

999

1000

1001

1002

1003

1004

1005

1006

1007

1008

1009

1010

1011

1012

1013

1014

1015

1016

1017

1018

1019

1020

1021

1022

1023

1024

1025

1026

1027

1028

1029

1030

1031

1032

1033

1034

1035

1036

1037

1038

1039

1040

EuroPLoP ’23, July 05–09, 2023, Kloster Irsee, Germany Da Rosa et al.

the development of accessible user agents called User Agent Accessibility Guidelines (UAAG), currently at version 2.04.
From all patterns presented in this paper, UAAG 2.0 only addresses pattern LISTENING ON DEMAND (through its guideline 1.6
- provide synthesized speech configuration); notwithstanding, UAAG could be expanded to include other guidelines for
readability improvement. Considering recent advances of tools for automated text simplification (ATS) [1], for example,
one might consider a user agent implementation to address WCAG guideline 3.1.5. Besides the many experimental
methods and tools reported by Al-Thanyyan and Azmi [1], it is already possible to find commercial implementations of
ATS. Snap&Read5, for instance, offers a Chrome extension that, among other things, simplifies the vocabulary of web
text content.

5.3 Patterns and reading difficulty scenarios

As a final discussion, we return to the personas described in Section 2.2. Mikayla (Fig. 1-a), the Singaporean student,
presents a good level of reading; nonetheless understanding a technical text is still difficult for her. In this case, pattern
DICTIONARY LOOKUP can provide dictionary definitions for English complex words, while EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH can give her
insights on technical terms not present in dictionaries.

Sanjay, the Indian worker, prefers using his smartphone in English, rather than in Hindi, his native language. His
main objective is to improve his skills in a second language. Performing a DICTIONARY LOOKUP is a good way to learn new
word definitions without resorting to automatic translations. When a complete sentence is difficult to understand, then
TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION may be useful, converting the text to his mother tongue. He may use EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH to
acquire deeper knowledge on specific terms. Finally, he can use LISTENING ON DEMAND to verify the pronunciation of words
or whole phrases.

Our last persona, Alexander, is a low-literate retiree. He can try DICTIONARY LOOKUP and EXPRESSION WEB SEARCH to compre-
hend texts about his disease and corresponding treatment. In some situations, however, he may depend on LISTENING ON

DEMAND to convert text into speech, which he can understand better.

6 CONCLUSION

E-book readers, web applications, web browsers, and operating systems are being improved by the adoption of different
features aimed at helping users to read and comprehend text in digital form. In this paper, we presented five pattern
descriptions identified from current systems: SELECTION LOOKUP, DICTIONARY LOOKUP, TEXT SNIPPET TRANSLATION, EXPRESSION WEB

SEARCH, and LISTENING ON DEMAND. These patterns can help User Experience designers, HCI specialists, and Accessibility
experts to better comprehend these solutions, map the design space, and identify improvement opportunities. The
presented patterns can also be the seed for a broader pattern language related to the field. The possible impact of
AI-powered search engines (such as ChatGPT) on these patterns is another topic for future work.
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