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Abstract

Inclusive Text Entry Techniques for Mobile Devices

by

Gulnar Rakhmetulla

Doctor of Philosophy in Electrical Engineering and Computer Science

University of California, Merced

Assistant Professor Ahmed Sabbir Arif, Chair

Text entry is one of the most commonly performed tasks on mobile devices, however, it still
poses accessibility challenges. This dissertation investigates existing text entry techniques for
tablet computers, smartphones, and smartwatches to identify accessibility issues with them,
then designs, develops, and evaluates more inclusive text entry techniques to mitigate these
problems. The first part of the dissertation presents Senorita — a novel two-thumb virtual
chorded keyboard for sighted, low vision, and blind mobile users. The technique is design
following the concept of inclusive design, using mainstream technology without any extramu-
ral devices. Results show that with Senorita blind users surpass their Qwerty entry speed
by 32%. Besides, sighted users yield a comparative performance both on a smartphone and
tablet. The second part of the dissertation explores a crown-based keyboard — a technique
to enable text entry with one finger using the crown of a smartwatch for people with limited
dexterity. It uses an iterative design process with multiple user studies. Results show that
manual rotation is faster (4 vs. 6 wpm) and more accurate than automated for able-bodied
people. A final study with ten people with limited dexterity reveal that both automated
(2.3 wpm) and manual (2.6 wpm) the crown-based keyboards were faster and more accu-
rate than the default Qwerty method on smartwatches. The third part of the dissertation
presents SwipeRing — a novel keyboard that arranges the Qwerty layout around the bezel
of a smartwatch divided into zones to enable gesture typing. These zones are optimized
for usability and to maintain similarities between the gestures drawn on a mobile virtual
Qwerty and a smartwatch to facilitate skill transfer. The comparison of SwipeRing with
a similar method shows that SwipeRing yields a 33% faster entry speed (16.67 wpm) and a
56% lower error rate. Finally, the fourth part of the dissertation presents new action-level
performance metrics: UnitER, UA, and UnitCX. They account for the error rate, accuracy,
and complexity of multi-step chorded and constructive text entry methods. Results of a
longitudinal study with two existing multi-step methods confirm that these metrics help to
identify probable causes of slower text entry and input errors.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

Text entry is ubiquitous — we enter text everywhere on various devices: from composing
emails on smartphones to replying to text messages directly from the wrist on smartwatches.
Text entry is essential not only for work-related tasks but also to keep in touch with our
loved ones. Although considered a standard feature today, text entry still poses significant
challenges for people with vision and motor disabilities or those experiencing situational
impairments1 [86, 28, 133, 187]. Noted populations struggle to engage in these activities
due to the absence of effective, enjoyable text entry techniques for mobile devices. We
believe that faster and more accurate mobile text entry can make people with vision and
motor disabilities more confident, productive, and elevate their economic and social standing.
Therefore, it is essential to provide people with vision and motor impairments with accessible
interaction on mobile devices. Since most people experience age-related declines in vision
[191] and motor control [143, 36, 157], such techniques will eventually apply to a much larger
population some point in life [47, 83, 191].

In pursuit of usability and enjoyability of interaction for non-disabled people, touch-
screens pose significant challenges for people with vision and motor impairments. Numerous
research has addressed inaccessibility of touchscreen mobile devices for both people with
visual impairments [4, 28, 109, 128, 86] and people with motor impairments [7, 34, 43, 66,
67, 81, 129, 133, 176]. Researchers compel the need to make mainstream technology more
accessible [86, 166], yet text entry on mobile devices remains challenging for people with
vision and motor impairment.

Currently, the dominant text entry method for most mobile devices is the virtual Qw-
erty (see Figure 1.1). Virtual Qwerty is the software adaptation of the standard Qw-
erty— a physical keyboard for desktop settings. While both virtual and physical Qwerty
keyboards serve their purpose, none of these methods were primarily designed for fast and
accurate text entry [9]. Despite its popularity and spread, virtual Qwerty and mainstream
text entry methods have many drawbacks. Here are a few fundamental challenges of mobile
text entry:

1The state when mobile interaction is compromised due to the context in which people are using the
device, e.g., during hot or cold weather, is called situational impairment
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Figure 1.1: A virtual Qwerty on a tablet in landscape position (left), on a smartphone
(middle), and on a smartwatch (right).

• Reliant on visuals. Existing text entry methods on mobile devices heavily rely on vision
since it requires users to visually locate on-screen objects and select them precisely with
the finger. This a priori excludes people with vision and motor impairments or at least
deteriorates interaction experience.

• Tiny keys with no physical reference. The virtual keyboards2 compete for the screen
real-estate with the displayed content, which makes the keys on the keyboards too
small, thus selecting keys is hard and error-prone due to the “fat-finger problem”
[180]. The problem of tiny keys is deteriorated with the removal of physical and
tactile feedback on touchscreens. For instance, with physical buttons, one can feel the
actuation force on a keypress, but this concept is absent in virtual keys.

• Unavailable performance metrics. The multi-step text entry methods are commonly
used on mobile devices as alternative input methods for accessibility. These methods
require performing multiple actions simultaneously (chorded) or in a specific sequence
(constructive) to produce input. However, evaluating these methods is difficult since
traditional performance metrics were designed explicitly for non-ambiguous, uni-step
methods like Qwerty.

• Expensive specialized technology. To address the listed problems, people with disabil-
ities use external devices. Although some of these challenges could be addressed with
additional dedicated assistive technology, it is expensive, bulky to carry, and might
still need to be complemented with other devices. This forces people with impairments
to choose inaccessible mainstream devices over specialized ones [128].

The aim of this work is to address the aforementioned challenges and bridge the gap
between assistive and mainstream technology by designing inclusive text entry methods. To
enable access for a diverse population we explore multi-device methods with unconventional

2Here, and throughout the dissertation by the virtual keyboard, we mean software keyboard
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modes of text entry such as chording, constructive techniques, and physical buttons. We
design text entry methods that benefit a wider range of people, which includes people with
visual impairments, motor impairments, and non-disabled people.

One of the methods that we propose for low vision and blind people involves chording.
Chorded techniques require the user to press multiple keys simultaneously to enter one
character, like playing a chord on a piano. Examples of chorded methods include braille [5]
and stenotype [97]. It is known that once learned, performing chords is much faster than
tap sequence [183]. However, most of the existing chorded methods require a lot of time
and effort to learn the technique and usually do not provide immediate usability. Chorded
techniques also might not be appreciated by sighted people, because they can use visual
feedback rather than learning chords. However, blind participants do not have such privilege
thus might learn chords faster to perform better. We show that a carefully designed chorded
keyboard can address all of these issues and surpass the Qwerty performance for blind
people, and be an effective alternative in circumstances where sighted users are unable to
see.

Next, we apply constructive techniques to enable text entry for people with motor impair-
ments on smartwatches. Constructive techniques require the user to perform a combination
of actions sequentially to enter one character. Examples of constructive methods include
multi-tap [56] and Morse code [63, 168]. To make text input process stable for people with
motor impairments, we augment the design with non-touch input that relies on one physical
button — the digital crown located on the side of the smartwatch. The presence of tactile
feedback, such as the crown, is crucial for people with limited dexterity: it serves as a phys-
ical reference for positioning the finger. We show that both people with limited dexterity
and non-disabled people are able to enter text fast and accurately on smartwatches using
only a single finger.

Next, we look into the possibility of skill transfer between various devices, which is crucial
for a successful text entry. Herein, we explore gesture typing on smartwatches. Gesture
typing requires the user to glide or swipe the finger over the letters on the keyboard to enter
the word. Although gesture typing is much faster than tapping [92], it is not a dominant
text entry method on mobile devices. We present an input method that facilitates skill
transfer between various devices and input methods, is less visually intensive, and enables
eyes-free typing. The keyboard arranges the standard Qwerty layout around the bezel of a
smartwatch and is optimized for usability and to maintain similarities between the gestures
drawn on a smartwatch and a virtual Qwerty. We compare our keyboard with a similar
technique, and we show that our keyboard surpasses the performance of the competing
method and results in a higher rate of skill transfer.

Finally, as we saw from the previous projects, there are methods that require performing
multiple actions simultaneously (chorded) or in a specific sequence (constructive) to produce
input. However, evaluating these methods is difficult since traditional performance metrics
were designed explicitly for non-ambiguous, uni-step methods (e.g., Qwerty). As a result,
they fail to capture the actual performance of a multi-step method and do not provide enough
detail to aid in design improvements. We propose new metrics that account for the error
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rate, accuracy, and complexity of multi-step chorded and constructive methods. We show
that these metrics can help to identify probable causes of slower text entry and input errors
with two existing multi-step methods.

1.1 Brief Outline

Chapter 2 presents Senorita — a chorded keyboard for sighted, low vision, and blind mobile
users. It arranges the letters on eight keys in a single row by the bottom edge of the device
based on letter frequencies and the anatomy of the thumbs. Unlike most chorded methods, it
provides visual cues to perform the chording actions in sequence, instead of simultaneously,
when the actions are unknown, facilitating “learning by doing.”

Chapter 3 presents the crown-based keyboard — a technique to enable text entry with
one finger using the crown of a smartwatch for people with limited dexterity. It uses a
ring-shaped alphabetical layout divided into eight zones around the bezel. Users rotate the
crown to switch between the zones and press the crown to select a zone.

Chapter 4 presents Swipering — a novel keyboard that arranges the Qwerty layout
around the bezel of a smartwatch divided into seven zones to enable gesture typing. These
zones are optimized for usability and to maintain similarities between the gestures drawn on
a smartwatch and a virtual Qwerty to facilitate skill transfer.

Chapter 5 presents three new action-level performance metrics: UnitER, UA, and UnitCX.
They account for the error rate, accuracy, and complexity of multi-step chorded and con-
structive methods.

Finally, Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation with the potential future research opportu-
nities and extensions of the discussed works.
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Chapter 2

Senorita: A Chorded Keyboard for
Sighted, Low Vision, and Blind
Mobile Users

Figure 2.1: With Senorita, the left four keys are tapped with the left thumb and the right
four keys are tapped with the right thumb. Tapping a key enters the letter in the top label.
Tapping two keys simultaneously (chording) enters the common letter between the keys in
the bottom label. The chord keys are arranged on opposite sides. Novices can tap a key to
see the chords available for that key. This figure illustrates a novice user typing the word
“we.” She scans the keyboard from the left and finds ‘w’ on the ‘I’ key. She taps on it with
her left thumb to see all chords for that key on the other side, from the edge: ‘C’, ‘F’, ‘W’,
and ‘X’ (the same letters in the bottom label of the ‘I’ key). She taps on ‘W’ with her right
thumb to form a chord to enter the letter. The next letter ‘e’ is one of the most frequent
letters in English, thus has a dedicated key. She taps on it with her left thumb to complete
the word.

Virtual Qwerty augmented with linguistic and behavioral models has become the dom-
inant input method for mobile devices. It is evident that with enough practice, one can
reach a reasonable entry speed with the state-of-the-art virtual Qwerty. However, using this
method is difficult in some scenarios as it takes up more than half of the screen real-estate,
especially when using a smartphone in landscape position, the keys are too small for pre-
cise target selection, causing frequent typing errors (the “fat-finger problem” [180]), and the
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thumbs do not always reach the keys in the middle of the keyboard on larger devices, such
as tablets. Although several alternatives have been proposed, Qwerty continues dominating
mobile text entry since most alternatives rely on linguistic models, which make entering out-
of-vocabulary words difficult, seldom impossible. Most of these also have a steep learning
curve, thus require a substantial amount of time and effort in learning, encouraging users
to stick to the method they are already familiar with [105]. Besides, users tend to discard
a new solution if they cannot “learn by doing” [31] and are not immediately convinced that
the performance and usability gain will worth the effort [32].

These make learning and using virtual Qwerty even more difficult for users with low
vision and blindness1. Today, mobile devices are not a luxury, but essential for productiv-
ity, entertainment, and to keep in touch with loved ones. A large part of these activities
requires text entry. Visually impaired users struggle to engage in these due to the absence
of effective eyes-free text entry techniques for mobile devices. Most existing solutions rely
on braille, when braille literacy in this population is merely 10% [26]. Other alternatives are
time-consuming, error-prone, and have a high learning curve. Speech-to-text is becoming
increasingly reliable, but not effective in loud environments [40] and compromises privacy
and security [41].

Although the aforementioned scenarios may seem unrelated on the surface, a compact
layout that does not occupy most of the screen, has larger keys to accommodate precise
target selection, provides comfortable reach to all keys, facilitates learning, and enables the
entry of out-of-vocabulary words is desired in all. Senorita is a two-thumb chorded keyboard2

designed to meet these needs (Figure 2.1). It enables visually impaired people to enter text
on mobile devices, and is effective in circumstances where sighted users are unable to see,
such as when wearing surgical eye patches or have lost prescription eyeglasses. It is also a
“comfortable” alternative to Qwerty in situations where comfort is more desired than speed,
such as while commenting on a video or texting while walking. Its design is motivated by
the “design for all” philosophy to accommodate the maximum possible group of users [156,
169].

The remainder of the Chapter is organized as follows. First, we discuss the design of
Senorita and argue the benefits of chording. We summarize related work in the area. We
then present results of a longitudinal study evaluating the keyboard on a smartphone. Then,
we customize Senorita for larger devices and evaluate it on a tablet. Finally, we discuss the
design modifications for low vision and blind users, and present results of a longitudinal
study evaluating Senorita with the target user group. We conclude with speculations on
future extensions.

1This work refers to people with severe low vision to near-total blindness with a visual acuity between
20/200 and 20/1,200 as “low vision” and people with no light-perception as “blind” [192]. Both groups
require assistive technology to use mobile devices.

2With chorded keyboards, users press multiple keys simultaneously to form a chord (like playing a chord
on piano) to enter a letter.
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2.1 Designing Senorita

Senorita is a novel two-thumb chorded keyboard with eight keys laid out in a single row
(Figure 2.1). The left four keys are tapped with the left thumb and the right four keys are
tapped with the right thumb. It assigns dedicated keys for the most frequent eight letters
in the English language: ‘E’, ‘A’, ‘I’, ‘S’, ‘R’, ‘N’, ‘O’, and ‘T’ [99]. The name “Senorita”
is an anagram of these letters. To enter these letters, users tap once on the respective keys.
The remaining eighteen letters are entered by performing chords. Each chord is composed
of two keys from the opposite sides of the keyboard. However, the chord keys for the most
infrequent letters ‘J’ and ‘Z’ are placed on the same side, the furthest from each other to
ensure easier reach. Senorita dynamically changes size based on the screen width and the
average thumb length (7.65 cm [142]) to ensure that these keys are never out of reach. In
a pilot, users were able to enter these two letters on a smartphone in landscape position
without any difficulty. The bottom label of each key displays the chords it can construct.
Tapping two keys simultaneously enters the common letter between these keys. For example,
tapping ‘I’ and ‘N’ together enters the letter ‘w’ (Figure 2.1).

The layout was designed keeping letter frequencies and the anatomy of the thumbs in
mind. First, we used a linguistic table for the relative frequencies of all letter pairs in the
English alphabet to sort all letters by frequency [99]. We then placed the most frequent
letters closer to the side bezels to make them easier for the thumbs to reach [18, 138] and the
infrequent letters further away to reduce thumb movement. The chords are composed of keys
from the opposite sides to make them easier to enter with the thumbs. We only considered
the horizontal reach of the thumbs to leave the upper area of the screen unoccluded and for
the users to use the bottom bezel as a physical reference to facilitate eyes-free text entry.
Using the side bezels as physical reference is inconvenient since reaching the topmost and
the nethermost keys require extending the thumbs too far [138]. This convention resulted
in two possible layouts: Senorita and flipped-Senorita that had the keys switch sides (left
keys to the right and vice versa). In a pilot, both keyboards yielded comparable results,
yet we selected Senorita since its key arrangement match the most with Qwerty, which may
make the transition to Senorita easier for some users. Notice in Figure 2.1 that the letters
in the bottom labels appear in reversed order than the order in which the keys appear on
the opposite side. For example, the ‘A’ key shows the chords as ‘LUYB’, while the keys
on the other side appear in the order of ‘BYUL’. This is because we arranged the letters
in the labels and the keys from the edges. While it may seem counterintuitive, a pilot
revealed that users prefer this design as they naturally scan the letters from the edges. It
also facilitates eyes-free text entry since visually impaired users tend to slide their thumbs
from the edges. Currently, Senorita does not support the entry of upper-case letters, special
symbols, numbers, or languages other than English. But support for these could be easily
added by enabling the user to long-press, double-tap, or dwell over a key to switch back and
forth between the cases, or change the layout to enter digits and symbols.

Senorita provides visual feedback to facilitate learning. The two sides are distinguished
using two different shades of grey. The top and bottom labels in each key represent tap and



CHAPTER 2. SENORITA 8

chord-based keys, respectively. When the user taps a key, Senorita displays only the possible
chords on the other side (Figure 2.1). This enables novices to press two keys in sequence,
instead of simultaneously. Hence, unlike most chorded methods, Senorita does not require
users to learn the chords before using it, instead allows them to learn the chords as they
type.

2.1.1 Benefits of Chording

Once learned, performing chords is much faster than tap sequence [183]. Stenotype is a
chorded method still in use by court reporters as expert stenotyping speed is much faster
than expert Qwerty [119]. The main challenge of existing chorded methods is that they
require substantial time and effort to master. Thus, most existing chorded keyboards lack in
immediate usability and require users to learn the chords before typing. Senorita attempts
to mitigate this by letting users enter the most frequent letters with a single tap, using only
two keys per chord (most methods use more), and letting user either perform the chording
actions simultaneously or in sequences from either side of the keyboard to enter the chorded
letters. The goal was to enable users to start typing immediately and learn the chords
along the way. Using chords also enabled us to fit the English alphabet in eight large keys,
which facilitates precise target selection and saves precious touchscreen real-estate. It also
eliminated the need for using a decoder to disambiguate input, providing the support for
out-of-vocabulary words.

2.2 Related Work

This section reviews reduced-size and split virtual keyboards, and text entry solutions for
visually impaired people. It does not discuss speech-to-text and physical/non-touchscreen
solutions since these are outside the scope of this work.

2.2.1 Reduced-size Keyboards

While numerous works have focused on developing linguistic and behavioral models [18, 51,
54, 103, 179] for faster and more accurate text entry with virtual Qwerty and designed novel
keyboard layouts that are comparable to Qwerty in size [24, 120], not many have focused on
reduced-size virtual keyboards. Romano et al. [150] designed a single-row tap-slide hybrid
keyboard for mobile devices, but did not evaluate it empirically. Stick Keyboard [60] maps
four rows of a standard Qwerty onto the home row. Although designed for smartphones, it
was evaluated on a desktop using a physical prototype, where it yielded 10.4 wpm without the
support of a linguistic model. 1Line Keyboard [104] is a similar virtual keyboard, designed
for tablets. With the support of a statistical decoder, it yielded 30.7 wpm in a longitudinal
study. Gueorguieva et al. [63] designed a reduced virtual keyboard to enable text entry
through Morse code. In a user study, it reached 7 wpm by the seventh session without the



CHAPTER 2. SENORITA 9

support of a linguistic model. In a different work, Zhu et al. [198] showed that with sufficient
practice, expert virtual Qwerty users can reach 37.9 wpm with an invisible Qwerty keyboard
augmented with a statistical decoder.

2.2.2 Split Keyboards

Some have explored split keyboards for tablets, which require both vertical and horizontal
movement of the thumbs. Yazdi et al. [2] optimized splitting of a Qwerty keyboard for
comfortable thumb movement. In a user study, it yielded 27.6 wpm. Bi et al. [22] enabled
gesture typing with both thumbs on a split Qwerty. With the support of a statistical decoder,
this method reached 26 wpm. KALQ [138] is a novel split keyboard optimized for thumb
movements. It also uses a statistical decoder, and reached 37.1 wpm in a user study.

Method Speed

BrailleTouch [172] 9.40–23.20 wpm
TypeInBraille [126] 6.30 wpm
Mobile Braille [29] 5.05 wpm
SingleTapBraille [3] 4.71 wpm
BrailleType [135] 1.49 wpm

Table 2.1: Entry speed of popular braille-based virtual keyboards.

2.2.3 Keyboards for Visually Impaired People

Most text entry solutions for visually impaired people rely on the knowledge of braille (Ta-
ble 2.1), when braille literacy in this population is only 10% [26]. Alternative solutions
include Escape-Keyboard [20] that enables entering letters by pressing the thumb on differ-
ent areas of the screen, then performing directional strokes. It used a statistical decoder to
improve its performance. In a longitudinal study, sighted participants yielded 14.7 wpm in an
eyes-free condition. A similar method, ThumbStroke [95], yielded 10.5 wpm in a longitudinal
study with sighted participants. No-Look Notes [27] arranges all letters in an eight-segment
pie menu. Users perform a series of taps and stokes with both hands to enter a letter. In
a study, it reached 1.67 wpm. EdgeWrite [188] enables entering letters by “traversing the
edges and diagonals of a square hole” imposed over the screen. Although initially designed
for people with motor impairments, it enables eyes-free text entry [94]. In a study, it yielded
6.6 wpm with able-bodied sighted participants. NavTouch [65] lets users navigate the alpha-
bet by performing directional gestures using the vowels as anchors. In a study, blind users
reached 1.72 wpm with this method on a smartphone. SpatialTouch [64] is a virtual Qwerty
that exploits users’ experience with physical Qwerty to enable eyes-free text entry through
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multi-touch exploration and spatial, simultaneous auditory feedback. In a study, blind par-
ticipants yielded 2–3 wpm with this method. AGTex [25] is a screen-reader supported virtual
Qwerty that enables eyes-free gesture typing by switching between two modes. In a study,
blind users reached 5.66 wpm. Some have also evaluated multi-tap with blind participants
[135], where it yielded 2 wpm.

2.3 User Study 1: Smartphone

We conducted a longitudinal study to evaluate Senorita on a smartphone in landscape posi-
tion.

2.3.1 Apparatus

We used a Motorola Moto G5 Plus smartphone (150.2× 74× 7.7 mm, 155 g) at 1080× 1920
pixels. A custom application was developed using the Android Studio 3.1, SDK 27 to record
all performance metrics and interactions with timestamps.

2.3.2 Participants

Ten sighted volunteers aged from 20 to 31 years (M = 23.8, SD = 3.46) were recruited in
the study (Figure 2.2) through online social communities, the local university, and by word
of mouth. Three of them were female and seven were male. They all were experienced users
of virtual Qwerty (M = 8.0 years of experience, SD = 3.44). Six of them rated themselves
as native/bilingual-level, one rated herself as advanced-level, and three rated themselves as
moderate-level English speakers. None of them had prior experience with chorded keyboards.
Eight of them were right-handed and two were left-handed. They all received US $50 for
participating in the study.

Figure 2.2: Two volunteers participating in the first study with a smartphone in landscape
position.
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2.3.3 Design

The study used a within-subjects design, where the independent variables were the session
and method and the dependent variables were the performance metrics. We recorded the
commonly used words per minute (wpm) and error rate [14, 171] metrics to measure speed
and accuracy, respectively. We also recorded chording rate, which is the average percentage
of chords performed per session. If there were 300 chords available in a session and the users
performed 90, then the chording rate for the session is 30%. This metric was calculated only
for Senorita as Qwerty does not have chords. In summary, the design was as follows.

Qwerty Senorita
10 participants × 10 participants ×
1 session (first day) × 10 sessions (different days) ×
15 random phrases [118] 15 random phrases [118]
= 150 phrases. = 1, 500 phrases.

2.3.4 Procedure

The study was conducted in a quiet room. On the first day (Session 1), we explained the
research to all participants and collected their consents and demographics. We then started
the Qwerty condition, where participants transcribed 15 random English phrases from a set
[118] using the default Android Qwerty. We changed all uppercase letters to lowercase, and
all British spellings to American usage. We chose this corpus due to its high correlation
with English language character frequencies and its wide use in text entry studies. All
predictive features of the keyboard were disabled to eliminate a potential confound. The
purpose of this condition was to record participants’ speed and accuracy with Qwerty. We
did not include this condition in the following sessions since they all were experienced virtual
Qwerty users. Then, we demonstrated Senorita and enabled all participants to practice with
it by transcribing two random phrases. These phrases were not repeated in the study. They
then completed a System Usability Scale (SUS) [177] inspired pre-study questionnaire that
asked them to rate various aspects of Senorita on a 7-point Likert scale. Its purpose was
to record their immediate impression of the keyboard. The Senorita condition started after
that, where participants transcribed 15 phrases using the keyboard.

Both conditions presented one phrase at a time. The phrase was shown at the top of the
screen during the text entry. Participants were instructed to memorize the phrase, transcribe
it “as fast and accurate as possible”, then tap the Next key to see the next phrase. Error
correction was recommended but not forced. All participants held the device in a landscape
position (Figure 2.2). They could take short breaks between the phrases when needed.
Logging started from the first keystroke and ended when participants pressed Next. The
sessions were scheduled on different days, with at most a two-day gap in between. All sessions
followed the same procedure, except for the Qwerty condition and the practice block, which
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were exclusive to Session 1. Upon completion of the study, participants completed a short
post-study questionnaire that included the same questions as the pre-study questionnaire.
The goal was to find out if practice influenced participants’ impression of the keyboard.

2.3.5 Results

A Shapiro-Wilk test and a Mauchly’s test indicated that the response variable (metrics)
residuals are normally distributed and the variances of populations are equal, respectively.
Hence, we used a repeated-measures ANOVA for all analysis. Only the performance of the
last session (Session 10) was considered to compare Senorita with Qwerty.

2.3.5.1 Entry Speed

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of session on entry speed (F9,9 = 47.9, p < .0001).
A Tukey-Kramer test revealed three distinct groups: 1–4, 5–7, and 8–10. An ANOVA also
identified a significant effect of method (F1,9 = 243.02, p < .0001). Average entry speed with
Qwerty and Senorita were 32.7 wpm (SD = 8.9) and 13.99 (SD = 3.3) wpm, respectively.
Figure 2.3 shows average entry speed per session with Senorita.
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Figure 2.3: Average entry speed (wpm) per session with Senorita on a smartphone, fitted to
a power trendline.

2.3.5.2 Error Rate

An ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of session on error rate (F9,9 = 0.95, p = .48).
There was also no significant effect of method (F1,9 = 1.40, p = .27). Average error rate with
Qwerty and Senorita were 0.92% (SD = 1.67) and 0.89% (SD = 1.32), respectively. Figure 2.4
displays average error rate per session with Senorita.



CHAPTER 2. SENORITA 13

2.3.5.3 Chording Rate

An ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of session on chording rate (F9,9 = 1.74, p =
.09). Average chording rate in all sessions was 9.71% (SD = 18.3). The most frequent chords
in the study were ‘h’ (31.1%) and ‘l’ (28.6%). Figure 2.5 displays average chording rate per
session.
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Figure 2.4: Average error rate per session with Senorita on a smartphone, fitted to a power
trendline.
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Figure 2.5: Average chording rate per session with Senorita on a smartphone, fitted to a
power trendline.

2.3.6 User Feedback

A Wilcoxon Signed-Rank test revealed that user opinion about Senorita changed significantly
in regard to willingness to use (z = −2.39, p < .05) and learnability (z = −2.5, p < .05) after
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Figure 2.6: Median user ratings of willingness to use, ease of use, learnability, perceived
speed, and perceived accuracy of Senorita on a 7-point Likert scale, where ‘1’ to ‘7’ signify
‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. The error bars represent ±1 standard deviation (SD)
and the red asterisks signify statistical significance.

using it. But no significant effects were identified on ease of use (z = −6.8, p = .09), perceived
speed (z = −0.7, p = .4), and perceived accuracy (z = −1.6, p = .1). Figure 2.6 illustrates
median user ratings of all investigated aspects of the keyboard. The following questions
were used in the pre and post-study questionnaire: “1. I think that I would like to use the
chorded keyboard frequently; 2. I thought the chorded keyboard was easy to use; 3. I would
imagine that most people would learn to use the chorded keyboard very quickly; 4. The
chorded keyboard will improve my input speed; 5. The chorded keyboard will improve my
input accuracy.”

2.3.7 Discussion

Senorita yielded a competitive entry speed. Similar virtual keyboards for smartphones
yielded a maximum of 11 wpm with sighted participants [95] compared to Senorita’s 14
wpm. Senorita was significantly slower (60%) than Qwerty. But this speed was achieved
with only a 19% chording rate, thus likely to improve with sufficient practice. The aver-
age entry speed over session correlated well (R2 = 0.9885) with the power law of practice
[167]. The fact that learning occurred even in the last session indicates that Senorita did
not reach its highest possible speed in the study. Learning of chords occurred at a slower
rate, presumably because participants had the choice of performing the chording actions in
sequence, instead of simultaneously. Prior studies showed that users learn a new method
faster in the absence of a reliable alternative [16]. While forcing users to use chords could
have improved entry speed, compromised the keyboard’s immediate usability. Senorita’s er-
ror rate was comparable to Qwerty (< 1%). There was no significant difference in error rate
between the sessions, which suggests that Senorita was moderately accurate from the start.
User feedback revealed that initially most participants felt that learning and using Senorita
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will be difficult, slower, and more error-prone, hence did not show much interest in using it
on mobile devices. However, their responses were much positive after practice (Figure 2.6).
Particularly, their opinion about the learnability of the keyboard and willingness to use it
on mobile devices were significantly more positive. Most of them felt that Senorita could be
an effective alternative to Qwerty in special scenarios.

2.4 User Study 2: Tablet

We conducted a study to evaluate Senorita on a tablet. We made two design adjustments
for this. The two sides of the keyboard split based on the average thumb length (7.65 cm
[142]) and the ‘J’ and ‘Z’ keys switch sides when the first key of a chord is tapped. These
were to ensure that the thumbs can comfortably reach all keys (Figure 2.7) and most of the
touchscreen is available for the users to engage in other activities.

Figure 2.7: Senorita dynamically resizes, splits, and the ‘J’ and ‘Z’ keys jump sides when
chording (bottom) to assure a comfortable reach to all keys on larger devices that are usually
held with two hands.

2.4.1 Apparatus

We used a Samsung Galaxy Tab A (212.09×124.206×8.89 mm, 690 g) at 1280×800 pixels.
A custom application developed with the Android Studio 3.1, SDK 27 recorded all metrics
and interactions with timestamps (Figure 2.8).

2.4.2 Participants

Ten new sighted participants aged from 24 to 30 years (M = 26.8, SD = 1.99) took part
in the study (Figure 2.8). Two of them were female and eight were male. They all were
experienced users of mobile Qwerty (M = 7.5 years of experience, SD = 2.22). Four of
them rated themselves as advanced-level and six rated themselves as moderate-level English
speakers. None of them had prior experience with chorded keyboards. Nine of them were
right-handed and one was left-handed. They all received US $10 for volunteering.
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Figure 2.8: Two participants taking part in the second study with a tablet.

2.4.3 Design

The study used a within-subjects design, where the independent variable was block and
method, and the dependent variables were the performance metrics. We recorded the same
metrics as the first user study. In summary, the design was:

Qwerty Senorita
10 participants × 10 participants ×
1 block × 5 blocks ×
10 random phrases [118] 10 random phrases [118]
= 100 phrases. = 500 phrases.

2.4.4 Procedure

This user study was conducted in a quiet room. We started by explaining the procedure
to all participants and collecting their consents and demographics. We then started the
Qwerty condition, where participants transcribed 10 random English phrases from a set
[118] using the default Android Qwerty. The WebTEM [12] application was used to record
all performance metrics. All predictive features of the keyboard were disabled to eliminate
a potential confound. We then introduced Senorita and enabled all to practice with it by
transcribing two random phrases. These phrases were not repeated in the study. Participants
then completed a System Usability Scale (SUS) [177] inspired short pre-study questionnaire
that asked them to rate various aspects of Senorita on a 7-point Likert scale. Its purpose was
to record the participants’ initial impression of the keyboard. The Senorita condition started
after that, where we instructed participants to transcribe fifty random phrases in five blocks
(10 × 5) on the same day. Both conditions presented one phrase at a time. Participants
were asked to memorize the phrase, transcribe it “as fast and accurate as possible,” then tap
the Next key to see the next phrase. Error correction was recommended but not forced.
Participants could take short breaks between phrases, when needed. Logging started from
the first keystroke and ended when users Next. Once done, they all completed a short
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post-study questionnaire that included the same questions as the pre-study questionnaire to
investigate if practice influenced participants’ impression of the keyboard.

2.4.5 Results

A Shapiro-Wilk test and a Mauchly’s test indicated that the response variable residuals are
normally distributed and the variances of populations are equal, respectively. Hence, we
used a repeated-measures ANOVA for all analysis. Only the performance of the last block
was used for the statistical tests between methods.

2.4.5.1 Entry Speed

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of block on entry speed (F4,9 = 7.57, p < .0005).
There was also a significant effect of method (F1,9 = 16.55, p < .005). Average speed with
Qwerty and Senorita were 27.18 wpm (SD = 8.23) and 9.27 wpm (SD = 2.96), respectively.
Figure 2.9 displays average entry speed per block with Senorita.
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Figure 2.9: Average entry speed (wpm) per block with Senorita on a tablet, fitted to a power
trendline.

2.4.5.2 Error Rate

An ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of block on error rate (F4,9 = 0.70, p = .6).
There was also no significant effect of method (F1,9 = 0.04, p = .85). Average error rate
with Qwerty and Senorita were 2.27% (SD = 0.68) and 2.16% (SD = 4.56), respectively.
Figure 2.10 displays average error rate per block with Senorita.
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Figure 2.10: Average error rate per block with Senorita on a tablet, fitted to a power
trendline.

2.4.5.3 Chording Rate

An ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of block on chording rate (F4,9 = 0.43, p =
.78). Average chording rate in all sessions was 9.4% (SD = 16.9). As the previous study, the
most frequent chords were ‘h’ (35.6%) and ‘l’ (12.4%). Figure 2.11 displays average chording
rate per session.
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Figure 2.11: Average chording rate per block with Senorita on a tablet, fitted to a power
trendline. No clear trend is visible here, which is not surprising considering the short duration
of the study.
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2.4.6 User Feedback

A Wilcoxon Signed-Rank test failed to identify any significant change in user opinion about
Senorita in regard to willingness to use (z = −0.877, p = .4), ease of use (z = −0.857, p = .4),
learnability (z = −0.33, p = .7), perceived speed (z = −1.56, p = .1), or perceived accuracy
(z = −0.877, p = .4). Figure 2.12 displays median user ratings of all explored aspects of
Senorita.

Figure 2.12: Median User ratings of Senorita’s willingness to use, ease of use, learnability,
perceived speed, and perceived accuracy on a 7-point Likert scale, where ‘1’ to ‘7’ signify
‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’. The error bars represent ±1 standard deviation (SD).

2.4.7 Discussion

Participants reached a 9.3 wpm entry speed and a 2.2% error rate in a single session (10
phrases), which is comparable to Senorita’s 8.23 wpm and 2% error rate in Session 1 of the
first study (15 phrases). We find this inspiring since smartphone keyboards tend to reduce
in speed and accuracy on tablets [2, 22]. It is also promising that learning occurred in this
short-term study. Compared to the first block, entry speed with Senorita increased by 23%
in the last block. Like the first study, the average entry speed over block correlated well
(R2 = 0.997) with the power law of practice [167]. Learning occurred even in the last block,
which suggest that Senorita’s entry speed on tablet is likely to increase substantially with
practice. As expected, Senorita was significantly slower (66%) than Qwerty. But this speed
was achieved with only a 9.4% chording rate. Hence, we speculate that with practice both
chording rate and chording time will increase, resulting in a higher entry speed.

The 1Line Keyboard [104] that also maps all letters to a single row performed much
better on a tablet than Senorita. However, its 30.7 wpm entry speed was achieved with the
support of a linguistic model. This keyboard relies on a decoder to disambiguate the input,
which makes entering out-of-vocabulary words difficult. An almost identical method [60]
yielded a 10.4 wpm without the support of a linguistic model, suggesting that the former’s
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performance gain was due to its predictive system. Senorita’s performance could also improve
substantially when augmented with word prediction and auto-correction.

Interestingly, participants were on board with Senorita from the start. Most felt that
Senorita will be easy to learn and use, improve their entry speed and accuracy, thus wanted
to use it on tablets even before trying it. Their impression of Senorita did not deviate much
after practice. This finding highlights users’ frustration with Qwerty on larger devices like
tablets. Accordingly, most participants felt that it can be an effective alternative to Qwerty
is special circumstances.

2.5 Eyes-Free Senorita

We used an iterative design process to fine-tune Senorita for visually impaired people. First,
we customized the design based on the existing literature and design guidelines (e.g., [69,
100, 140]), then evaluated it in pilot studies involving blindfolded sighted participants3. We
refined the design based on the findings. This process was repeated until the design reached
a satisfactory level. We then tested Senorita with a representative user group, where five low
vision and blind participants (2 female, 3 male) used Senorita on a smartphone, then took
part in a focus group discussing the challenges in mobile text entry, and the design of the
keyboard. All participants were supportive of Senorita from the start, but suggested some
design modifications. They all appreciated that Senorita has only eight keys, thus does not
require scanning their thumbs through an array of keys. They also found it ergonomic as
it does not require stretching their thumbs vertically. They all expressed their frustration
with the existing solutions and were willing to invest time and effort in learning a new
keyboard if it is effective and user-friendly. We went through another design iteration to
address the feedback from the focus group. The final design (Figure 2.13) made the following
modifications.

2.5.1 Hybrid and Adaptive Design

We added a high-contrast black-and-white theme to provide visual aids to low vision users
with some light-perception [100]. We removed all inactive areas between the keys (known as
“gutter”) to enable smooth sliding between the keys without lifting the thumbs. We then
removed the letters ‘J’ and ‘Z’ from the ‘S’ and ‘R’ keys, and kept them only on the ‘E’
and ‘T’ keys, as visually impaired users found their placement in both the edge and center
keys confusing. This is interesting since sighted users did not complain about it. Finally, we
replaced the Space and Backspace keys with directional strokes, enabling users to enter a
space by performing a right swipe and delete a letter by performing a left swipe anywhere on
the screen. While we acknowledge that these gestures could interfere with underlying apps,
this can be addressed by using a simple behavioral model. Participants could also left swipe
and hold for repeated backspaces (like press-holding the Backspace key). Not only this

3Blindfolded is defined as a person whose eyes are covered so the person cannot see
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Figure 2.13: Senorita dynamically resizes the layout, splits the two sides (when needed), and
switches positions of the ‘J’ and ‘Z’ keys when the first key of a chord is tapped (bottom) to
make sure that the thumbs can comfortably reach all keys when holding a device with two
hands.

made the design more intuitive but brought the keys closer to the bottom bezel, enabling
users to use it as a physical reference (slide their thumbs along the edge).

2.5.2 Screen Reader

We augmented a screen reader to Senorita to provide auditory feedback on each input and
interaction. This feature was implemented using the Android SDK 27’s TextToSpeech class
[6]. It uses a female voice (Voice I) from seven available options in default pitch and 2x
speed, based on the feedback from the focus group. When a thumb slides over the keys,
it reads the letters on the keys as the thumb touches them. For example, when the thumb
touches the ‘T’ key (Figure 2.13, bottom), it reads ‘T’, pauses for a brief moment, then reads
‘HLCGZ’. Lifting the thumb enters the first letter ‘T’. When the other thumb touches the
keys from the other side, Senorita reads the chorded letters on the respective keys, specifically
‘H’, ‘L’, ‘C’, ‘G’, and ‘Z’. Lifting the finger on one of these keys enters the respective letter.
When the thumb leaves a key, Senorita starts reading the next key immediately, without
keeping the user waiting. This enables novices to slowly slide over the keys to find the target
letter, while experts could swiftly slide to the intended key. Senorita confirms all input, such
as “A entered” or “B deleted.” When space is entered, it reads the last entered word for
the user to verify the input. The user could also press the Read Text key or swipe down
anywhere on the screen to hear what has been typed so far. In pilots, we did not receive any
complaints from the participants about not being able to comprehend the spoken letters or
an increased cognitive load due to information overload.
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2.6 User Study 3: Low Vision and Blind Users

We evaluated the refined eyes-free design with a representative user group in a longitudinal
user study.

2.6.1 Apparatus

We used a Motorola Moto G5 Plus smartphone (150.2× 74× 7.7 mm, 155 g) at 1080× 1920
pixels. A custom application was developed using the Android Studio 3.1, SDK 27 to record
all metrics and interactions with timestamps.

2.6.2 Participants

Initially, we recruited thirteen participants through the Center of Vision Enhancement
(COVE) in Merced, CA. But two participants withdrew from the study due to personal
reasons. Eleven participants, three blind people (2 female, 1 male, M = 52 years, SD = 7)
and eight low vision1 people (6 female, 2 male, M = 38.13 years, SD = 11.24), took part in
the study. Their age ranged from 27 to 62 years (M = 41.91, SD = 11.84). Eight of them
were female and three were male. Nine of them rated themselves as native/bilingual and two
rated themselves as advanced-level English speakers. They all were frequent users of virtual
Qwerty with a screen reader (M = 6.93 years of experience, SD = 3.15). They all expressed
their frustration with Qwerty (P5, female, 57 years, “I hate using Qwerty, it is slow and
frustrating”). Some of them also used Bluetooth keyboards (N = 3) and speech-to-text (N
= 5) to enter text on mobile devices. Using these methods, they composed on average 12.9
text messages per day (SD = 7.6). Nine participants were right-handed, one left-handed, and
one was ambidextrous. Five of them were Braille literate. COVE arranged transportation
to the study for those who needed it. They all received a US $60 gift card for volunteering.

Figure 2.14: A low vision person (left) and a blind person (right) participating in the third
user study.
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2.6.3 Design

We used a within-subjects design, where the independent variable were the session and
method and the dependent variables were the performance metrics. We recorded the same
metrics as the previous studies. In summary, the design was as follows.

Qwerty Senorita
11 participants × 11 participants ×
1 session × 6 sessions × as many random
10 random phrases [118] phrases [118] as possible in 20m
= 100 phrases. = 887 phrases.

2.6.4 Procedure

The study was conducted in a quiet room at COVE. We shared the informed consent form
with potential volunteers ahead of time for them to learn about the research. Upon arrival,
we explained the procedure again, responded to any questions they had, then asked them
to verbally consent to participate in the study. A sighted employee of COVE was present to
witness this process and sign the consent form on their behalf. Participants then responded to
a demographics and mobile usage questionnaire, where we read the questions and the options
to them, and recorded all responses. The first condition started after that, where we asked
participants to pick any virtual keyboard of their choice to transcribe 15 random phrases
from a set [118]. They all chose Qwerty with a screen reader. We disabled all predictive
features of this keyboard to eliminate a potential confound. We used the WebTEM [12]
app to record all metrics. We did not include this condition in the following sessions since
all participants were experienced in virtual Qwerty. Then, we demonstrated Senorita and
enabled participants to practice with it by transcribing two random phrases, which were not
repeated in the study. The Senorita condition started after that, where participants were
instructed to transcribe as many phrases as possible with Senorita in 20 minutes. Both
conditions read one phrase at a time. Participants were instructed to memorize the phrase,
transcribe it “as fast and accurate as possible,” then tap the Next key to see the next phrase.
Participants could hear the phrase again by either pressing the Repeat key (Figure 2.13)
or swiping up anywhere on the screen, and swipe down to hear what they have entered
so far. Error correction was recommended but not forced. Participants held the device in
landscape position (Figure 2.14). They could take short breaks between the phrases, when
needed. Logging started from the first keystroke and ended when participants pressed Next.
The sessions were scheduled from 90 minutes to 24 hours apart, with a maximum of three
sessions per day. All sessions followed the same procedure, except for the Qwerty condition
and the practice block, which were exclusive to Session 1. All sessions were video-recorded
for further analysis. When done, participants took part in a brief interview session where
they were asked to comment on the performance and usability of Senorita.
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2.6.5 Results

A Shapiro-Wilk test and a Mauchly’s test indicated that the response variable residuals are
normally distributed and the variances of populations are equal, respectively. Hence, we
used a repeated-measures ANOVA for all analysis. Only the performance of the last session
was considered for the statistical tests comparing methods.

2.6.5.1 Entry Speed

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of session on entry speed (F5,10 = 40.79, p < .0001).
A Tukey-Kramer test revealed two distinct groups: 1–4 and 5–6. An ANOVA also identified
a significant effect of method (F5,10 = 6.62, p < .05). Average entry speed with Qwerty
and Senorita were 11.4 wpm (SD = 9.1) and 5.5 wpm (SD = 1.64), respectively. Further,
a One-way ANOVA identified a significant effect of level-of-sight on entry speed for both
Qwerty (F1,108 = 61.06, p < .0001) and Senorita (F1,885 = 219.2, p < .0001). Low vision and
blind participants yielded on average 14.73 wpm (SD = 8.52) and 2.52 wpm (SD = 0.8) with
Qwerty, respectively, and 5.8 wpm (SD = 1.55) and 3.69 wpm (SD = 0.85) with Senorita,
respectively. Figure 2.15 displays average entry speed per session with Senorita.
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Figure 2.15: Average eyes-free text entry speed (wpm) per session with Senorita, fitted to a
power trendline.

2.6.5.2 Error Rate

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of session on error rate (F5,10 = 2.58, p < .05).
A Tukey-Kramer revealed two distinct groups: 1–4 and 5–6. An ANOVA also identified
a significant effect of method (F1,9 = 243.02, p < .0001). Average error rate with Qw-
erty and Senorita were 8.5% (SD = 25.2) and 5.46% (SD = 8.4), respectively. A One-way
ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of level-of-sight on error rate for Qwerty (F1,108 =
0.02, p = .88), but identified a significant effect for Senorita (F1,885 = 54.35, p < .0001). Low
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Figure 2.16: Average eyes-free error rate per session with Senorita, fitted to a power trendline.

vision and blind participants yielded on average 8.26% (SD = 28.53) and 9.06% (SD = 12.91)
error rate with Qwerty, respectively, and 4.2% (SD = 6.52) and 13.24% (SD = 13.36) error
rate with Senorita, respectively. Figure 2.16 displays average error rate per session with
Senorita.

2.6.5.3 Chording Rate

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of session on chording rate (F5,10 = 18.30, p <
.0001). Average chording rate in all sessions was 25.01% (SD = 21.45). A One-way ANOVA
identified a significant effect of level-of-sight on chording rate (F1,64 = 4.95, p < .05). Average
chording rate for low vision and blind participants were 23.74% (SD = 4.16) and 43.52% (SD
= 22.89), respectively. As the previous studies, the most frequent chords were ‘h’ (82.2%)
and ‘l’ (61.2%). Figure 2.17 displays average chording rate per session with Senorita.

2.6.6 Discussion

Session had a significant effect on entry speed and chording rate. Besides, average entry
speed and chording rate over session correlated well (R2 = 0.9913 and 0.9355, respectively)
with the power law of practice [167]. These and the fact that learning occurred even in the
last session (Figure 2.15, 2.17) suggest that Senorita did not reach its highest possible speed
in the study, and likely to get much faster with practice. Note that we did not observe a
significant effect of session or block on chording rate in the prior studies. Visually impaired
users yielded a 62% higher chording rate than the previous studies although they were not
forced to use chords. They received auditory feedback for sequential input when they pressed
on one key and ran their thumb across the other keys. But this process was time-consuming
since as novices they had to hear all letters. Sighted users, in contrast, could tap one key,
then visually scan through the other keys for the intended letter, which was relatively faster.
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Figure 2.17: Average eyes-free chording rate per session with Senorita, fitted to a power
trendline.

Hence, the absence of sight made the sequential approach much slower for the blind users
than the sighted users, incentivizing blind users to learn the chords faster since it was the
only viable alternative for them to improve entry speed. There was a significant effect of
level-of-sight. Blind users performed 45% more chords than low vision users. There was also
a significant effect of session on error rate, while there was none with sighted participants.
Error rate reduced by 28% in the last session, compared to the first. This is most likely due
to the difficulty in locating the letters in the beginning. It is possible that over time visually
impaired users will reach an error rate comparable to the sighted users.

Entry speed with Qwerty was significantly different for low vision and blind users, 14.73
wpm and 2.52 wpm, respectively. We speculate, this is because low vision users had some
light-perception that aided them in typing to some extent. In Figure 2.18, one can see
that low vision participants yielded a wide range of speed: 5.4–27.8 wpm. We tried to
find relationships between age, expertise, and speed but failed to find a clear pattern. It is
possible that low vision users had different levels of light-perception, which influenced speed.
However, we could not explore this as participants were unable to articulate their levels of
light-perception. It is troubling that most yielded < 10 wpm with Qwerty after years of
practice. The three blind users struggled even more: they yielded < 3 wpm, two had years
of practice and the other was a novice (Figure 2.18). This implies that it is unlikely that
their Qwerty performance will improve over time. The fact that they all surpassed their
Qwerty speed with Senorita (32% faster) suggests that it can be an effective method for
them to input text on mobile devices.

Senorita performed well compared to most braille-based methods (Table 2.1). Brail-
leTouch [172] reported a 9.4–23.2 wpm, but with users who were already familiar with its
physical counterpart. It is unknown how it will perform with users who had never used the
layout before. TypeInBraille[126] reported a 6.3 wpm, but is difficult to learn. A user who
practiced it almost daily for two months reached only 10 wpm [126]. One benefit of Senorita
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Figure 2.18: Average entry speed (wpm) with Senorita for all participants in all sessions
compared to Qwerty.

is that it does not rely on the knowledge of braille, thus accessible to a larger audience.
Other methods reported less than 2 wpm [65, 94, 135]. Methods that reported 10-15 wpm
[20, 95, 94, 188] were evaluated with sighted people, thus not reliable, and/or rely on linguis-
tic models to decode input, making the entry out-of-vocabulary words difficult. Senorita’s
speed could also be improved by using a predictive system.

Participant responses were very positive in the post-study interview. They all found
Senorita easy to learn and use, and most (N = 10) wanted to use it on mobile devices
frequently. Blind users praised the faster speed of Senorita. P1: “Speed is faster especially
when I know where the letter.” P5: “It’s better [than Qwerty], over time I will be more
accurate and faster.” P5: “With that keyboard, I will text all the time, but with iPhone’s
keyboard I don’t like texting.” Although, low vision users did not perform as well, they were
thrilled by the speed and accuracy achieved in such a short period. P11: “I really liked



CHAPTER 2. SENORITA 28

it, it’s innovative. I look forward to use it every day.” P3: “It’s very accurate, because
of the fat finger it is difficult with regular keyboard, usually I have to delete a lot.” Some
even felt that they were faster with Senorita, while in reality they were not. P11: “I am
faster with chorded keyboard than with Qwerty. Accuracy is the same.” P13: “I like chorded
keyboard better in terms of speed.” Some found the keyboard playful and fun. P6: “It’s
fun, like a memory game!” P13: “It’s playful.” P5, P6: “It was fun!” All participants said
they would recommend Senorita to their friends and family, particularly to those who are
visually impaired. There were also some suggestions for improving Senorita, such as using a
predictive system (P11) and providing haptic feedback (P13).

2.7 Conclusion

In this Chapter, we presented Senorita, a novel two-thumb chorded keyboard aimed at both
sighted and visually impaired mobile users. It yielded a 14 wpm on a smartphone by the
tenth session and 9.3 wpm on a tablet in a single session. In the final longitudinal study,
blind users surpassed their Qwerty performance with Senorita (32% faster), while low vision
participants yielded a 5.8 wpm. Besides, visually impaired users found it effective, playful,
and wanted to keep using it on mobile devices. In the next Chapter, we discuss a novel text
entry method that enables users with limited dexterity to enter text on smartwatches with
only one finger using the crown of a smartwatch.
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Chapter 3

Crown-Based Keyboard: A
One-Finger Crown-Based Smartwatch
Keyboard for Users with Limited
Motor Skills

Figure 3.1: The crown-based keyboard arranges eight keys in alphabetical order at the edge
of a smartwatch. The keys are automatically highlighted one by one in a clockwise direction.
Once the key with the desired letter is highlighted, the user presses on the crown to enter the
word. A statistical decoder is employed to present the most probable words corresponding
to the entered key sequence; the most probable word among those is automatically added
into the transcribed text area. The left-to-right swipe anywhere on the screen confirms the
most probable prediction. While a suggestion bar represents the remaining words. To select
a word from the suggestion bar, the user needs to tap anywhere on the screen, which starts
to highlight the predictions one after another in sequential order. Pressing on the digital
crown replaces the last entered word with the word from the suggestion bar. This figure
depicts the process of entering the word “priority.”
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3.1 Introduction

There are many examples of limited dexterity causes that, in turn, need the development of
unique technologies to assist such people in entering text on mobile devices. For example,
stroke survivors often suffer from the upper body motor impairments such as reduced sensa-
tion, dexterity loss, and muscle weakness. Patients with cerebral palsy, Parkinson’s disease,
multiple sclerosis, and essential tremor also find it hard to manipulate their hands precisely
and suffer from severe dexterity loss. Thus, it is essential to design a text entry technique
that would fulfill and satisfy their needs, given the motor control loss. Such different needs
can be stable means of interaction; avoidance of gestures, touch, or multi-touch that require
high precision; and exploiting edges or bezel of the mobile devices [122]. In order to fully
understand the needs, it is essential to gather the feedback from the target audience. For
example, many might fall into a misguided belief that smartphones are efficient for people
with limited dexterity as for able-bodied people. However, one of routine tasks such as
pulling a smartphone from the pocket, can be difficult for people with upper body motor
impairments [133]. Most of them agree that holding still a smartphone in their palm is the
most challenging task.

Smartwatches can be an intermediary between people with limited dexterity and their
smartphones, as smartwatches provide easy access to most of the smartphone’s functionality.
Smartwatches resolve the smartphones’ accessibility problem as it is affixed on the user’s
hand and thus do not require to be held in the palm. However, the absence of an accessible
text entry method on the smartwatches hinders the advantages that these devices present
for a wider range of people. This limits smartwatch interaction to using them as fitness
trackers to record daily physical activity or as an extra screen to read various notifications.
Notably, the existing research for people with motor impairments primarily focuses on the
health-tracking capabilities of the smartwatches [108, 78, 145] and leaves out the text entry
aspect of smartwatch interactions.

A specific challenge for smartwatches is the lack of screen space, which makes interaction
difficult or even impossible for people with upper body motor impairments. Most of the
existing text entry methods on the smartwatches rely on precise tapping [178, 58, 137, 74,
35] or drawing gestures on small interactive space [39, 58], which are not compliant with the
guidelines for accessible smartwatch interactions [122, 50]. Furthermore, the prior research
has demonstrated the inaccessibility of touch interaction for people with motor impairments
[34, 50, 81, 131, 132]. The possible solution for non-touch interaction on smartwatches is
voice input (e.g., [130, 79]). However, text correction with speech dictation is difficult, error-
prone [133], and generally inefficient in public places due to social and privacy concerns
[46]. In the case of people with motor impairments, some of them might not be able to
communicate using speech [115].

To address these issues, we created a new crown-based keyboard keyboard, which allows
people with limited dexterity or range of motion and non-disabled people to experience
text entry on the smartwatches without additional tools. The crown-based keyboard is a
circular keyboard where text entry is mostly performed using only one physical button —
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the digital crown located on the side of the smartwatch. The presence of tactile feedback,
such as the crown, is crucial for people with upper body motor impairments: it serves as a
physical reference for positioning the finger. Text entry on crown-based keyboard is primarily
non-touch, and only the mode switch and space are assigned to touch inputs. This has a
significant advantage as users can tap or swipe anywhere on the screen, meaning that touch
target size is big enough for the interaction [50, 176]. Finally, a circular layout saves screen
space, which is crucial for small devices, this space can be used for extra information or other
tasks.

In this Chapter, we first review the existing works in the field. We then present the
optimized new keyboard and discuss its design decisions and the optimization process. We
then present the results of the series of user studies evaluating the keyboard. Finally, we
conclude with potential future extensions of the crown-based keyboard.

3.2 Related Work

Due to a limited amount of literature on the intersection of the fields of text entry for
smartwatches and text entry for people with upper body motor impairments, we give a
comprehensive literature review on both of these fields separately. This section first reviews
the most common input and interaction techniques for smartwatches and then reviews the
text entry methods for people with motor impairments on desktops.

3.2.1 Input and Interaction on Smartwatches

There has been rigorous research in accessibility of touchscreens for people with motor im-
pairments [34, 43, 66, 67, 81, 176, 7, 129, 133] and in improving touch accuracy [131, 132]
on smartphones and interactive tables. However, only a few works addressed this issue on
smartwatches. A notable exception is the work of Malu et al. [122], where authors evaluated
different interactions on the smartwatches for people with upper body motor impairments;
and the follow-up work from the same group [123] where authors compared the touch input
and bezel input on the smartwatches for people with upper body motor impairments. We
want to note that all methods presented in this subsection were designed for and evaluated
with non-disabled people.

3.2.1.1 Miniature Qwerty Layout

Many smartwatch keyboards directly employ the standard virtual Qwerty keyboard that is
resized to fit into the smartwatch’s small screen. To make the text entry on the minaturized
keyboard easier, one approach is to repetitively zoom, magnify, swipe over, or drag regions
of the keyboard to allow precise key selection [137, 74, 35, 98, 165]. To overcome the “fat-
finger problem” [180] exacerbated by multi-step interactions on miniature Qwerty, other
methods propose to reduce number of keys by grouping the letters and use disambiguation
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techniques [180, 75, 148]. Additional external hardware to identify fingers [68] or built-in
pressure sensors [75] can be used to enhance the techniques. Another category of methods
directly uses miniature Qwerty but rely on powerful language models to correct the errors
[178, 58, 195].

3.2.1.2 Ring-Shaped Layouts

Apart from conventional keyboards that adopt miniature Qwerty layout, there are key-
boards that use non-traditional circular layouts. These keyboards arrange the letters around
the bezel in alphabetical [147, 59, 57] or Qwerty-inspired way [39]. The text entry is
performed by tapping/swiping (sometimes several times) over each key belonging to an indi-
vidual letter [39, 174] or multiple letters (employing disambiguation techniques) (see Chapter
4), or by other means like the rotation of the watch’s bezel [196] or reading the wrist move-
ments [57].

3.2.1.3 Summary

All methods presented here were not designed for or evaluated with people with motor im-
pairments. The methods, that use miniature Qwerty layout, occupy a large area of the
screen real-estate due to the form-factor of the Qwerty and, at the same time, do not ease
the key selection due to reliance on high precision or multiple action sequences to enter a sin-
gle letter. Thus, all these make typing on smartwatches difficult or even impossible for people
with upper body motor impairments [122]. While ring-shaped techniques mentioned above
require multiple actions, dragging finger all over the screen, using multiple fingers simulta-
neously, or precisely selecting targets on a small touchscreen area, which poses significant
accessibility challenges as well [122].

3.2.2 Desktop and Phone Keyboards for People with Motor
Impairments

Here we give a short overview of the text entry techniques for people with motor impair-
ments, which we can group as ambiguous keyboards and scanning keyboards. All keyboards
in this section, except for HandyGlyph [21], were developed for desktop computers and can-
not be easily transferred onto smartwatches, nor have they been evaluated on them. The
HandyGlyph was developed for mobile usage but requires additional external hardware (a
push button) which complicates its adoption on smartwatches. Most importantly, although
all methods discussed in this subsection were designed for people with motor impairments,
only a few of them have been evaluated with the representative group. For a detailed review
of the existing text entry methods for motor-impaired people, we refer to Polacek et al. [144].
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3.2.2.1 Ambiguous Keyboards

Ambiguous techniques assign multiple characters per key, thus need a user- or software-
level disambiguation process. Ambiguous keyboards reduce the number of keys, thus require
fewer actions to enter a word which is a desirable feature for people with limited dexterity.
Harbusch and Kühn [70] presented an ambiguous keyboard where letters are grouped into
keys based on frequency information. Tanaka-Ishii et al. [173] presented a keyboard designed
with the alphabetical order of the letters.

3.2.2.2 Scanning Keyboards

In the scanning keyboards, the keys are highlighted in sequential order, and the desired key is
selected with a single switch. These methods were primarily designed for linear scanning, and
most of them support ambiguous input as well. Other techniques employ group scanning,
where the first scan happens over larger groups of keys, and once the group is selected the
scanning is repeated to select the exact key within a group. Due to requiring only a single
switch, scanning keyboards are the most common text entry technique for people with motor
impairments [144].

Linear scanning Several ambiguous keyboards use linear scanning. HandyGlyph [21] has
three ambiguous keys where each key contains a set of characters composed of a similar
shape. SAK [114, 115] is an automatic scanning keyboard with three ambiguous keys in
alphabetical order. Qanti [48], and BlinkWrite2 [17] use the keyboard similar to SAK: Qanti
uses intentional muscle contractions as input signal, while BlinkWrite2 uses eye blinks.

Group scanning Lin et al. [106, 107] proposed the scanning keyboard, divided into nine
groups, with inside characters arranged based on their frequency. 3DScan [49] is a group-
row-column scanning keyboard, where users first need to select the group, which invokes
row-column scanning within that group, and then select the desired character. Prabhu and
Prasad [146] proposed the circular scanning keyboard, where multiple letters were grouped
into eight sub circles.

3.2.2.3 Summary

People with severe motor impairments are usually constrained to only single switch interac-
tion. Scanning allows to highlight the options in a sequential order where the selection can
be performed using an only single switch. The discussed methods rely on different scanning
techniques, such as linear and group scanning. Based on the literature, scanning ambiguous
text entry methods with static layout perform better for people with motor impairments
[144]. However, most of the keyboards presented above were designed for desktop comput-
ers, thus it is unclear how they could be adapted to smartwatches. Besides, only a few of
them evaluated the techniques with the representative users.
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Table 3.1: Average text entry speed of ambiguous smartwatch keyboards that map multiple
letters to each key.

Method Letters per Key Entry Speed

Yi et al. [196] 3 9–13 wpm
Jiang and Weng [82] 4–5 9.6–11 wpm
Gong et al. [57] 4–5 10 wpm
Dunlop et al.[45], Komninos and Dunlop [91] 3–6 8 wpm

3.3 The Crown-Based Keyboard: Design and

Optimization

The design goal of the crown-based keyboard was to strike the right balance between usability,
learnability, and performance such as entry speed and accuracy. Assigning all letters to
one key makes interaction easy and fast but hurts the disambiguation ability of predictive
models [114]. On the other hand, assigning dedicated keys to each letter eliminates the need
for disambiguation but increases the scanning time and affects entry speed and accuracy.
Therefore, we adapted a systemic approach to decide how many letters each key must contain,
which letters to group into each key, and the most effective rotation interval.

3.3.1 Key Size

To identify the optimal number(s) of letters per key, we conducted a literature review of
ambiguous smartwatch keyboards that use linguistic models to disambiguate the input. We
observed a correlation between the number of letters per key and entry speed. There seems to
be an inverse relationship between them—the fewer the number of letters per key the better
the speed (Table 3.1). Considering this, and that fewer number of keys makes scanning
keyboards more accessible to people with motor impairment [102], we explored 3–6 letters
per each key in the following steps.

3.3.2 Layout Optimization

We explored all possible layouts with 3 to 6 letters per key for the circular string {abcdefghij-
klmnopqrstuvwxyz} to find the least ambiguous alphabetical layout. One way to approach
the problem is to redefine it as a search for a layout that has the minimal number of clashing
bigrams for any given key within it, in other words, reduce frequent letter pairs in the keys.
For example, “th” is the most frequent bigram, thus ‘t’ and ‘h’ must be on different keys.
Formally, let us denote the set of possible keys as L, set of all bigrams as B, first and second
letter within a particular bigram as b1 and b2, respectively, and the frequency of a bigram
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b1b2 as f(b1b2). Then, the optimization goal corresponds to the following problem:

min
l∈L

∑
b1b2∈B

f(b1b2) I(key(b1, l) = key(b2, l)), (3.1)

where I is the indicator function with a value of 1 if the evaluated condition is true, and
key(x, l) is the key to which letter x is assigned within the layout l.

This minimization problem can be solved by a simple enumeration (brute-force search)
over all configurations of the problem, with the total runtime of O(|L||B|). To gener-
ate the set of possible layouts L, we split the circular string into key sizes ranging from
3 to 6 letters, which gave us a total of 27,560 different layouts. The set of bigrams B
contains all 676 possible bigrams of the English language [134], we used bigrams.json file
[110] as a reference for our frequencies f(b1b2). To prevent numeric overflow, we scaled
down all frequencies by multiplying them with 1.0 × 10−11, and report the scaled down
frequencies as the final scores. The layout with minimal ambiguity score (Eq. 3.1) was:
{yza}{bcd}{efg}{hij}{klmn}{opq}{rst}{uvwx} with the value of 1.53, which we use in the
crown-based keyboard. For reference, the layout with the worst score was: {xyzab}{uvw}{o-
pqrst}{ijklmn}{cdefgh} with the value of 6.19.

3.3.3 The Rotation/Scanning Interval

A rotation or scanning interval is commonly used in text entry techniques for people with
motor impairment [106, 107, 115] to automatically go over the keys by highlighting them until
the desired key is selected by the user. The maximum possible entry speed of a scanning
keyboard depends on the pace of its linear rotation (scanning interval). Slower scanning
intervals can make users impatient and affect entry speed [146], while too fast scanning
intervals can cause too many errors, and even prevent users from using the technique [48].
To determine the most effective rotation/scanning interval, we conducted a literature review
of scanning keyboards aimed at people with motor impairments. Table 3.2 presents an
excerpt of the review, where the scanning speed varies from 700 ms (fastest) to 2,100 ms
(slowest). Based on the review and the findings of a focus group (discussed in Section 3.4),
we decided to use a rotation/scanning interval (time to rotate from one key to another) of
1,000 ms. However, the system allows to adjust the rotation/scanning interval if necessary.

3.3.4 The Disambiguation Process

The crown-based keyboard disambiguates the input (sequences of keys) into words. When
there are multiple possible words for a sequence of keys, it automatically selects the most
probable one and enables users to pick a different possible word from a suggestion bar.
Formally, given a key sequence s, the crown-based keyboard predicts the most probable
word w from a vocabulary of N words w1, . . . , wN using the following equation:

w = arg max
wi∈w1,...,wN

P (wi|s), (3.2)
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Table 3.2: Rotation/scanning interval of scanning keyboards aimed at users with motor
impairments, along with the reported entry speed. “R” signifies studies conducted with rep-
resentative users (people with motor impairment), while “NR” represent non-representative
users.

Method Participant Scanning interval Entry Speed

Ashtiani and MacKenzie [17] NR 700, 850, 1,000 ms 4.3, 5.3, 4.6 wpm
MacKenzie et al. [114] NR 1,100–700 ms 4–5 wpm
Felzer et al. [48] NR 1,000–500 ms 2–7 wpm
Belatar and Poirier [21] Rexpert 754–118 ms 2–3 wpm
Baljko and Tam [19] NR 750, 1,250 ms 2.6, 1.8 wpm
Prabhu and Prasad [146] NR 2,100, 1,800, 1,500, 1,200 ms NA

where P (wi|s) is the conditional probability of getting word wi given a sequence s. To
compute these probabilities we apply Bayes rule, then replace probabilities by counts of the
occurrences of the words/sequences in the training corpus:

P (wi|s) =
P (wi, s)

P (s)
=

count(prefix(wi) = s)

count(s)
. (3.3)

To efficiently compute and store a conditional probability table of P (wi|s) for all possible
words wi and sequences s, we use a binary prefix tree, also known as Trie data structure.
Once the tree is constructed, we trim it to contain at most K = 10 most probable words
for each sequence s and save it to run on the smartwatch. It is a unigram word model, thus
does not account for previously typed words. To address this, we accompany the model with
a bigram model that predicts the most probable word wi, given a sequence of the keys s
and the previously typed word wk. This requires computing probabilities P (wi|s, wk) by a
straightforward extension of Eq. (3.3). Despite extending the model for bigram probabili-
ties, it remains simplistic in nature, which is necessary to account for the limited processing
power of smartwatches. Strengthening the decoder by conditioning on more than one pre-
viously typed words can potentially improve the performance of the keyboard. Employing
recent machine learning models that can natively handle sequence-level information (such as,
LSTMs and Transformers) and training them on a substantial amount of data could help.
However, designing and training such models is challenging and outside the scope of this
work.

3.3.5 Error Correction and Special Characters

The crown-based keyboard appends a space when a word is selected by the keyboard or by
the user from the suggestion bar. Selection from the suggestion bar is confirmed using a
crown press. On the other hand, to confirm the selection of the most probable word, which
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appears in the transcribed text area (and not in the suggestion bar) users need to swipe from
left to right anywhere on the screen. To delete the last entered word, users need to long
press anywhere on the screen; such an interaction was used previously in some keyboards as
well [114].

Current prototype of the crown-based keyboard is in English and does not provide an
access for uppercase letters, numbers, special symbols. However, these features could be
implemented by adding double tap, or swiping gestures to switch between different layouts
for digits and symbols. Besides, it is a common practice to evaluate novel text entry methods
without enabling numeric and special characters since it eliminates a potential confound
[118].

3.4 User Study 1: Focus Group Discussion

We conducted a focus group with people with limited fine motor skills to find out whether
there is a need for text entry on smartwatches in the community. We also discussed the
challenges they face in entering text on mobile devices, and gathered their opinion about
three existing text entry techniques for smartwatches. Before getting started with the design
and development of the smartwatch keyboard, we collected feedback and expectations from
target audience.

3.4.1 Participants

Initially, we recruited six participants through local disability centers, however, three of
them were unable to participate due to health related issues, resulting in three participants
in the focus group. Table 3.3 presents their demographic information. They all used various
accessibility tools to access mobile and other computer devices. One of them owned a
smartwatch. Each participant received a US $20 Amazon gift card for volunteering.

Table 3.3: Demographics of the focus group participants.

Participant
ID

Gender Age
Highest
Degree

English
Proficiency

Level of
Impairment

Cause

P1 Woman 31 University Native Moderate Cerebral palsy
P2 Man 48 University Native Severe Delayed development
P3 Woman 37 University Native Severe Multiple sclerosis
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3.4.2 Procedure

Due to the spread of COVID-19 virus, the focus group discussion was conducted via a tele-
conference application. We shared the digital informed consent form and the demographic
questionnaire with potential volunteers ahead of time for them to learn about the research.
Participants completed and signed all forms electronically. During the discussion, all par-
ticipants were addressed with pseudo names (e.g., Mr. A) to protect their anonymity. Once
the teleconference session started, a researcher explained the procedure again and answered
all questions participants had. The discussion started after that. First, the researcher asked
general questions about smartphone and smartwatch usage, followed by a discussion on the
challenges participants face when using these devices. Then the researcher demonstrated
three existing text entry techniques for smartwatches (Fig. 3.2). The techniques were de-
fault Qwerty method called Gboard, WatchWriter [58], and SwipeRing (see Chapter 4).
With default Qwerty Gboard in order to enter text users either tap or gesture type. Watch-
Writer [58] is a smartwatch keyboard that enables touch and gesture typing, as well. While
with SwipeRing (see Chapter 4) users need to connect the zones or keys that contain the
target letters by drawing gesture on the screen. After, the researcher demonstrated proposed
techniques and discussed the design and interaction features with participants. During the
focus group session, the researcher demonstrated all methods and their interactions step by
step using videos, images, and by showing live demonstrations. The researcher recorded a
complete study session.

Figure 3.2: Existing text entry methods for smartwatches. The user enters the text using
miniature versions of the standard Qwerty such as (a) default Qwerty method, where to
enter text, the user needs to tap on the desired key or perform gesture to enter word, (b)
WatchWriter, where the user can enter text either by touch or gesture typing, and a novel
keyboard called (c) SwipeRing, which arranges the Qwerty layout around the bezel where
the user enters text by gesture typing.
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3.4.3 Findings

3.4.3.1 Daily Activities on Mobile Devices

Participants used their smartphones for a variety of tasks, but primarily for writing and
sending text messages, checking emails, surfing the internet, and making phone calls.

Participant (P1), who owned an Apple smartwatch, uses it as a substitution to a smart-
phone, she commented , “I had been using my smartwatch basically as my cell phone because
the way my phone is set up. In a public place, it’s hard for me to answer my regular phone
because it’s on a lanyard [. . . ].” It is easier for the participant to answer with the smartwatch
because the smartwatch is always placed on the wrist and helps prevent situational impair-
ments, such as pulling a smartphone from the pocket or detaching it from the lanyard, which
may increase the possibility of dropping the smartphone. She has unsatisfactory experience
in typing on the smartwatch using speech to text feature.

Other participants showed interest and tried using the smartwatch at the store but wanted
to explore it more, especially the features, before purchasing it, since they were not sure if
the smartwatches would be useful for them. If there will be an efficient keyboard on the
smartwatch, given the physical configuration and constraints of the smartwatch, they were
willing to try it.

3.4.3.2 Accessibility Challenges Existing on Mobile Devices

Participant (P2) mentioned that some tasks especially involving twisting, and twirling fingers
are hard to complete on a smartphone since these gestures are impossible to perform; this
forces him to use a laptop to complete some particular tasks. All participants agreed that
it is impossible for them to use the voiceover rotor function since it requires twirling both
fingers like twisting a doorknob.

Participants (P1, P3) said that enlarging the text and pinching is hard on the smartphone
since it requires two fingers and it is hard to control them, furthermore, they can hit the
wrong item, which is frustrating. The aforementioned issues prevent Participant (P3) from
performing some tasks on the phone, she commented “I usually use my phone, but like if I
need to fill out forms, I tend to use a computer [. . . ] because computer is less responsive.”

3.4.3.3 Perceived Usability and Design Preference

During the demonstration of the existing keyboards on the smartwatch (Fig. 3.2), none of the
participants were aware of such keyboards, even Participant (P1), who owns the smartwatch.

Alphabetical layout vs. Qwerty All participants preferred the alphabetical layout over
the Qwerty. Participant (P2) commented, “I think the Qwerty keyboard shape fits with
the idea of [. . . ] the computer keyboard [. . . ], but we’re talking about a watch and I think
the idea of the letters going around alphabetically might be more intuitive.” Participant (P3)
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mentioned that it might be hard to learn Qwerty keyboard due to the learning curve and
preferred alphabetical layout since it is easier to locate the letters.

Grouping vs. Separate Letters All participants preferred the idea of grouping letters
since it is faster. Participant (P3) mentioned that prediction makes typing easier as well.
Participant (P2) commented “I think grouping letters would actually make the process faster.”

Physical Button vs. Touch All participants preferred the physical button since once
it is pressed, one can feel push back and the actuation force on a keypress. During the
interaction, the finger covers the screen for the touch action, while the physical button does
not. Participant (P3) mentioned that the button is the more stable mean of interaction, “I
like the physical button because if I’m having shaky hands that day, I don’t have to try to
force my finger to stay on one specific spot versus pressing a button with thumb.”

Crown vs. Bezel All participants preferred the crown over the bezel. Participant (P1)
commented, “I couldn’t do the bezel, I could use only buttons.” and that she cannot use
two fingers reliably. Participants (P3) mentioned that although the bezel is larger than the
crown, the crown seems simple and straightforward and could be easily rotated with one
finger, she commented “I mean the Crown seems the simplest since I don’t have to like get
my whole hand involved [. . . ] [Bezel] requires too much coordination.”

Automated vs. Manual Participants were indecisive about automated and manual ro-
tation but were willing to try both. Participant (P2) commented “I might be able to rotate
it [crown] with one finger, but I haven’t tried it, just depends . . . ” For the automated
crown-based keyboard participants wanted to make the rotational speed adjustable, so peo-
ple can change the speed as they want. Since each person has her own preferences and
medical condition, even one person might perform one task at a different rate throughout
the day.

Clockwise vs. Counterclockwise vs. Shortest Path (most probable direction) In
terms of rotation direction, participants were hesitant about it as well, they showed a will-
ingness to try possible options. Participant (P2) liked the idea of the shortest path but was
not sure since it mostly depends on how it was implemented, “I like the idea of the most
probable letter, or I could hate it. [. . . ] [Shortest Path] could end up being a disaster if your
prediction of what the most likely letter is wrong”. Participant (P3) wanted to try clockwise
and the shortest path, “[. . . ] clockwise is more natural for me, because you know that there
actually is going to be always the same, and we can anticipate [the direction]. But I mean I
would love to have the option to choose.”

Other suggestions All participants wanted to be able to dictate OOV (out-of-vocabulary)
words. All participants wanted to have a dictation option since they use it a lot. However,
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Participant (P2) said that it is hard to dictate the text using any Bluetooth headset, such
as air pods, because they do not work well.

Participants also mentioned that they would not enter private information in public
places; Participant (P2) will wait until he goes home to complete some private or complex
tasks and chooses not to do the task now. Participant (P3) mentioned that she does not
want to use dictation at work since she does not want others to hear the conversation. To
sum up, participants felt fine using dictation for small talk conversations, but not for private
information such as dictating an address, credit card information and etc.

3.5 Discussion

3.5.1 Rotation Possibilities

The findings of the focus group study (sec. 3.4.3) indicate that majority of the representative
group preferred automated rotation due to a less physical demand such selection mechanism
requiring. However, one focus group participant mentioned that he might be able to rotate
the digital crown with one finger. Since all rotation versions were viable, we decided to
explore both manual and automated rotations. Respectively, we developed two versions of
the crown-based keyboard: Automated and Manual. The Automated crown-based keyboard
uses a single physical button and does not require any rotation by hand. In contrast, the
Manual crown-based keyboard provides more freedom, since users may decide the rotation
direction. Except for the rotation part, both versions have the same layout and interaction
design. We compare the performances of Automated and Manual crown-based keyboards in
section 3.6, and in the remainder of this section, we discuss the interactions arising in these
keyboards in more detail.

3.5.1.1 Automated Crown-Based Keyboard

Automated crown-based keyboard supports single button interaction, where selectable keys
are highlighted (scanned) in a circular sequential order in a clockwise direction. The rota-
tion/scanning time is 1000 ms, which was chosen based on literature review (sec. 3.3.3) and
focus group discussion (sec. 3.4.3). To enter a word sequence, the users press on the digital
crown once the key with a desired letter is highlighted. The statistical decoder disambiguates
the current sequence of inputs and 1) shows the most probable word in the transcribed text
area and 2) shows the rest of the predictions in the suggestion bar. If the desired word
is the one already shown in the transcribed text area (i.e., the most probable prediction),
users enter space with swiping gesture from left to right anywhere on the screen and finish
the entry. Otherwise, users might continue the entry of the desired word or might want to
select a word from the suggestion bar. To switch to the suggestion bar, the users need to tap
anywhere on the screen, which starts highlighting/scanning the predictions in the suggestion
bar (instead of the keys in the keyboard) in sequential order. Pressing on the digital crown
replaces the last entered word with the highlighted word from the suggestion bar and finishes
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Figure 3.3: The process of entering the word “drink” with the manual crown-based keyboard.
The user rotates the crown upward to rotate over the zones in clockwise direction, then pushes
on the crown to select the letter ‘d’. Then, the user rotates the crown downward to enable
counterclockwise rotation and select the letter ‘r’. The user then rotates towards the letter
‘i’ by rotating the crown downward. The users taps anywhere on the screen to switch to
the predictions, then rotates the crown upward to highlight the desired word. Once it is
highlighted, the user selects the desired word “drink” by pushing the crown.

the entry. If no suitable word were found in the suggestion bar, users tap anywhere on the
screen to return back to continue word entry by selecting keys (Fig. 3.1).

3.5.1.2 Manual Crown-Based Keyboard

With Manual crown-based keyboard users have to rotate the digital crown on the side of the
smartwatch using the finger; the upward rotation of the crown enables clockwise rotation for
key selection, and downward rotation of the crown enables counterclockwise rotation. The
interaction design is almost the same as in Automated crown-based keyboard. To enter a
word sequence, users need to reach the desired key (highlighted with color) by rotating the
crown and then press on the crown to select this key. A statistical decoder disambiguates
the current sequence of inputs and enters the most probable word into the transcribed text
area and the rest of the predictions into the suggestion bar. The most probable word can be
confirmed with a left-to-right swipe; otherwise, users might continue selecting keys or switch
to the suggestion bar by tapping anywhere on the screen. Once in the suggestion bar, words
can be highlighted by manually rotating the crown; the highlighted word can be confirmed
by pressing the crown (which will finish the entry). If no suitable word were found in the
suggestion bar, users tap anywhere on the screen to return back to continue word entry by
selecting keys (Fig. 3.3).

3.6 User Study 2: Manual vs. Automated

Crown-Based Keyboard

We compared manual and automated crown-based keyboards in a between-subjects user
study involving people without motor impairments.
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3.6.1 Participants

Sixteen participants voluntarily took part in the study. We divided them randomly into
two groups: manual and automated. Table 3.4 presents demographic information of these
groups. None of them reported to have a condition limiting their fine motor skills. Each
participant received US $15 for volunteering.

Table 3.4: Demographics of the two user groups (User Study 2).

Manual Automated

Age M = 27.5 years (SD = 3.7) M = 28.9 years (SD = 2.7)
Gender 1 female, 7 male 3 female, 5 male
Handedness 7 right, 1 left 7 right, 1 ambidextrous
Experience with mobile devices M = 10.3 years (SD = 1.2) M = 10.3 years (SD = 3.1)
Experience with smartwatches M = 1.30 years (SD = 1.7) M = 0.8 years (SD = 1.1)

3.6.2 Apparatus

We used an LG Watch Style smartwatch, 42.3×45.7×10.8 mm, 9.3 cm2 circular display,
46 grams, running on the Wear OS at 360×360 pixels in the study. We decided to use a
circular watch in the study since it is the most popular shape for (smart)watches [84, 89].
We developed both versions of crown-based keyboard with the Android Studio 4.0, SDK 26.
Both versions calculated all performance metrics directly and logged all interactions with
timestamps.

3.6.3 Design

The study used a mixed-design with one between-subjects independent variable: method
(two conditions: manual, automated) and one within-subjects independent variable: block
(five blocks). We decided to use a mixed-design to avoid interference between the conditions.
Since both methods use the same layout, the skills acquired in one condition could have
affected the performance of the other condition in a within-subjects design [112]. We divided
the participants into two separate groups: manual and automated, with eight participants
each. The groups used the technique assigned to them to enter short English phrases from
the MacKenzie et al. [118] set in five blocks. Each block contained eight random unique
phrases from the set. In summary, the design was:

2 groups (manual, automated) ×
8 participants ×
5 blocks ×
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8 random phrases = 640 phrases in total.

The dependent variables were the following commonly used performance metrics:

• Words per minute (wpm) signify the total number of words entered in one minute,
where a “word” is defined as five characters including letters, spaces, and other print-
able characters [14].

• Error rate (%) is the average percentage of erroneous characters remained in the
final transcribed text. In other words, it is the ratio of the total number of incorrect
characters in the transcribed text to the length of the transcribed text.

3.6.4 Procedure

We conducted study with only one participant at a time in the lab. First, we explained
the procedure and answered to all questions participants had, after that we collected the
consent forms. We then asked them to answer questions about demographic and mobile
usage experience. After that, we introduced the keyboard assigned to them, instructed
them to sit in front of a desk, and wear the smartwatch on the hand they prefer. However,
to increase the external validity of the study, we enforced the use of only one finger for
interaction with the device. All participants wore the smartwatch on their left hand, rested
the arm on the table, and performed the actions using the index finger (Fig. 3.4).

We asked participants to practice with the keyboard assigned to them by transcribing
2–3 phrases from the MacKenzie et al. [118] set. These phrases were not repeated in the
study. The main study started after this short practice session. There were five blocks
per condition, with eight random unique phrases per block. We enforced a 2–3 minutes
gap between the blocks to reduce any potential effects of fatigue. During the study for
both methods, the phrases were presented one by one at the top part of the smartwatch
(Fig. 3.4). Participants were asked to read a presented phrase carefully, transcribe it “as fast
and accurate as possible,” then swipe from top to bottom anywhere on the screen to see the

Figure 3.4: Participants entering text with the manual (left) and the automated crown-based
keyboard (right) in the second user study.
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next phrase. The transcribed phrase was displayed at the bottom part of the smartwatch
screen. Error correction was recommended but not forced.

Upon completion, participants answered to a short post-study questionnaire about the
assigned method’s speed, accuracy, learnability, ease-of-use, and their willingness-to-use the
method on smartwatches on a 5-point Likert scale. They also took part in a debrief session
where they were asked about any potential strategies used to enhance the performance of
the method assigned to them.

3.6.5 Safety Measures for COVID-19

All researchers involved in this study were fully vaccinated for COVID-19. All participants
were pre-screened for COVID-19 symptoms during the recruitment process by a researcher,
and on the day of the experiment by the host institute. Both the researcher and the partic-
ipants wore face coverings and sanitized their hands before a study session. The researcher
also maintained a 3 inches distance from the participants at all times. All study devices and
furniture were disinfected before and after each study session. This protocol was reviewed
and approved by the Institutional Review Board (IRB).

3.6.6 Results

A complete study session took about 60 minutes to complete, including demonstration,
questionnaires, and breaks. A Shapiro-Wilk test revealed that the response variable residuals
were normally distributed. A Mauchly’s test indicated that the variances of populations
were equal. Hence, we used a mixed-design ANOVA for the quantitative factors. We used a
Mann-Whitney U test on the between-subjects questionnaire data.

3.6.6.1 Entry Speed

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of method on entry speed (F1,14 = 20.03, p < .001).
Average entry speed with manual and automated were 5.8 wpm (SD = 2.2) and 3.9 wpm (SD
= 1.5), respectively. There was also a significant effect of block (F4,4 = 18.55, p < .0001).
The method × block interaction effect was also statistically significant (F4,56 = 3.90, p <
.01). Fig. 3.5a illustrates average entry speed per block for both methods, fitted to power
trendlines.

3.6.6.2 Error Rate

An ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of method on error rate (F1,14 = 0.05, p =
.82). Average error rates with manual and automated were 2.3% (SD = 7.1) and 2.8 (SD =
9.0), respectively. There was also no significant effect of block (F4,4 = 0.61, p = .65). Fig. 3.5b
illustrates average error rate per block for both methods, fitted to power trendlines.
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1 2 3 4 5

Manual 4.54 5.64 5.68 6.51 6.56

Automated 3.20 3.39 3.61 3.77 4.11
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Figure 3.5: (a) Average entry speed (wpm) and (b) error rate (%) per block, with both
manual and automated crown-based keyboards, fitted to power trendlines.

Figure 3.6: Median user ratings of the two methods on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1–5
represented disagree–agree. Error bars represent ±1 standard deviation (SD).

3.6.6.3 User Feedback

A Mann-Whitney U test failed to identify a significant effect of method on perceived speed
(U = 20.0, Z = −1.30, p = .19), accuracy (U = 28.0, Z = −0.47, p = .72), learnability
(U = 28.0, Z = −0.49, p = .72), ease-of-use (U = 17.0, Z = −1.68, p = .13), or willingness-
to-use (U = 26.0, Z = −0.66, p = .57). Fig. 3.6 illustrates median user ratings of the two
methods.

3.6.7 Discussion

The manual crown-based keyboard was significantly faster than the automated crown-based
keyboard (60% faster). This is not surprising as the 1,000 ms rotation interval adds to
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the total time needed to select a zone [144]. Since the participants did not have a motor
impairment, they could easily rotate the crown at a desired speed and strategize rotation
direction to improve entry speed. In the post-study debrief session, six out of eight partic-
ipants of the manual group reported that they intentionally switched the crown’s rotation
direction to reach the desired zone faster. If the intended zone was closer from the left (i.e.,
fewer number of zones between the current and the intended zone), they rotated the crown
counterclockwise, and vice versa. There was a significant effect of block on entry speed.
Learning occurred with both methods. Average entry speed over block correlated well with
the power law of practice [167] for both manual (R2 = 0.94) and automated (R2 = 0.91).
However, participants’ entry speed improved at a much faster rate with manual than auto-
mated (Fig. 3.5a). Entry speed with manual improved by 45% from the first block to the
last, while the same with automated improved by 28%. A post hoc Tukey-Kramer Multiple-
Comparison test identified three significantly different groups of blocks in manual: {1}, {2,
3}, {4, 5} and in automated: {1}, {2, 3, 4}, {5}. The fact that entry speed with automated
improved by 10% from the fourth block to the last (Fig. 3.5a) suggests that the performance
of this method is likely to improve further with practice.

The methods were comparable in terms of accuracy. We did not observe learning between
the blocks, instead, error rates were rather erratic (Fig. 3.5b), which is not unusual for word-
based text entry methods [33]. When transcription errors did occur, participants misspelled
entire words due to the selection of an incorrect zone or an incorrect word from the suggestion
bar, or omitted them entirely.

Subjective data revealed that almost all participants found the method assigned to them
fast, accurate, easy-to-learn, easy-to-use, and wanted to use it on their smartwatches. The
remaining participants were neutral. This is surprising the slower entry speed of the method
compared to state-of-the-art text entry techniques for smartwatches [11].

3.7 The Shortest Path Crown-Based Keyboard

Results of the second user study revealed that non-disabled people perform much better with
the manual crown-based keyboard than the automated version. Yet, we intended to improve
the performance of the automated version based on the focus group discussion with people
with limited dexterity (Section 3.4.3) that revealed a desire for an automated version since
rotating the crown could be difficult at times.

Based on the findings that users tend to strategize the crown rotation direction (that they
intentionally switch the crown’s rotation direction to reach the desired zone faster), we imple-
mented a shortest path version of the automated crown-based keyboard (Fig. 3.7). We give
the full implementation details of this version of the crown-based keyboard in Algorithm 1
and discuss it next.

When users select the current zone zp by pushing the crown, Alg. 1 guesses in several
steps the rotation direction in which it must highlight (clockwise or counterclockwise) to
enable faster zone selection for the user. First, we find the next probable letters (l1 and l2 in
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Algorithm 1: Shortest Path Crown-Based Keyboard rotation direction

Input: Previous typed word w, currently typed sequence s, last used zone zp
Function ShortestPathCrownBasedKeyboard(w, p, zp):

l1 = argmaxl∈lettersP (letter = l|w, s)
l2 = argmaxl∈lettersP (letter = l|w, s) s.t. P (letter = l|w, s) < P (letter = l1|w, s)
if P (letter = l1|w, s) > P (letter = l2|w, s) + 0.1 or zone(l1) = zone(l2) then

return direction(zone(l1), zp)
else

P (zone = z|w, s) :=
∑

l∈z P (letter = l|w, s)
z1 = argmaxz∈zonesP (zone = z|w, s)
z2 = argmaxz∈zonesP (zone = z|w, s) s.t. P (zone = z|w, s) < P (zone = z1|w, s)
if P (zone = z1|w, s) > P (zone = z2|w, s) + 0.1 or z1 = z2 then

return direction(z1, zp)
else

Pcc =
∑

z∈left of zp
P (zone = z|w, s)

if Pleft > 0.5 then
return counterclockwise

else
return clockwise

end

end

end

Algorithm 2: Direction indicating shortest path between two zones

Input: End zone z, starting zone zp
Function direction(z, zp):

if z = zp or |z − zp| = 4 then
return no preference, keep current direction

else if zp > z and zp − z ≤ 3 or zp < z and z − zp > 3 then
return counterclockwise

else
return clockwise

end
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Figure 3.7: The process of entering the word “cares” with the shortest path crown-based
keyboard. Upon start, the keyboard highlights the zones clockwise. When ‘c’ is selected
by pushing the crown, the keyboard switches rotation to counterclockwise since the most
probable zones are on that side (combined probability: 0.9432). As the zone containing ‘a’
is selected, the keyboard continues highlighting the zones counterclockwise since the next
most probable letter ‘n’ (probability: 0.9432) is closest when rotating in that direction. This
process continues until a word is confirmed by the user.

Alg. 1) which are calculated using the bigram model described in Section 3.3.4. If the most
probable letter l1 has significant probability (greater than P(l2) by at least 0.1 score), we
choose the shortest direction towards the zone that contains the letter l1. This is denoted as
direction(zone(l1), zp). Otherwise, we make the decision based on the probability of zones,
rather than letters. We find most probable zones z1 and z2 where probability of zone is
defined as the combined probability of letters in the zone. If the most probable zone z1 has
significant probability (greater than P(z2) by at least 0.1 score) we then choose the shortest
direction towards the zone z1. Otherwise, we choose the side that has the most probability
(total sum of probabilities of zones in that side). We denote the probability of the left side
as Pleft, and if Pleft > 0.5 we choose counterclockwise rotation.

Finally, we discuss the Alg. 2. It computes the shortest path direction between current
zone zp and target zone z. It is achieved by counting the total number of zones between z
and zp in both directions, and choosing the direction that has the least amount of rotation
steps.

3.8 User Study 3: Clockwise vs. Shortest Path

Crown-Based Keyboard

The purpose of this study was to investigate whether the shortest path version of the
crown-based keyboard improves performance in terms of entry speed and accuracy.

3.8.1 Participants

We had twelve participants in the study. None of them participated in the previous studies.
Table 3.5 presents their demographic information. None of them reported to have a condition
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the limited their fine motor skills. Each participant received US $15 for volunteering.

3.8.2 Design

We used a within-subjects design for this user study, where the independent variables were:
method (two conditions: clockwise, shortest path) and block (5 blocks). We counterbalanced
the conditions to reduce any potential effects of order. Each participant used both methods
and entered short English phrases from the MacKenzie et al. [118] set in five blocks. Each
block contained five random unique phrases from the set. In summary, the design was:

12 participants ×
2 methods (clockwise, shortest path) counterbalanced ×
5 blocks ×
5 random phrases = 600 phrases in total.

The dependent variables were the same performance metrics used in the previous study
(Section 3.6.3).

Table 3.5: Demographics of the participants (User Study 3).

Age M = 28.7 years (SD = 7.2)
Gender 6 female, 5 male and 1 non-binary
Handedness 12 right
Experience with mobile devices M = 12.1 years (SD = 5.6)
Experience with smartwatches M = 1.0 year (SD = 2.1)

3.8.3 Procedure

We used the same procedure (Section 3.6.4) and adopted the same safety measures (Sec-
tion 3.6.5) as the previous study. However, unlike the previous study, each participant
practiced with both methods and used them in the main study in a counterbalanced order
(Fig. 3.8).

3.8.4 Results

A complete study session took about 60 minutes to complete, including demonstration,
questionnaires, and breaks. There were no significant effects of the order of conditions on
the dependent variables (p > .05), which suggests that counterbalancing worked [112, pp.
177–180]. A Shapiro-Wilk test revealed that the response variable residuals were normally
distributed. A Mauchly’s test indicated that the variances of populations were equal. Hence,
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Figure 3.8: Participants entering text with the clockwise (left) and the shortest path crown-
based keyboard (right) in the third user study.
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Figure 3.9: (a) Average entry speed (wpm) and (b) error rate (%) per block, with both the
clockwise and shortest path crown-based keyboard, fitted to power trendlines.

we used a repeated-measures ANOVA for the quantitative factors. We used a Wilcoxon
Signed-Rank test on the within-subjects questionnaire data.

3.8.4.1 Entry Speed

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of method on entry speed (F1,11 = 6.11, p < .05).
Average entry speed with clockwise and shortest path were 3.5 wpm (SD = 1.2) and 3.1 wpm
(SD = 1.1), respectively. There was also a significant effect of block (F4,44 = 6.05, p < .001).
However, method × block interaction effect was not statistically significant (F4,44 = 0.49, p =
.74). Fig. 3.9a illustrates average entry speed per block for both methods, fitted to power
trendlines.
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3.8.4.2 Error Rate

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of method on error rate (F1,11 = 10.18, p < .01).
Average error rates with clockwise and shortest path were 0.53% (SD =2.6) and 2.1% (SD
= 7.4), respectively. However, there was no significant effect of block (F4,44 = 0.42, p = .79)
or method × block (F4,44 = 0.41, p = .80). Fig. 3.9b illustrates average error rate per block
for both methods, fitted to power trendlines.

3.8.4.3 User Feedback

A Wilcoxon Signed-Rank test identified a significant effect of method on learnability (Z =
−2.12, p < .05). However, no significant effect was identified on perceived speed (Z =
−0.99, p = .32), accuracy (Z = −1.40, p = .16), ease-of-use (Z = −1.73, p = .08), or
willingness-to-use (Z = −0.56, p = .58). Fig. 3.6 illustrates median user ratings of the two
methods.

Figure 3.10: Median user ratings of the two methods on a 5-point Likert scale, where 1–5
represented disagree–agree. Error bars represent ±1 standard deviation (SD) and the red
asterisks signify statistical significance.

3.8.5 Discussion

The average entry speed of the clockwise crown-based keyboard is comparable to the previ-
ous study (3.5 vs. 3.9 wpm). It was significantly faster than the shortest path crown-based
keyboard (13% faster). The post-study debrief session revealed that participants struggled
with shortest path since they could not anticipate the direction of the rotation, which pre-
vented them from learning the method. This is also reflected in the post-study questionnaire,
where shortest path was rated significantly more difficult to learn than clockwise (Fig. 3.10).
There was a significant effect of block on entry speed. Learning occurred to some extent with
both methods. Average entry speed over block correlated moderately well with the power
law of practice [167] for both clockwise (R2 = 0.8) and shortest path (R2 = 0.8). Partici-
pants’ entry speed improved at a relatively faster rate with automated than shortest path
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(Fig. 3.9a). Entry speed with automated improved by 22% from the first block to the last,
while the same with shortest path improved by 20%. Relevantly, a post hoc Tukey-Kramer
Multiple-Comparison test identified three significantly different groups of blocks in clockwise:
{1}, {2,3,4}, {5}, but no such difference was identified in shortest path. The fact that entry
speed with clockwise improved by 11% from the fourth block to the last (Fig. 3.9a) suggests
that the performance of this method is likely to improve further with practice.

Interestingly, there was a significant effect of method on error rate. Clockwise yielded a
74% lower error rate than shortest path. This also supports the claim that participants had
difficulties with shortest path due to the unpredictable nature of its rotation. There was no
significant effect of block or method × block, yet average error rate over block correlated
moderately well with the power law of practice [167] for clockwise (R2 = 0.8). Hence, there
is a chance that the effect of block on accuracy will reach statistical significance with a larger
sample size.

Subjective data revealed that almost all participants found the examined methods fast,
accurate, and easy-to-use. Participants found shortest path the most difficult to learn, for
the reasons discussed earlier. Besides, unlike the previous study, most participants were
neutral about using the methods on their smartwatches.

3.9 User Study 4: Comparative Study with

Representative Users

We compared the manual and the automated (clockwise) crown-based keyboards with the
default virtual keyboard on Wear OS (Qwerty with gesture typing and the predictive
system enabled) in a user study involving people with limited motor skills. Based on the
findings of the previous study, we excluded the shortest path version from this study (since
users had difficulties in learning the method).

3.9.1 Participants

We struggled to recruit participants for this study due to the spread of the delta and omicron
variants of COVID-19 virus. Many of our potential volunteers lived in assisted living facilities
that were in lockdown. Many others had limited access to transportation. The study required
the researcher to travel long distances, since participants were recruited through multiple
organizations in different cities. Finally, we recruited ten participants for the study. Table
3.6 presents their demographics information. P3 also took part in the focus group. Each
participant received US $40 for volunteering in the study.

3.9.2 Design

The study used a within-subjects design. The independent variable was: method (three con-
ditions: default Qwerty, manual, and automated crown-based keyboards). The dependent
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variables were the performance metrics used in the previous studies (Section 3.6.3). Each
participant used the three methods to enter short English phrases from the MacKenzie et
al. [118] set in four blocks. Each block contained two random unique phrases from the set.
In summary:

10 participants ×
3 methods (default, [(manual, automated) counterbalanced]) ×
4 blocks ×
2 random phrases = 165 in total (160 phrases for manual and automated, and 5 phrases
for default Qwerty).

Table 3.6: Demographics of the participants (User Study 4).

Participant
ID

Gender Age
Highest
Degree

English
Proficiency

Cause of
Limited Dexterity

P01 Woman 72 University Native Age related limited dexterity
P02 Woman 48 Secondary Native Quadriplegic paralyzed from the

shoulders down, uses pinky finger
to type

P03 Woman 37 University Native Multiple sclerosis
P04 Man 65 Secondary Advanced Dwarfism, arthritis
P05 Woman 65 University Native Age related limited dexterity
P06 Man 34 University Native Limited dexterity due to hands

structure
P07 Woman 30 Secondary Advanced Brain injury related limited dex-

terity
P08 Woman 62 Secondary Native Right carpal tunnel surgery, right

shoulder surgery. Impingement
to jaw, elbow, shoulder. Pain-
nerve illness

P09 Woman 62 University Native C5–6 quadriplegic, a complete
spinal cord injury

P10 Woman 65 University Native Quadriplegic, C5–6 spinal cord
injury

3.9.3 Procedure

We used the same procedure (Section 3.6.4) and adopted the same safety measures (Sec-
tion 3.6.5) as the previous studies, except for a few minor differences. First, due to the
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unavailability of adequate means of transportation to the participants, the study was con-
ducted in locations convenient to them (Fig. 3.11). The researcher conducted study with one
participant at a time in a quiet place. Second, the default condition was always introduced
first considering that participants might not be able to use it at all, while the other two con-
ditions were counterbalanced. Third, we excluded the practice session to reduce the duration
of the study. Finally, in addition to the usability questionnaire, participants completed the
NASA-TLX questionnaire [72] to rate the examined methods’ perceived workload.

Figure 3.11: P06 and P10 entering text with the manual (left) and the automated (right)
crown-based keyboard, respectively, in the final study.

3.9.4 Results

A complete study session took about 60 minutes to complete, including demonstration,
questionnaires, and interviews. In the study, none of the participants were able to complete
all sessions with the default Qwerty. As a matter of fact, 70% of them (N = 7) were
unable to transcribe even a single phrase with the method. The remaining participants (N
= 3) could only enter 1–3 phrases, while committing numerous errors in the process. Their
entry speed with manual (M = 2.67 wpm) and automated (M = 2.82 wpm) were 19% and
23% faster than Qwerty (M = 2.17 wpm). Likewise, their error rates with manual (M =
1.5%) and automated (M = 0%) were 83% and 100% lower than Qwerty (M = 8.9%). We,
therefore, exclude Qwerty from all quantitative analyses.

A Shapiro-Wilk test revealed that the response variable residuals were normally dis-
tributed. A Mauchly’s test indicated that the variances of populations were equal. Hence,
we used a repeated-measures ANOVA for all quantitative within-subjects factors. We used
a Friedman test for the questionnaire data.

3.9.4.1 Entry Speed

An ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of method (manual, automated) on entry
speed (F1,9 = 1.57, p = .24). There was also no significant effect of block (F3,27 = 2.34, p =
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.09). Average entry speed with manual and automated were 2.41 wpm (SD = 1.13) and 2.09
wpm (SD = 0.78), respectively. Fig. 3.12a illustrates average entry speed per block for the
methods fitted to power trendlines.

3.9.4.2 Error Rate

An ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of method (manual, automated) on error rate
(F1,9 = 0.40, p = .54). There was also no significant effect of block (F3,27 = 1.12, p = .36).
Average error rates for manual and automated crown-based keyboards were 0.75% (SD =
3.85) and 1.22% (SD = 4.15), respectively. Fig. 3.12b illustrates average error rate per block
for both methods fitted to power trendlines.

(a) Entry speed (wpm) (b) Error rate (%)

Figure 3.12: (a) Average words per minute (wpm) and (b) error rate (%) per block for
the user study with representative users, with both manual and automated crown-based
keyboards, fitted to power trendlines.

3.9.4.3 User Feedback

A Friedman test identified significant effects of method (Qwerty, manual, automated) on
perceived speed (χ2 = 14.29, df = 2, p < .001), accuracy (χ2 = 15.68, df = 2, p < .0001), ease
of use (χ2 = 14.0, df = 2, p < .0001), and willingness to use (χ2 = 9.25, df = 2, p < .01).
However, no significant effect was identified on learnability (χ2 = 0.25, df = 2, p = .88).
Fig. 3.13a illustrates median user ratings of the three methods.

3.9.4.4 Task Load Index

For analysis, we considered raw NASA-TLX scores by individual sub-scales, a common
practice in the literature [71]. A Friedman test identified significant effects of method
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(Qwerty, manual, automated) on performance (χ2 = 11.7, df = 2, p < .01), effort (χ2 =
6.06, df = 2, p < .05), and frustration (χ2 = 6.73, df = 2, p < .05). However, there was
no significant effects on mental demand (χ2 = 0.24, df = 2, p = .89), physical demand
(χ2 = 1.52, df = 2, p = .47), or temporal demand (χ2 = 3.71, df = 2, p = .16). Fig. 3.13b
illustrates median NASA-TLX ratings of all methods.

(a) Questionnaire (b) NASA-TLX

Figure 3.13: (a) Median user ratings of the three methods on a 5-point Likert scale, where
1–5 represented disagree–agree and (b) raw NASA-TLX scores of the examined methods on
a 20-point scale. Error bars represent ±1 standard deviation (SD) and the red asterisks
signify statistical significance.

3.9.5 Discussion

Only three participants (P01, P03, P05) were able to enter text with the default keyboard.
P05 entered three phrases with a high error rate of 27% before giving up, while P01 and
P03 could complete only one phrase each. These participants had mild to moderate motor
impairments compared to the other participants. P01 and P05 had limited dexterity due
to old age (mostly hand tremor), P03 showed early symptoms of multiple sclerosis, while
the others had severe motor impairments (Table 3.6). Nevertheless, all participants were
able to complete all blocks with the proposed methods, and those who could use the default
method were 19–23% faster and 83–100% more accurate with the new methods. These
results suggest that the proposed methods are more accessible to people with various levels
of motor impairments. Subjective evaluation also supports this, where participants found the
new methods significantly faster, more accurate, and easier to use than the default method
(Fig. 3.13a). Although not statistically significant, we also find it encouraging that many
participants found the proposed methods more (40%, N = 4) or as learnable (20%, N = 2)
as the default method, especially because they all were users of Qwerty on their desktop
and laptop platforms. Naturally, almost all of them (90%, N = 9) preferred to use these
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(P01) (P02)

(P03) (P04)

(P05) (P06)

(P07) (P08)

(P09) (P10)

Figure 3.14: Average words per minute (wpm) per block for each of ten participants (P01–
P10) for the user study with representative users, with both manual and automated crown-
based keyboards, fitted to power trendlines and default Qwerty.
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methods on their smartwatches than the default method (statistically significant), while one
participant was neutral about it.

Interestingly, there were no statistically significant differences between the methods in
terms of mental, physical, and temporal demands (Fig. 3.13). When enquired about this in
the post-study interview, participants responded that they rated the demands of tapping on
the display and rotating the crown, rather than techniques under investigation. This confu-
sion was caused by the phrasing of the questions, which asked, “How mentally demanding
was the task?”, “How physically demanding was the task?”, and “How hurried or rushed
was the pace of the task?”, where “the task” was interpreted as tapping and rotating. Note
that we used the exact questions from the original questionnaire, without modifications of
any kind. Participants felt that tapping on the screen and rotating the crown are somewhat
comparable in mental, physical, and temporal demands, but the techniques associated with
them make the difference in performance and effort. This is reflected in their responses to
the subsequent questions, “How successful were you in accomplishing what you were asked to
do?”, “How hard did you have to work to accomplish your level of performance?”, and “How
insecure, discouraged, irritated, stressed, and annoyed were you?” Participants found the
new methods significantly better performed than the default method. They also felt that the
default method required significantly more effort than the new ones, thus, were significantly
more frustrated with it than the proposed ones (Fig. 3.13).

Manual crown-based keyboard was about 13% faster and 37% more accurate than auto-
mated crown-based keyboard, but this differences were not statistically significant (Fig. 3.12).
This is because there was not a general trend in performance with these methods. Some par-
ticipants performed much better with one method and some with the other (see Fig. 3.14).
We speculate this due to personal preferences as we failed to identify any effects of age and
severity of the impairment on performance with the methods. In the post-study interview,
some participants praised the automated method, while others criticized it. P02 liked the
automated method as it does not require rotating the crown, while P04 criticized it, say-
ing, “It takes longer [with the method] because if you miss the letter you need to wait when
it circles around.” There was no significant effect of block on entry speed. This is, pre-
sumably, due to the brief exposure to the methods. Participants entered only two phrases
in four blocks. Yet, average entry speed over block correlated well with the power law of
practice [167] for manual crown-based keyboard (R2 = 0.96) and moderately for automated
crown-based keyboard (R2 = 0.54). This suggests that participants are likely to get much
faster with both methods with practice. The manual and automated crown-based keyboards
were comparable in terms of accuracy (0.0% vs. 0.45% ER). We did not find any significant
differences between the methods in subjective analyses. As discussed earlier, participants
liked both methods significantly better than the default method. These results indicate that
both automated and manual crown-based keyboards can be effective in enabling people with
limited dexterity to enter text on smartwatches, but people with different levels of motor
impairments are likely to prefer different versions of the keyboard.
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3.10 Conclusion

In this Chapter, we presented a series of studies to evaluate different versions of crown-based
keyboard. In the first study, we assessed manual and automated rotations and found that
manual rotation is faster and more accurate. In the second study, we compared automated
clockwise rotation with the shortest path rotation, where we found that with the latter one
participants could not learn the method since they could not anticipate the direction of the
rotation. As a result, automated clockwise rotation was faster and more accurate. Lastly,
we conducted the final study with ten people with limited dexterity, where we compared
default Qwerty with both manual and automated crown-based keyboards. In the study,
most of the participants could not enter text with default Qwerty, while with manual and
automated crown-based keyboards they were able to reach 2.62 and 2.25 wpm, respectively,
with almost 0% error rate for both. In the next Chapter, we present the keyboard that
arranges the Qwerty layout around the bezel of a smartwatch. The keyboard is optimized
for usability and to maintain similarities between the gestures drawn on a smartwatch and
a virtual Qwerty to facilitate skill transfer.
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Chapter 4

SwipeRing: Gesture Typing on
Smartwatches Using a Segmented
Qwerty Around the Bezel

Figure 4.1: SwipeRing arranges the standard Qwerty layout around the edge of a smart-
watch in seven zones. To enter a word, the user connects the zones containing the target
letters by drawing gestures on the screen, like gesture typing on a virtual Qwerty. A sta-
tistical decoder interprets the input and enters the most probable word. A suggestion bar
appears to display other possible words. The user could stroke right or left on the suggestion
bar to see additional suggestions. Tapping on a suggestion replaces the last entered word.
One-letter and out-of-vocabulary words are entered by repeated strokes from/to the zones
containing the target letters, in which case the keyboard first enters the two one-letter words
in the English language (see the second last image from the left), then the other letters in the
sequence in which they appear in the zones (like multi-tap). Users could also repeatedly tap
(instead of stroke) on the zones to enter the letters. The keyboard highlights the zones when
the finger enters them and traces all finger movements. This figure illustrates the process
of entering the phrase “the world is a stage” on the SwipeRing keyboard (upper sequence)
and on a smartphone keyboard (bottom sequence). We can clearly see the resemblance of
the gestures.
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Smartwatches are becoming increasingly popular among mobile users [96]. However, the
absence of an efficient text entry technique for these devices limits smartwatch interaction
to mostly controlling applications running on smartphones (e.g., pausing a song on a media
player or rejecting a phone call), checking notifications on incoming text messages and social
media posts, and using them as fitness trackers to record daily physical activity. Text entry
on smartwatches is difficult due to several reasons. First, the smaller key sizes of miniature
keyboards make it difficult to tap on the target keys (the “fat-finger problem” [180]), resulting
in frequent input errors even when augmented with a predictive system. Correcting these
errors is also difficult, and often results in additional errors. To address this, many existing
keyboards use a multi-action approach to text entry, where the user performs multiple actions
to enter one letter (e.g., multiple taps [63], chords (see Chapter 2)). This increases not only
learning time but also physical and mental demands. Besides, most existing keyboards cover
much of the smartwatch touchscreen (50–85%), reducing the real estate available to view or
interact with the elements in the background. Many keyboards for smartwatches that use
novel layouts [11] do not facilitate skill transfer. That is, the skills acquired in learning new
keyboards are usually not usable on other devices. This discourages users from learning a
new technique. Further, most of these keyboards were designed for square watch-faces, thus
do not always work on round screens. Finally, some techniques rely on external hardware,
which is impractical for wearable devices.

To address these issues, we present SwipeRing, a ring-shaped keyboard that sits around
the smartwatch bezel to enable gesture typing with the support of a statistical decoder. Its
ring-shaped layout keeps most of the touchscreen available to view additional information
and perform other tasks. It uses a Qwerty-like layout divided into seven zones that are
optimized to provide comfortable areas to initiate and release gestures, and to maintain
similarities between the gestures drawn on a virtual Qwerty and SwipeRing to facilitate
skill transfer.

The remainder of the Chapter is organized as follows. First, we discuss the motivation
for the work, followed by a review of the literature in the area. We then introduce the
new keyboard and discuss its rigorous optimization process. We present the results of a
user study that compared the performance of the proposed keyboard with the C-Qwerty
keyboard that uses a similar layout but does not divide the keys into zones or optimize for
skill transfer and target selection. Finally, we conclude the Chapter with potential future
extensions of the work.

4.1 Motivation

The design of SwipeRing is motivated by the following considerations.
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4.1.1 Free-up Touchscreen Real-Estate

On a 30.5 mm circular watch, a standard Qwerty layout without and with the suggestion
bar occupy about 66% (480 mm2) and 85% (621 mm2) of the screen, respectively (Fig. 4.2).
On the same device, our technique, SwipeRing, occupies only about 36% (254.34 mm2) of
the screen, almost half the Qwerty layout. Saving screen space is important since the extra
space could be used to display additional information and to make sure that the interface is
not cluttered, which affects performance [85]. For example, the extra space could be used
to display the email users are responding to or more of what they have composed. The
former can keep users aware of the context. The latter improves writing quality [185, 189]
and performance [73]. Numerous studies have verified this in various settings, contexts, and
devices [153, 154, 152, 160, 161, 162, 164].

Figure 4.2: When entering the phrase “the work is done take a coffee break” with a smart-
watch Qwerty, only the last 10 characters are visible (left), while the whole phrase is
visible (37 characters) with SwipeRing (right). Besides, there is extra space available below
the floating suggestion bar to display additional information.

4.1.2 Facilitate Skill Transfer

The skill acquired in using a new smartwatch keyboard is usually not transferable to other
devices. This discourages users from learning a new technique. The keyboards that attempt
to facilitate skill transfer are miniature versions of Qwerty that are difficult to use due to
the small key sizes. To mitigate this, most of these keyboards rely on statistical decoders,
making the entry of out-of-vocabulary words difficult, or impossible. SwipeRing uses a
different approach. Although gesture typing is much faster than tapping [92], it is not a
dominant text entry method on mobile devices. SwipeRing strategically arranges the letters
in the zones to maintain gesture similarities between the gestures drawn on a virtual Qwerty
and SwipeRing to enable performing the same (or very similar) gesture to enter the same
word on various devices. The idea is that it will encourage gesture typing by facilitating skill
transfer from smartphones to smartwatches and vice versa.
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4.1.3 Increase Usability

As a result of an optimization process, the layout is strategically divided into seven zones,
accounting for the mean contact area in index finger touch (between 28.5 and 33.5 mm2

[181]), to facilitate comfortable and precise target selection during text entry [139]. The
zones range between 29.34 and 58.68 mm2 (lengths between 9.0 and 18.0 mm), which are
within the recommended range for target selection on both smartphones [88, 93, 141] and
smartwatches (7.0 mm) [45]. SwipeRing employs the whole screen for drawing gestures,
which is more comfortable than drawing gestures on a miniature Qwerty. Unlike most
virtual keyboards, SwipeRing requires users to slide their fingers from/to the zones instead
of tapping, which also makes target selection easier. Existing work on eyes-free bezel-initiated
swipe for the ring-shaped layouts revealed that the most accurate layouts have 6–8 segments
[190]. SwipeRing enables the entry of out-of-vocabulary words through a multi-tap like an
approach [44], where users repeatedly slide their fingers from/to the zone that contains the
target letter until the letter is entered (see Section 4.4.2 for further details). Besides, research
showed that radial interfaces on circular devices visually appear to take less space even when
they occupy the same area as rectangular interfaces, which not only increases clarity but also
makes the interface more pleasant and attractive [159].

4.1.4 Face Agnostic

Since SwipeRing arranges the keys around the edge of a smartwatch, it works on both
round and square/rectangular smartwatches. To validate this, we investigated whether the
gestures drawn on a square smartwatch and a circular smartwatch are comparable to the ones
drawn on a virtual Qwerty. A Procrustes analysis [42] on the 10,000 most frequent words
drawn on these devices, SwipeRing yielded a score of 114.81 with the square smartwatch
and 118.48 with the circular smartwatch. This suggests that the gestures drawn on these
devices are very similar. In fact, the square smartwatch yielded a slightly better score than
the circular smartwatch (the smaller the score, the better the similarity, Section 4.3.2), most
likely because the shapes of these devices are similar (Fig. 4.3).

Figure 4.3: Gestures for the most common word “the” on a circular SwipeRing, a square
SwipeRing, and a virtual Qwerty.
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4.2 Related Work

This section covers the most common text entry techniques for smartwatches. Tables 4.1
and 4.2 summarize the performance of some of these techniques. For a comprehensive review
of existing text entry techniques for smartwatches, we refer to Arif et al. [11].

4.2.1 Qwerty Layout

Most text entry techniques for smartwatches are miniature versions of the standard Qwerty
that use multi-step approaches to increase the target area. ZoomBoard [137] displays a
miniature Qwerty that enables iterative zooming to enlarge regions of the keyboard for
comfortable tapping. SplitBoard [74] displays half of a Qwerty keyboard so that the
keys are large enough for tapping. Users flick left and right to see the other half of the
keyboard. SwipeBoard [35] requires two swipes to enter one letter, the first to select the
target letter region and the second towards the letter to enter it. DriftBoard [165] is a
movable miniature Qwerty with a fixed cursor point. To enter text, users drag the keyboard
to position the intended key within the cursor point. Some miniature Qwerty keyboards
use powerful statistical decoders to account for the“fat-finger problem” [180]. WatchWriter
[58] appropriates a smartphone Qwerty for smartwatches. It supports both predictive tap
and gesture typing. Yi et al. [195] uses a similar approach with even smaller keyboards (30
and 35 mm). VelociWatch [178] also uses a statistical decoder, but enables users to lock in
particular letters of their input to disable potential auto-corrections. Some techniques use
variants of the standard Qwerty layout. ForceBoard [75] maps Qwerty to a 3×5 grid by
assigning two letters to each key. Applying different levels of force on the keys enters the
respective letters. DualKey [68] uses a similar layout, but requires users to tap with different
fingers to disambiguate the input. It uses external hardware to differentiate between the
fingers. DiaQwerty [90] uses diamond-shaped keys to fit Qwerty in a round smartwatch
at 10:7 aspect ratio. Optimal-T9 [148] maps Qwerty to a 3×3 grid, then disambiguates
input using a statistical decoder. These techniques, however, occupy a substantial area of
the screen real-estate, require multiple actions to enter one letter, or use prediction models
that make the entry of out-of-vocabulary words difficult.

4.2.2 Other Layouts

There are a few techniques that use different layouts. Dunlop et al. [45] and Komninos
and Dunlop [91] map an alphabetical layout to six ambiguous keys, then uses a statistical
decoder to disambiguate input. It enables contextual word suggestions and word completion.
QLKP [74] (initially designed for smartphones [77]) maps a Qwerty-like layout to a 3×3
grid. Similar to multi-tap [44], users tap on a key repeatedly until they get the intended
letter. These techniques also occupy a substantial area of touchscreen real-estate and require
multiple actions to enter one letter.
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Table 4.1: Average entry speed (WPM) of popular keyboards for smartwatches from the
literature (only the highest reported speed in the last block or session are presented, when
applicable) along with the estimated percentage of touchscreen area they occupy.

Method Used Device
Screen

Occupancy
Entry Speed

(WPM)

Yi et al.[195] Watch 1.56” 50% 33.6
WatchWriter [58] Watch 1.30” 85% 24.0
DualKey [68] Watch 1.65” 80% 21.6
SwipeBoard [35] Tablet 45% 19.6
SplitBoard [74] Watch 1.63” 75% 15.9
ForceBoard [75] Phone 67% 12.5
ZoomBoard [137] Tablet 50% 9.3

4.2.3 Ring-Shaped Layouts

There are some ring-shaped keyboards available for smartwatches. InclineType [59] places
an alphabetical layout around the edge of the devices. To enter a letter, users first select the
letter by moving the wrist, then tap on the screen. COMPASS [196] also uses an alphabetical
layout, but does not use touch interaction. To enter text, users rotate the bezel to place one of
the three available cursors on the desired letter, then press a button on the side of the watch.
WrisText [57] is a one-handed technique, with which users enter text by whirling the wrist of
the hand towards six directions, each representing a key in a ring-shaped keyboard with the
letters in alphabetical order. BubbleFlick [174] is a ring-shaped keyboard for Japanese text
entry. It enables text entry through two actions. Users first touch a key, which partitions the
ring-shaped area inside the layout into four radial areas for the four kana letters on the key.
Users then stroke towards the intended letter to enter it. A commercial product, TouchOne
Keyboard Wear [175] divides an alphabetical layout into eight zones to let users enter text
using a T9-like [62] approach. It enables the entry of out-of-vocabulary words using an
approach similar to BubbleFlick. Go et al. [53] designed an eyes-free text entry technique
that enables users to EdgeWrite [188] on a smartwatch with the support of auditory feedback.
Most of these techniques use a sequence of actions or a statistical decoder to disambiguate
the input. Besides, most of these techniques are standalone, hence the skills acquired in
using these keyboards are usually not usable on other devices.

Cirrin [124] is a pen-based word-level text entry technique for PDAs. It uses a novel
ring-shaped layout with dedicated keys for each letter. To enter a word, users pass their
pen through the intended letters. This approach has also been used on other devices [87].
C-Qwerty is a similar technique [39], but differs in letter arrangement, which is based
on the Qwerty layout. To enter a word with C-Qwerty, users either tap on the letters
in the word individually or drag the finger over them in sequence. While there are some
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Table 4.2: Average entry speed (WPM) of popular ring-shaped keyboards for smartwatches
from the literature (only the highest reported speed in the last block or session are presented,
when applicable) along with the estimated percentage of touchscreen area they occupy.

Method Used Device
Screen

Occupancy
Entry Speed

(WPM)

WrisText [57] Watch 1.4” 42.99% 15.2
HiPad [82] VR 39.70% 13.6
COMPASS [196] Watch 1.2” 36.07% 12.5
BubbleFlick [174] Watch 1.37” 52.06% 8.0
C-Qwertygesture [39] Watch 1.39” 43.16% 7.7
Cirrin [87] PC 60.57% 6.4
InclineType [59] Watch 1.6” 38.64% 5.9

similarities between Cirrin, C-Qwerty, and SwipeRing, the approach employed in the latter
technique is fundamentally different. First, SwipeRing divides the layout into seven zones,
thus does not require precise selection of the letters, but much larger zones. Both Cirrin and
C-Qwerty, in contrast, use individual keys for each letter, thus require a precise selection
of the keys. Second, like gesture typing on a smartphone, SwipeRing does not require users
to go over the same letter (or the letters on the same zone) repeatedly if they appear in a
word multiple times in sequence (such as, “oo” in “book”). But both Cirrin and C-Qwerty
require users to go over the same letter repeatedly in such cases by sliding the finger out
of the keyboard then sliding back to the key. We found out users use this strategy also for
entering letters that have the respective keys placed side-by-side, as they are difficult to select
consecutively due to the smaller size. Finally, SwipeRing is optimized to maintain gesture
similarities between SwipeRing and a virtual Qwerty to facilitate skill transfer between
devices.

4.3 Layout Optimization

SwipeRing maps the standard Qwerty layout to a ring around the edge of a smartwatch
(Fig. 4.1). It places the left and the right-hand keys of Qwerty [127] to the left and
right sides of the layout, respectively. Likewise, the top, home, and bottom row keys of
Qwerty are placed at the top, middle, and bottom parts of the layout, respectively. Each
letter is positioned at multiple of 360◦/26, resulting in an angular step of 13.80◦, starting
with the letter ‘q’ at 180◦. This design was adapted to maintain a likeness to Qwerty to
exploit the widespread familiarity with the keyboard to facilitate learning [77, 148]. We then
grouped the letters into zones to improve the usability of the keyboard by facilitating precise
target selection, further discussed in Section 4.3.3. In practice, the letters can be grouped in
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Figure 4.4: The gesture for the most common word “the” on a virtual Qwerty and the
respective 2× 3 dimensional matrix.

numerous different ways, resulting in a set of possible layouts L. However, the purpose here
was to identify a particular layout l ∈ L that ensures that the gestures drawn on the layout l
are similar to the ones drawn on a virtual Qwerty. This requires searching for an optimal
letter grouping that maximizes gesture similarity. We introduce the following notation to
formally define the optimization procedure. Let gQ(w) be the gesture used to enter a word
w on the virtual Qwerty and gSwipeRing(w; l) be the gesture used to enter the word w on
the layout l of SwipeRing. Instead of maximizing the similarity between the gestures, we
can equivalently minimize the discrepancy between the gestures, which we measure using a
function ψ (see Section 4.3.2 for further details). Then, our problem is to find the layout l
that minimizes the following loss function L:

min
layout l∈L

L(l) =
∑
w∈W

p(w)ψ
(
gQ(w), gSwipeRing(w; l)

)
. (4.1)

Here, the dissimilarity between the gestures is weighted by the probability of the occurrence
of the word to assure that the gestures for the most frequent words are the most similar. We
made several modeling assumptions and simplifications to efficiently optimize this problem,
which are discussed in the following sections.

4.3.1 Gesture Modelling

We model each gesture as a piece-wise linear curve connecting the letters on a virtual Qw-
erty or the zones on SwipeRing. Therefore, the gesture for a word composed of n letters
can be seen as a 2×n dimensional matrix (Fig. 4.4), where each column contains coordinates
(x, y) of the corresponding letter. To simulate the drawn gesture on a virtual Qwerty for
the word w, denoted as gQ(w), we connect the centers of the corresponding keys of the default
Android Qwerty on a Motorola G5 smartphone (24 cm2 keyboard area)1, producing unique
gestures for each word. With SwipeRing, however, we account for the fact that a word can

1Since most virtual Qwerty layouts maintain comparable aspect ratios and the gestures only loosely
connect the keys, the gestures on different sized phones, keyboards, keys are comparable when the recognizer
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Figure 4.5: Gestures on the three letter zones are likely to be initiated from the center, while
gesture on the wider zones (such as, a six letter zone) can be initiated from either the center
or the two sides.

have multiple gestures forming a set GSwipeRing(w; l). The zones containing 4–6 letters are
wide enough to enable initiating a gesture either at the center, left, or right side of the zone
(Fig. 4.5), resulting in multiple possibilities. Therefore, we set the gesture gSwipeRing(w; l) to
be the one that has minimal difference when compared to the gesture drawn on the virtual
Qwerty measured by discrepancy function ψ:

gSwipeRing(w; l) := arg min
g∈GSwipeRing(w; l)

ψ(gQ(w), g). (4.2)

4.3.2 Discrepancy Function

For the discrepancy function ψ(g1, g2) between gestures g1 and g2, our requirement is to have
a rotation and scale agnostic measure that attains a value of 0 if and only if g2 is a rotated
and re-scaled version of g1. One possible form of such ψ function can be defined as yet
another optimization problem of:

ψ(g1, g2) = min
R,α
‖g2 − αRg1‖2F . (4.3)

Where α and R are the rescaling factor and the rotation matrix applied to a gesture, re-
spectively, while ‖.‖F is the Frobenius norm2. We recognize Equation 4.3 as an Ordinary
Procrustes analysis problem, the solution of which is given in closed-form by Singular Value
Decomposition [42]. Note that the value of ψ(g1, g2) is within the range of [0,∞]. Addi-
tionally, we restrict the rotation within the range of ±45◦ since SwipeRing gestures that
are rotated more than 45◦ in either direction are unlikely to look similar to their virtual
Qwerty counterparts (Fig. 4.6).

is size agnostic. A Procrustes analysis of the gestures drawn on five different sized phones with different
keyboards and key sizes yielded results between 6 and 19, suggesting they are almost identical.

2Frobenius norm is a generalization of Euclidean norm to the matrices, such as if A is a matrix then
‖A‖2F =

∑
i,j a

2
ij
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Best Match Average Match Worst Match
ψ(g1,g2)=0.86 ψ(g1,g2)=57.49 ψ(g1,g2)=133.53

“the”

Figure 4.6: Gesture dissimilarity measures using the Procrustes loss function. The red curve
represents the gesture for the word “the” on a virtual Qwerty (g1), the blue curves represent
gestures for the same word on a SwipeRing layout (g2), and the gray dots show the optimal
rotation and rescaling of the gesture (g1) represented as (αRg1) to match (g2).

4.3.3 Enumeration of All Possible Letter Groupings

The total number of possible letter groupings, and thus layouts, depends on how large we
allow the groups to be. To determine this, we conducted a literature review of ambiguous
keyboards that use linguistic models for decoding the input to find out whether the number
of letters assigned per key or zone (the level of ambiguity) affects the performance of a
keyboard. Table 4.3 displays an excerpt of our review, where one can see “somewhat”
inverse relationship between the level of ambiguity and entry speed. Keyboards that assign
fewer letters per key or zone yield a relatively better entry speed than those with more letters
per key or zone. Based on this, we decided to assign 3–6 letters per zone. Although, this
alone cannot determine the appropriate number of letters in each key since the performance
of a keyboard depends on other factors, such as the layout and the reliability of the decoder,
it gives a rough estimate.

Next, we discovered all possible shatterings of the ring-shaped string {qwertyuiophjklmn-

Table 4.3: Average entry speed of several ambiguous keyboards that map multiple letters to
each key or zone.

Method Letters per Key Entry Speed (WPM)

COMPASS [196] 3 9–13
HiPad [82] 4–5 9.6–11
WrisText [57] 4–5 10
Komninos, Dunlop [45, 91] 3–6 8
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bvcxzgfdsa} into substrings of length 3–6 letters each, resulting in 4,355 different layouts in
total, which constitute our search set L. Each possible shattering, such as {qwer}{tyu}{ioph-
jk}{lmnbv}{cxzg}{fdsa}, represents one possible layout. We tested several of these layouts
on a small smartwatch (9.3 cm2 circular display) to investigate if the zones containing three
letters are wide enough for precise target selection. Results showed that the zones range
between 29.0 and 57.5 mm2 (lengths between 9.0 and 18.0 mm), which are within the length
recommended for target selection on both smartphones [88, 93, 141] and smartwatches (7.0
mm) [45]. Fig. 4.7 illustrate some of these layouts.

Smartphone Qwerty
SwipeRing layouts

l=15 l = 2824 l = 4225

“the”

Figure 4.7: Gesture typing the word “the” on a virtual Qwerty and three possible
SwipeRing layouts. For the virtual Qwerty, the figure shows gQ(“the”). For the SwipeRing
layouts, the figure shows all possible gestures for “the”: GSwipeRing(“the”, l). Notice how the
gestures for the same word are different on different SwipeRing layouts.

4.3.4 Algorithm

To find the optimal layout, we simulated billions of gestures for the 10,000 most frequent
words in the English language [184] on the 4,355 possible segmented SwipeRing layouts3.
We then matched the gestures produced for each word on each layout with the gestures
produced on a virtual Qwerty using the Procrustes analysis to pick the layout that yielded
the best match score (118.48). The final layout (Fig. 4.1) scored, on average, 1.27 times
better Procrustes value compared to the other possible layouts.

4.4 Keyboard Features

This section describes some key features of the proposed keyboard.

3We only used words that had more than one letter, there were 9,828 such words in the corpus.
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Algorithm 3: Search for an optimal layout l.

Input: Possible grouping layouts L = {l1, l2, . . . }, word corpus W = {w1, w2, . . . }
Function OptLayout(L,W):
Lmin ←∞, lmin ←∞
for layout l ∈ L do
L ← 0
for word w ∈ W do

L ← L+ p(w)ψ
(
gQ(w), gSwipeRing(w; l)

)
end
if L ≤ Lmin then
Lmin ← L, lmin ← l

end

end

4.4.1 Decoder

We developed a simple decoder to suggest corrections and display the most probable words
in a suggestion bar. For this, we used a combination of a character-level language model
and a word-level bigram model for the next word prediction. To this end, we calculate the
conditional probability of the user typing the word w given that the previous word was wn−1
and the current zone sequence is s:

P (wn =w| s, wn−1) =
P (wn = w, s, wn−1)

P (s, wn−1)

=
count(wn = w,wn−1)×match(M(w), s)∑
w′ count(wn = w′, wn−1)×match(M(w′), s))

.

(4.4)

Here, M(w) is the sequence of zones that the user must gesture over to enter the word w
with SwipeRing, match(s1, s2) is the indicator function that returns 1 if s2 is a prefix of s1
or 0 otherwise, and count(wn, wn−1) is the number of occurrences of a bigram (wn, wn−1) in
the training corpus.

To predict the most probable word for a given zone sequence s and previous word wn−1,
we compute arg maxw P (wn = w| s, wn−1) using the prefix tree (Trie) data structure. This
implementation can output k highest probable words, which we display in the suggestion bar.
When no word has been typed yet, we use a unigram reduction of the model, otherwise, we
use the bigram model trained on the COCA corpus [38]. Due to the limited memory capacity
of the smartwatch, the Trie uses the 1,300 most probable bigrams: bigram models scale as
the square of the number of words, thus quickly outrun the available memory on the device.
If the Trie does not have a bigram containing the user’s previous word wn−1, we revert to
the unigram predictions. Our language model is fairly simple, and more advanced models
(involving neural nets, for instance) can be created. However, devising efficient language
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Figure 4.8: SwipeRing enables users to enter one-letter and out-of-vocabulary words by
repeated strokes from/to the zones containing the target letters, like multi-tap (right). Users
could also repeatedly tap on the zones (instead of strokes) to enter the letters (left).

models for new keyboards is a research problem on its own and beyond the scope of this
work.

After obtaining the list of the most probable words, SwipeRing places up to 10 most
probable words in the suggestion bar, automatically positioned in close proximity to the
input area (Fig. 4.1). The suggestion bar automatically updates as the user continues ges-
turing. Once done, the most probable word from the list is entered. The user could select
a different word from the suggestion bar by tapping on it, which replaces the last entered
word. Although the user can only see 2–4 words in the suggestion bar due to the smaller
screen, she can swipe left and right on the bar to see the remaining words.

4.4.2 One-Letter and Out-of-Vocabulary (OOV) Words

SwipeRing enables the entry of one-letter and out-of-vocabulary words through repeated
taps or strokes from/to the zones containing the target letters. The keyboard first enters
the two one-letter words in the English language “a” and “I,” then the other letters in the
sequence in which they appear in the zones, like multi-tap [44]. For instance, to enter the
letter ‘e’, which is in the top-right zone containing the letters: ‘q’, ‘w’, ‘e’, and ‘r’ (Fig. 4.1),
the user taps or slides the finger three times from the middle area to the zone or from the
edge to the middle area (Fig. 4.8).

4.4.3 Error Correction and Special Characters

SwipeRing automatically enters a space when a word is predicted or manually selected from
the suggestion bar. During character-level text entry (to enter out-of-vocabulary words),
users enter space by performing a right stroke inside the empty area of the keyboard. Tapping
on the transcribed text deletes the last entry, either a word or a letter. The keyboard performs
a carriage return or an enter action when the user double-taps on the screen. Currently,
SwipeRing does not support uppercase letters, special symbols, numbers, and languages
other than English. However, these could be easily added by enabling the user to long-press
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or dwell on the screen or the zones to switch back and forth between the cases and change
the layout for digits and symbols. Note that the evaluation of novel text entry techniques
without the support for numeric and special characters is common practice since it eliminates
a potential confound [118].

4.5 User Study

We conducted a user study to compare SwipeRing with C-Qwerty. C-Qwerty uses almost
the same layout as SwipeRing but places ‘g’ at the NE corner, while SwipeRing places it at
the SW corner (left side of the layout since ‘g’ on Qwerty is usually pressed with the left
hand). Both layouts share the design goal of maintaining similarity to Qwerty by using
the touch-typing metaphor of physical keyboards (keys assigned to different hands). This
likely resulted in similar (but nonidentical) layouts. Studies showed that using a physical
analogy/metaphor like this enables novices to learn a method faster by skill transfer [112,
pp. 255–263]. Besides, C-Qwerty does not divide the keys into zones, optimize them for
gesture typing and skill transfer, and uses a slightly different mechanism for gesture drawing
approaches for the two are also different (Section 4.2.3). Hence, a comparison between the
two will highlight the performance difference due to the contributions of this work.

4.5.1 Apparatus

We used an LG Watch Style smartwatch, 42.3×45.7×10.8 mm, 9.3 cm2 circular display, 46
grams, running on the Wear OS at 360×360 pixels in the study (Fig. 4.9). We decided to
use a circular watch in the study since it is the most popular shape for (smart)watches [84,
89]. We developed SwipeRing with the Android Studio 3.4.2, SDK 28. We collected the
original source code of C-Qwerty from Costagliola et al. [39], which was also developed for
the Wear OS. Both applications calculated all performance metrics directly and logged all
interactions with timestamps.

4.5.2 Design

We used a between-subjects design to avoid interference between the conditions. Since both
techniques use similar layouts, the skill acquired while learning one technique would have
affected performance with the other technique [112]. There were separate groups of twelve
participants for C-Qwerty and SwipeRing. Each group used the respective technique to
enter short English phrases in eight blocks. Each block contained 10 random phrases from
a set [118]. Hence, the design was as follows.

2 groups: C-Qwerty and SwipeRing ×
12 participants ×
8 blocks ×
10 random phrases = 1,920 phrases in total.
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4.5.3 Participants

Twenty-four participants took part in the user study. They were divided into two groups.
Table 4.4 present the demographics of these groups. Almost all participants chose to wear
the smartwatch on their left hand and perform the gestures using the index finger of the
right hand (Fig. 4.9). All participants were proficient in the English language. In both
groups, three participants identified themselves as experienced gesture typists. However,
none of them used the method dominantly, instead frequently switched between tap typing
and gesture typing for text entry. The remaining participants never or very rarely used
gesture typing on their devices. Initially, we wanted to recruit more experienced gesture
typists to compare the performance of inexperienced and experienced users to investigate
whether the gesture typing skill acquired on mobile devices transferred to SwipeRing. But we
were unable to recruit experienced gesture typists after months of trying. This strengthens
our argument that gesture typing is still not a dominant method of text entry, regardless of
being much faster than tap typing [92], and using SwipeRing may encourage some users to
apply the acquired skill on mobile devices. All participants received a small compensation
for participating in the study.

Table 4.4: Demographics of the two groups. YoE stands for years of experience.

C-Qwerty SwipeRing

Age 21–34 years (M = 25.8, SD = 3.9) 21–28 years (M = 24.8, SD = 2.3)
Gender 3 female, 9 male 4 female, 8 male
Handedness 11 right, 1 left 10 right, 1 ambidextrous, 1 left
Smartwatch owners 5 (M = 0.8 YoE, SD = 1.4) 6 (M = 1.2 YoE, SD = 0.9)

Experienced
gesture typists

3 (M = 4.7 YoE, SD = 2.5) 3 (M = 2.7 YoE, SD = 0.9)

Figure 4.9: The device with C-Qwerty and a participant volunteering in the study over
Zoom (left). The device with SwipeRing and a volunteer participating in the study (right).
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4.5.4 Performance Metrics

We calculated the conventional words per minute (WPM) [14] and total error rate (TER)
performance metrics to measure the speed and accuracy of the keyboard, respectively. TER
[171] is a commonly used error metric in text entry research that measures the ratio of the
total number of incorrect characters and corrected characters to the total number of correct,
incorrect, and corrected characters in the transcribed text. We also calculated the actions
per word metric that signifies the average number of actions performed to enter one word.
An action could be a gesture performed to enter a word, a tap on the suggestion bar, or a
gesture to delete an unwanted word or letter.

4.5.5 Procedure

The study was conducted in a quiet room, one participant at a time. First, we introduced the
keyboards to all participants, explained the study procedure, and collected their consents.
We then asked them to complete a short demographics and mobile usage questionnaire. We
instructed participants to sit on a chair, wear the smartwatch on their preferred hand, and
practice with the keyboard they were assigned to by transcribing two short phrases. These
practice phrases were not included in the main study. Interestingly, all participants decided
to wear the smartwatch on their left hand and perform the gestures using the index finger
of the other hand. The actual study started after that. There were eight blocks in each
condition, with at least 5-10 minutes gap between the blocks. In each block, participants
transcribed ten random short English phrases from a set [118] using either C-QwertyGesture

or SwipeRing. Both applications presented one phrase at a time at the bottom of the
smartwatch (Fig. 4.9). Participants were instructed to read, understand, and memorize the
phrase, transcribe it “as fast and accurate as possible,” then double-tap on the touchscreen to
see the next phrase. The transcribed text was displayed on the top of the smartwatch. Error
correction was recommended but not forced. After the study, all participants completed a
short post-study questionnaire that asked them to rate various aspects of the keyboard on
a 7-point Likert scale. It also enabled participants to comment and give feedback on the
examined keyboards.

Due to the spread of COVID-19, the C-Qwerty group participated in the study via
Zoom, a teleconference application. We personally delivered the smartwatch to each partic-
ipant’s mailbox and scheduled individual online sessions with them. They were instructed
to join the session from a quiet room. All forms were completed and signed electronically.
Apart from that, an online session followed the same structure as a physical session. A
researcher observed and recorded a complete study session. We picked up the devices after
the study. The device, the charger, and the container were disinfected before delivery and
after pickup.
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4.5.6 Results

A Shapiro-Wilk test revealed that the response variable residuals were normally distributed.
A Mauchly’s test indicated that the variances of populations were equal. Hence, we used a
Mixed-design ANOVA for one between-subjects and one within-subjects factors (technique
and block, respectively). We used a Mann-Whitney U test to compare user ratings of various
aspects of the two techniques.

4.5.6.1 Entry Speed

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of technique on entry speed (F1,22 = 25.05, p <
.0001). There was also a significant effect of block (F7,22 = 63.65, p < .0001). The technique
× block interaction effect was also statistically significant (F7,154 = 4.02, p < .0005). Fig. 4.10
(top) illustrates average entry speed for both techniques in each block, fitted to a function
to model the power law of practice [30]. In the last block, the average entry speed with
C-Qwerty and SwipeRing were 11.20 WPM (SD = 3.0) and 16.67 WPM (SD = 5.36),
respectively. Nine users of SwipeRing yielded a much higher entry speed than the maximum
entry speed reached with C-Qwerty, illustrated in Fig. 4.10 (bottom). The highest average
entry speed in the last block was 21.53 WPM (P23, inexperienced gesture typist).
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Figure 4.10: Average entry speed (WPM) per block fitted to a power trendline (left). The
SwipeRing group surpassed the C-Qwerty group’s maximum entry speed by the third block.
Note the scale on the vertical axis. Average entry speed (WPM) with the two techniques for
each participant in the final block (right). Error bars represent ±1 standard deviation (SD).

4.5.6.2 Error Rate

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of technique on error rate (F1,22 = 24.61, p < .0001).
There was also a significant effect of block (F7,22 = 2.89, p < .01). However, the technique ×
block interaction effect was not significant (F7,154 = 1.01, p > .05). Fig. 4.11 (top) illustrates
average error rate for both techniques in each block, fitted to a function to model the power
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law of practice [30]. In the last block, the average error rates with C-Qwerty and SwipeRing
were 12.52% (SD = 13.91) and 5.56% (SD = 8.53), respectively.

4.5.6.3 Actions per Word

An ANOVA identified a significant effect of technique on actions per word (F1,22 = 10.31, p <
.005). There was also a significant effect of block (F7,22 = 3.14, p < .005). However, the
technique × block interaction effect was not significant (F7,154 = 0.61, p > .05). Fig. 4.11
(bottom) illustrates average actions per word for both techniques in each block, fitted to
a function to model the power law of practice [30]. In the last block, the average actions
per word with C-Qwerty and SwipeRing were 2.45 (SD = 1.64) and 1.59 (SD = 0.72),
respectively.
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Figure 4.11: Average total error rate (TER) (left) and actions per word (APW) (right) in
each block fitted to a power trendline. Note the scale on the vertical axis.

4.5.7 Inexperienced vs. Experienced Gesture Typists

Although there were not enough data points to run statistical tests to compare the two user
groups, average performance over blocks suggests that learning occurred with both experi-
enced and inexperienced gesture typists with both techniques. The average entry speed over
block correlated well with the power law of practice for C-Qwerty with both user groups
(experienced: R2 = 0.8142, inexperienced: R2 = 0.9547), also for SwipeRing (experienced:
R2 = 0.8732, inexperienced: R2 = 0.9702), illustrated in Fig. 4.12. The average error rate
over block for both techniques, in contrast, correlated well with the power law of practice
[30] for inexperienced participants (C-Qwerty: R2 = 0.86, SwipeRing: R2 = 0.7019), but
not for experienced participants (C-Qwerty: R2 = 0.0231, SwipeRing: R2 = 0.3329). The
average actions per word over block yielded a similar trend for C-Qwerty, where learning
was observed with inexperienced participants (R2 = 0.8978), but not with experienced par-
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ticipants (R2 = 0.1426). However, with SwipeRing, both user groups continued improving
with practice (experienced: R2 = 0.7171, inexperienced: R2 = 0.8012), see Fig. 4.13.
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Figure 4.12: Average entry speed (WPM) per block for the two user groups with the two
techniques fitted to power trendlines. Note the scale on the vertical axis.
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Figure 4.13: Average error rate (TER) (left) and average actions per word (APW) (right)
per block for the two user groups with the two techniques fitted to power trendlines. Note
the scale on the vertical axis.

4.5.8 User Feedback

A Mann-Whitney U test identified a significant effect of technique on willingness to use
(U = 21.0, Z = −3.1, p < .005), perceived speed (U = 22.5, Z = −3.07, p < .005), and
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perceived accuracy (U = 27.0, Z = −2.72, p < .01). However, there was no significant effect
on ease of use (U = 48.0, Z = −1.5, p > .05) or learnability (U = 66.0, Z = −0.37, p > .05).
Fig. 4.14 illustrates median user ratings of all investigated aspects of the two keyboards on
a 7-point Likert scale.
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Figure 4.14: Median user ratings of the willingness to use, ease of use, learnability, perceived
speed, and perceived accuracy of SwipeRing and C-Qwerty on a 7-point Likert scale, where
“1” to “7” represented “Strongly Disagree” to “Strongly Agree.” The error bars signify ±1
standard deviations (SD).

4.6 Discussion

SwipeRing reached a competitive entry speed in only eight short blocks. It was 33%
faster than C-Qwerty. The average entry speed with C-Qwerty and SwipeRing were
11.20 WPM and 16.67 WPM, respectively. Four participants reached over 20 WPM with
SwipeRing (Fig. 4.10, bottom). Further, the SwipeRing group surpassed the C-Qwerty
group’s maximum entry speed by the third block (Fig. 4.10, top). It also performed better
than all popular ring-shaped text entry techniques (Table 4.2) and some Qwerty-based
techniques (Table 4.1) for smartwatches. Yi et al. [195] and WatchWriter [58] reported much
higher entry speed than SwipeRing. Both techniques use aggressive statistical models with a
miniature Qwerty to account for frequent incorrect target selection due to the smaller key
sizes (the “fat-finger problem” [180]). This makes entering out-of-vocabulary words difficult
with these techniques. In fact, the former technique does not include a mechanism for enter-
ing out-of-vocabulary words [195, p. 58]. DualKey [68] and SwipeBoard [35] also reported
higher entry speed than SwipeRing. However, DualKey depends on external hardware to
distinguish between different fingers and has a steep learning curve (the reported entry speed
was achieved in the 15th session). SwipeBoard, on the other hand, was evaluated on a tablet
computer, hence unclear whether the reported entry speed can be maintained on an actual
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smartwatch. Besides, all of these keyboards occupy about 45–85% of the screen real-estate,
leaving a little room for displaying the entered text, let alone additional information. There
was a significant effect of block and technique × block on entry speed. Entry speed increased
by 38% with C-Qwerty and 43% with and SwipeRing in the last block compared to the
first. The average entry speed over block for both techniques correlated well with the power
law of practice [30] (R2 = 0.9588). However, the learning curve for C-Qwerty was flatten-
ing out by the last block, while SwipeRing was going strong. An analysis revealed that entry
speed improved by 2% with C-Qwerty and 13% with SwipeRing in the last block compared
to the second-last. This suggests that SwipeRing did not reach its highest possible speed in
the study. Relevantly, the highest entry speed recorded in the study was 33.18 WPM (P23,
Block 6).

There was a significant effect of technique on error rate. SwipeRing was significantly
more accurate than C-Qwerty (Fig. 4.11, top). The average error rate with C-Qwerty
and SwipeRing were 12.52% and 5.56%, respectively, in the last block (56% fewer errors
with SwipeRing). This is unsurprising since the designers of C-Qwerty also reported a
high error rate with the technique (20.6%) using the same TER metric [39] that accounts
for both corrected and uncorrected errors in the transcribed text [171]. Most text entry
techniques for smartwatches report character error rate (CER) that only accounts for the
uncorrected errors in the transcribed text [14]. Most errors with C-Qwerty were committed
due to incorrect target selection since the keys were too small. SwipeRing yielded a lower
error rate due to the larger zones that were designed to accommodate precise target selection.
There was a significant effect of block on error rate. Participants committed 13% fewer errors
with C-Qwerty and 29% fewer errors with SwipeRing in the last block compared to the
first. The average error rate over block correlated moderately for C-Qwerty (R2 = 0.5895)
but well for SwipeRing (R2 = 0.8706) with the power law of practice [30]. Hence, it is likely
that SwipeRing will become much more accurate with practice. Actions per word yielded a
similar pattern as error rate. SwipeRing consistently required fewer actions to enter words
than C-Qwerty (Fig. 4.11, bottom). C-Qwerty and SwipeRing required on average 2.45
and 1.59 actions per word in the last block, respectively (35% fewer actions with SwipeRing).
This is mainly because participants performed fewer corrective actions with SwipeRing than
C-Qwerty. There was also a significant effect of block. The average actions per word over
block correlated well for SwipeRing (R2 = 0.8459) but not for C-Qwerty (R2 = 0.4999)
with the power law of practice [30]. This suggests that actions per word with SwipeRing is
likely to further improve with practice.

Qualitative results revealed that the SwipeRing group found the examined technique
faster and more accurate than the C-Qwerty group (Fig. 4.14). These differences were
statistically significant. Consequently, the SwipeRing group was significantly more interested
in using the technique on their devices than the C-Qwerty group. However, both techniques
were rated comparably on ease of use and learnability, which is unsurprising since both
techniques used similar layouts.

We compared the performance of C-Qwerty in our study with the results from the liter-
ature to find out whether conducting the study remotely affected its performance. Costagli-
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ola et al. [39] reported a 7.7 WPM entry speed with a 20.6% error rate on a slightly larger
smartwatch using the same phrase set in a single block containing 6 phrases. In our study,
C-Qwerty yielded a comparable 7 WPM and 16.8% error rate in the first block containing
10 phrases.

4.6.1 Skill Transfer from Virtual Qwerty

Although there were not enough data points to run statistical tests, average performance over
blocks suggests that experienced participants were performing much better with both tech-
niques from the start. Fig. 4.12 shows that experienced participants consistently performed
better than inexperienced participants. This suggests that experienced participants were
able to transfer their smartphone gesture typing skills to both techniques. However, with
C-Qwerty, inexperienced participants almost caught up with the experienced participants
by the last block. While with SwipeRing, both user groups were learning at comparable
rates in all blocks. Besides, both experienced and inexperienced participants constantly per-
formed better with SwipeRing than C-Qwerty. These indicate towards the possibility that
optimizing the zones for gesture similarities facilitated a higher rate of skill transfer. As
blocks progressed, experienced participants were most probably more confident, consciously
or subconsciously, in applying their gesture typing skills to SwipeRing.

Interestingly, error rate and actions per word patterns were quite different from the pat-
terns observed in entry speed. With SwipeRing, experienced participants were consistently
better than inexperienced users, while inexperienced participants were learning to be more
accurate. We speculate this is because experienced participants made fewer errors than in-
experienced participants, which required performing fewer corrective actions (a phenomenon
reported in the literature [16]). In contrast, with C-Qwerty, experienced participants
committed more errors, requiring more corrective actions. In Fig. 4.13, one can see that
experienced participants’ error rates and actions per word went up and down in alternat-
ing blocks. We do not have a definite explanation for this, but based on user comments
we speculate that this is because experienced participants were trying to apply their gesture
typing skills to C-Qwerty, only committing more errors due to the smaller target size, then
reduced speed in the following block to increase accuracy (i.e., the speed-accuracy trade-off).
This process continued till the end of the study. Interestingly, with SwipeRing, both inexpe-
rienced and experienced gesture typists were improving their average actions per word with
practice. It could be because participants gradually learned how to exploit the wider zones
of the layout to reduce the number of incorrect actions. This suggests that optimizing the
zones for precise target selection facilitated a higher rate of skill acquisition.

4.7 Limitations

We discussed several limitations of the work. To summarize: first, we had different num-
bers of experienced and inexperienced participants in the study. The sample size was also
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small. Hence, a definitive conclusion cannot be drawn about the transference of skill be-
tween devices. Second, due to the spread of COVID-19, we had to switch to an online
format mid-study, as in-person studies were unsafe. This resulted in one condition being
studied in-person, while the other online. However, based on the performance reported in
prior work, we speculate that this did not impact the findings of this research. Finally, we did
not investigate the proposed method in mobile settings, such as while walking or commuting.
However, we anticipate our method to perform much better in such scenarios compared to
the conventional methods since it does not always require precise target selection.

4.8 Conclusion

In this Chapter, we presented SwipeRing, a ring-shaped keyboard arranged around the bezel
of a smartwatch to enable gesture typing with the support of a statistical decoder. It also
enables character-based text entry by using a multi-tap like approach. It divides the layout
into seven zones and maintains a resemblance to the standard Qwerty layout. Unlike
most existing solutions, it does not occupy most of the touchscreen real-estate or require
repeated actions to enter most words. Yet, it employs the whole screen for drawing gestures,
which is more comfortable than drawing gestures on a miniature Qwerty. The keyboard
is optimized for target selection and to maintain similarities between the gestures drawn
on a smartwatch and a virtual Qwerty to facilitate skill transfer between devices. We
compared the technique with C-Qwerty, a similar technique that uses almost the same
layout to enable gesture typing, but does not divide the keyboard into zones or optimize
the zones for target selection and gesture similarity. In the study, SwipeRing yielded a 33%
higher entry speed, 56% lower error rate, and 35% lower actions per word than C-Qwerty
in the last block. The average entry speed with SwipeRing was 16.67 WPM, faster than
all popular ring-shaped and most Qwerty-based text entry techniques for smartwatches.
Results indicate towards the possibility that skilled gesture typists were able to transfer their
skills to SwipeRing. Besides, participants found the keyboard easy to learn, easy to use, fast,
and accurate, thus wanted to continue using it on smartwatches. In the next Chapter, we
present three new action-level performance metrics: UnitER, UA, and UnitCX. They account
for the error rate, accuracy, and complexity of multi-step chorded and constructive methods.
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Chapter 5

Using Action-Level Metrics to Report
the Performance of Multi-Step
Keyboards

Most existing text entry performance metrics were designed to characterize uni-step meth-
ods that map one action (a key press or a tap) to one input. However, there are also multi-step
constructive and chorded methods. These require the user to perform a predetermined set of
actions either in a specific sequence (pressing multiple keys in a particular order) or simulta-
neously (pressing multiple keys at the same time). Examples of constructive methods include
multi-tap [56] and Morse code [63, 168]. Chorded methods include braille [5] and stenotype
[97]. Many text entry methods used for accessibility and to enter text in languages with large
alphabets or complex writing systems are either chorded or constructive. However, current
metrics for analyzing the performance of text entry techniques were designed for uni-step
methods, such as the standard desktop keyboard. Due to the fundamental difference in their
input process, these metrics often fail to accurately illustrate participants’ actions in user
studies evaluating the performance of multi-step methods.

To address this, we present a set of revised and novel performance metrics. They ac-
count for the multi-step nature of chorded and constructive text entry techniques by ana-
lyzing the actions required to enter a character, rather than the final output. We posit that
while conventional metrics are effective in reporting the overall speed and accuracy, a set of
action-level metrics can provide extra details about the user’s input actions. For designers of
multi-step methods, this additional insight is crucial for evaluating the method, identifying
its pain points, and facilitating improvements. More specifically, conventional error rates fail
to capture learning within chords and sequences. For instance, if entering a letter requires
four actions in a specific order, with practice, users may learn some of these actions and
the corresponding sub-sequences. Conventional metrics ignore partially correct content by
counting each incorrect letter as one error, giving the impression that no learning has oc-
curred. UnitER, in contrast, accounts for this and provides designers with an understanding
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Table 5.1: Conventional error rate (ER) and action-level unit error rate (UnitER) for a
constructive method (Morse code). This table illustrates the phenomenon of using Morse
code to enter “quickly” with one character error (“l”) in each attempt. ER is 14.28% for
each attempt. One of our proposed action-level metrics, UnitER, gives a deeper insight
by accounting for the entered input sequence. It yields an error rate of 7.14% for the first
attempt (with two erroneous dashes), and an improved error rate of 3.57% for the second
attempt (with only one erroneous dash). The action-level metric shows that learning has
occurred with a minor improvement in error rate, but this phenomenon is omitted in the ER
metric, which is the same for both attempts.

ER (%) UnitER (%)

Presented Text
q u i c k l y

14.28 7.14
--.- ..- .. -.-. -.- .-.. -.--

Transcribed Text
q u i c k j y

--.- ..- .. -.-. -.- .--- -.--

Presented Text
q u i c k l y

14.28 3.57
--.- ..- .. -.-. -.- .-.. -.--

Transcribed Text
q u i c k p y

--.- ..- .. -.-. -.- .--. -.--

of (1) whether users learned some actions or not and (2) which actions were difficult to learn,
thus can be replaced (Table 5.1).

The remainder of this Chapter is organized as follows. We start with a discussion on
the existing, commonly used text entry performance metrics, and then elaborate on our
motivations. This is followed with a set of revised and new performance metrics targeted
at multi-step input methods. We proceed to validate the metrics in a longitudinal study
evaluating one constructive and one chorded input methods. The results demonstrate how
the new metrics provide a deeper insight into action-level interactions. Researchers identify
factors compromising the performance and learning of a multi-step keyboard, and suggest
changes to address the issues.

5.1 Related Work

Conventional metrics for text entry speed include characters per second (CPS) and words
per minute (WPM). These metrics represent the number of resulting characters entered,
divided by the time spent performing input. Text entry researchers usually transform CPS
to WPM by multiplying by a fixed constant (60 seconds, divided by a word length of 5
characters for English text entry) rather than recalculating the metrics [14].
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A common error metric, keystrokes per character (KSPC), is the ratio of user actions,
such as keystrokes, to the number of characters in the final output [113, 171]. This metric was
designed primarily to measure the number of attempts at typing each character accurately
[113]. However, many researchers have used it to represent a method’s potential entry
speed as well [173, 116], since techniques that require fewer actions are usually faster. Some
researchers have also customized this metric to fit the need of their user studies. The two most
common variants of this metric are gesture per character (GPS) [16, 186, 188] and actions
per character (APC) [186], which extend keystrokes to include gestures and other actions,
respectively. Error rate (ER) and minimum string distance (MSD) are metrics that measure
errors based on the number of incorrect characters in the final output [14]. Another metric,
erroneous keystrokes (EKS) [14], considers the number of incorrect actions performed in an
input episode. None of these metrics considers error correction efforts, thus Soukoreff and
MacKenzie [171] proposed the total error rate (TER) metric that combines two constituent
errors metrics: corrected error rate (CER) and not-corrected error rate (NER). The former
measures the number of corrected errors in an input episode and the latter measures the
number of errors left in the output.

Accessibility text entry systems mainly use constructive or chorded techniques. Both
techniques require the user to perform multiple actions for one input, but the difference is
in the order of actions. Constructive techniques require the user to perform a combination
of actions sequentially to enter one character. The chorded techniques require the user
to press multiple keys simultaneously to enter one character, like playing a chord on a
piano. Morse code is a constructive text entry system that was named one of the “Top 10
Accessibility Technologies” by RESNA [149]. In 2018, Android phones integrated this entry
system as an accessibility feature for users with motor impairments [182]. Morse code users
can tap on one or two keys to enter short sequences of keystrokes representing each letter
of the alphabet. This method reduces the dexterity required to enter text, compared to
the ubiquitous Qwerty keyboard. Braille is a tactile representation of language used by
individuals with visual impairments. Braille keyboards [172, 136, 125] contain just six keys
so that users do not need to search for buttons; instead, users can keep their hands resting
across the keys. To produce each letter using this system, users must press several of these
keys simultaneously.

Figure 5.1: Text entry methods for languages that have a large alphabet or a complex writing
system usually use constructive or chorded techniques. This figure breaks down a Bangla
word to its primary characters.
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Table 5.2: Performance metrics used to evaluate chorded and constructive keyboards in
recent user studies. “ALM” represents action-level metric.

Technique Speed Accuracy ALM R2

Twiddler [111] WPM ER NA Yes
BrailleType [136] WPM MSD ER NA NA
ChordTap [183] WPM ER NA Yes

C
h
or

d
ed

Chording Glove [151] WPM MSD ER NA NA
Two-handed [193] WPM ER NA NA

Mutitap [55] WPM ER NA NA
Reduced Qwerty [60] WPM NA NA NA

C
on

st
ru

ct
.

JustType [121] WPM NA NA NA
UOIT [1] WPM TER NA NA

Text entry methods for languages that have a large alphabet or a complex writing sys-
tem also use constructive or chorded techniques. The Bangla language, for example, has
approximately 11 vowels, 36 consonants, 10 inflexions, 4 signs, and 10 numeric characters.
Additionally, Bangla supports combinations between consonants and consonant and diacritic
forms of the vowels. In Fig. 5.1, the top row presents one Bangla word, pronounced kăn-
dō, meaning “stem”, composed of two conjoined letters. The first is a combination of a
consonant and a vowel, while the second is a combination of two consonants. Due to the
large alphabet, Bangla writing systems map many characters to each key of the Qwerty
layout, thus requiring the user to disambiguate the input using either the constructive or the
chorded techniques. Combining two or more characters also requires performing a combina-
tion of actions sequentially or simultaneously. Sarcar et al. [155] proposed a convention for
calculating the most common performance metrics for such techniques that considers both
the input and the output streams.

Little work has focused on performance metrics for such multi-step input techniques.
Grossman et al. [61] defined “soft” and “hard” errors for two-level input techniques, where
errors at the first level are considered “soft” and errors at the second level are considered
“hard”.1 Seim et al. [158] used a dynamic time warping (DTW) algorithm [76] to measure
the accuracy of chorded keystrokes on a piano keyboard. Similar to the Levenshtein dis-
tance [101], it measures the similarity between two sequences, but accounts for variants in
time or speed. Arif and Stuerzlinger [15] proposed a model for predicting the cost of error
correction with uni-step techniques by breaking down each action into low-level motor and
cognitive responses. In a follow-up work, Arif [8] discussed how the model can be extended
to multi-step techniques and to construct new metrics, however did not develop the metrics

1With two-level techniques, users usually perform two actions to select the desired character, for example,
the first action to specify the region and the second to choose the character.
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or validated them in user studies.
Based on Shannon’s information theory [163] and the observation that the speed-accuracy

trade-off arises as a predictable feature of communication within humans [170], a method-
independent throughput metric was proposed, where the amount of information transmitted
via a text entry method per unit time reflects the input efficiency of the method [197].

Some have also used custom conventions for keyboard optimization. Bi et al. [23] opti-
mized a keyboard layout to reduce stylus travel distance for multiple languages. Oulasvirta
et al. [138] minimized thumb travel distance for two-thumb text entry on mobile devices. We
optimized a smartwatch keyboard (see Chapter 4) to facilitate the transference of gesture
typing skill between devices by maintaining similarities between the gestures drawn on them.
Some have also proposed new metrics to capture the effectiveness of predictive features, such
as auto-correction and word prediction [12], and developed tools to enable action-level anal-
ysis of input2. Table 5.2 shows the performance metrics used to evaluate recent chorded and
constructive text entry techniques.

5.2 Motivation

5.2.1 Partial Errors and Predictions

Users can make partial errors in the process of performing a chord or a sequence of actions.
To enter “x”, a Twiddler [111] user could incorrectly perform the chord “M0R0 ” instead of
“MR00 ”, and a Morse code user could incorrectly perform the sequence “-...” instead of
“-..-” (Table 5.3). In both cases, user actions would be partially correct. However, typical
error metrics ignore this detail by considering the complete sequence as one incorrect input.
Hence, they yield the same value as when users enter no correct information. In reality, users
may have learned, and made fewer mistakes within a chord or a sequence. Not only does this
show an incomplete picture of user performance, it also fails to provide the means to fully
explore learning of the text entry method. More detailed metrics of multi-step keyboard
interaction can facilitate improved input method design through a better understanding of
the user experience. These data can also train algorithms to predict and compensate for the
most common types of errors.

5.2.2 Correction Effort

Prior research [10, 15] shows that correction effort impacts both performance and user ex-
perience, but most current error metrics do not represent the effort required to fix errors
with constructive techniques. With uni-step character-based techniques, one error tradition-
ally requires two corrective actions: a backspace to delete the erroneous character, and a
keystroke to enter the correct one [15]. Suppose two users want to input “-..-” for the letter
“x”. One user enters “-...”, the other enters “...-”. Existing error metrics consider both as

2A web application to record text entry metrics, https://www.asarif.com/resources/WebTEM

https://www.asarif.com/resources/WebTEM
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Table 5.3: Performance metrics used to evaluate “x” for chorded (Twiddler) and constructive
(Morse) methods.

Technique Correct input for “x” Actual input for “x” ER UnitER

Twiddler [111] MR00 M0R0 100 50
Morse code [168] -..- -... 100 25

one erroneous input. However, correcting these may require different numbers of actions.
If a technique allowed users to change the direction of a gesture mid-way [13], the errors
would require one and five corrective actions, respectively. If the system only allowed the
correction of one action at a time, then the former would require two and the latter would
require five corrective actions. In contrast, if the system does not allow the correction of
individual actions within a sequence, both would require five corrective actions. Hence, error
correction relies on the correction mechanism of a technique, the length of a sequence, and
the position and type of error (insertion, deletion, or substitution). Existing metrics fail to
capture this vital detail in both chorded and constructive text entry techniques.

5.2.3 Deeper Insights into Limitations

The proposed metrics aim to give quantitative insights into the learning and input of multi-
step text entry techniques. Insights, such as tapping locations affecting speed, might seem
like common sense, but action-level metrics can also provide similar insights for less straight-
forward interactions, such as breath puffs, tilts, swipes, etc. Although some findings might
seem unsurprising for experts, the proposed metrics will benefit the designers of new tech-
niques aimed at multi-step text entry and complement their efforts and insights.

The new metrics can facilitate design improvements by quantifying the design choices.
Conventional metrics identify difficult and erroneous letters, while our UnitER, UA, and
UnitCX indicate what is contributing towards it. The action-level metrics can help us
to identify difficult-to-enter sequences, so they can be assigned to infrequent characters or
avoided altogether. For example, UnitER and UA can reveal target users having difficulty
performing the long-press of a three-action input sequence for some character. Designers
then can replace the long-press with an easier action (e.g., a physical button press) for a
particular group of users to reduce that letter’s error rate.

5.3 Notations

In the next section, we propose three new action-level metrics for evaluating multi-step text
entry techniques. For this, we use the following notations.
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• Presented text (PT ) is the text presented to the user for input, |PT | is the length of
PT , PTi is the ith character in PT, pti is the sequence of actions required to enter the
ith character in PT , and |pti| is the length of pti.

• Transcribed text (TT ) is the text transcribed by the user, |TT | is the length of TT ,
TTi is the ith character in TT , tti is the sequence of actions performed by the user to
enter the ith character in TT , and |tti| is the length of tti.

• Minimum string distance (MSD) measures the similarity between two sequences using
the Levenshtein distance [101]. The “distance” is defined as the minimum number of
primitive operations (insertion, deletion, and substitution) needed to transform a given
sequence (TT ) to the target sequence (PT ) [113].

• Input time (t) is the time, in seconds, the user took to enter a phrase (TT ).

• An action is a user action, including a keystroke, gesture, tap, finger position or posture,
etc. Action sequence (AS) is the sequence of all actions required to enter the presented
text. |AS| is the length of AS. We consider all sub-actions within a chord as individual
actions. For example, if a chord requires pressing three keys simultaneously, then it is
composed of three actions.

• We denote a substring (suffix) of a string s starting at the kth character as s[k :]. For
example, if s = “quickly”, substring s[1 :] is string “uickly”.

5.4 Speed and Accuracy Metrics

5.4.1 Inputs per Second (IPS)

We present IPS, a variant (for convenience of notation) of the commonly used CPS metric
[188] to measure the entry speeds of multi-step techniques.

IPS =
|AS|
t

(5.1)

IPS uses the length of the action sequence |AS| instead of the length of transcribed text
|TT | to account for all multi-step input actions. It is particularly useful to find out if the
total number of actions needed for input is affecting performance or not.

5.4.2 Actions per Character (APC)

For convenience of notation, we present Actions per Character (APC), a variant of the
Keystrokes per Character (KSPC) [14, 113], and the Gesture per Character (GPS) [16, 171]
metrics. It measures the average number of actions required to enter one input unit, such
as a character or a symbol [188]. One can measure accuracy by comparing the number of
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actions required to enter presented text to the number of actions actually performed by
participants.

APC =
|AS|
|TT |

(5.2)

5.5 Proposed Action-Level Metrics

5.5.1 Unit Error Rate (UnitER)

The first of our novel metrics, unit error rate (UnitER) represents the average number of
errors committed by the user when entering one input unit, such as a character or a symbol.
This metric is calculated in the following three steps:

5.5.1.1 Step 1: Optimal Alignment

First, obtain an optimal alignment between the presented (PT ) and transcribed text (TT )
using a variant of the MSD algorithm [117]. This addresses all instances where lengths of
presented (|PT |) and transcribed text (|TT |) were different.

MSD(a, b) =


|b|, if a = “”

|a|, if b = “”

0, if a = b,

S

(5.3)

where S is defined as

S = min


MSD(a[1 : ], b[1 : ] if a[0] = b[0],

MSD(a[1 : ], b) + 1,

MSD(a, b[1 : ]) + 1,

MSD(a[1 : ], b[1 : ]) + 1.

(5.4)

If multiple alignments are possible for a given MSD between two strings, select the one
with the least number of insertions and deletions. If there are multiple alignments with
the same number of insertions and deletions, then select the first such alignment. For
example, if the user enters “qucehkly” (TT ) instead of the target word “quickly” (PT ), then
MSD(PT ,TT ) = 3 and the following alignments are possible:

quic--kly quic-kly qui-ckly qu-ickly

qu-cehkly qucehkly qucehkly qucehkly

Here, a dash in the top sequence represents an insertion, a dash in the bottom represents a
deletion, and different letters in the top and bottom represents a substitution. Our algorithm
selects the highlighted alignment.
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5.5.1.2 Step 2: Constructive vs. Chorded

Because the sequence of performed actions is inconsequential in chorded methods, sort both
the required (pti) and the performed actions (tti) using any sorting algorithm to obtain
consistent MSD scores. Action sequences are not sorted for constructive methods since the
order in which they are performed is vital for such methods.

5.5.1.3 Step 3: Minimum String Distance

Finally, apply the MSD algorithm [117] to measure the minimum number of actions needed
to correct an incorrect sequence.

UnitER =
∑|TT |

i=1
MSD(pti,tti)

max(|pti|,|tti|)

|TT | × 100% (5.5)

Here, |TT | is the length of the aligned transcribe text (same as |PT |), and pti and tti are
the sequence of actions (sorted for chorded techniques in Step 2 ) required and performed,
respectively, to enter the ith character in TT .

This step requires certain considerations about the presence of insertion and deletion
in the optimal alignment. If the i−th character of the aligned presented text |TT | has a
deletion, then MSD of the corresponding i−th character is 100%. But when |PT | has an
insertion, a misstroke error is assumed, as it is the most common cause of insertions [52]. A
misstroke errors occur when the user mistakenly strokes (or taps) an incorrect key. However,
the question remains: To which character do we attribute the insertion? For this, we propose
comparing the MSD-s of current TTi to the neighboring letters of PTi (which are different
for different layouts), and attributing it to the one with the lowest MSD. If there is a tie,
attributed it to the right neighbor PTi+1. We propose this simplification, since it is difficult
to determine the exact cause of an insertion in such a scenario.

This metric can be used to measure error rate of a specific character, in which case,
Equation 5.6 considers only the character under investigation, where c is the character under
investigation and Total(c) is the total occurrence of c in the transcribed text.

UnitER(c) =
∑|TT |

i=1
MSD(pti,tti)

max(|pti|,|tti|)
(if PTi=c)

Total(c)
(5.6)

5.5.2 Unit Accuracy (UA)

Unit accuracy (UA) is the opposite and simply a convenient re-framing of UnitER. Instead
of error rate, UA represents the accuracy rate of a unit. Also, unlike UnitER, the values
of UA range between 0 and 1 inclusive to reflect the action-level nature of the metric (i.e.,
0%–100%). UA can be used for a specific character c as well, using Equation 5.8.

UA = 100−UnitER
100

(5.7)
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UA(c) = 100−UnitER(c)
100

(5.8)

5.5.3 Unit Complexity (UnitCX)

Apart from speed and accuracy, we also propose the following novel metric to measure an
input unit’s complexity. For this, each action in a unit (such as a character or a symbol) is
categorized into different difficulty levels, represented by the continuous values from 0 to 1.

UnitCX =

(∑|tti|
n=1

d(an)
|TT |

)
−dmin

dmax−dmin
(5.9)

Here, d(an) signifies the difficulty level of the n−th action in tti, and dmin and dmax

are the minimum and maximum difficulty levels of all actions within or between text entry
techniques. This yields a normalized unit complexity value, ranging from 0 to 1. The
difficulty level of an action is based on a custom convention, considering the posture and
ergonomics, memorability, and the frequency of the letters [37]. However, more sophisticated
methods are available in the literature [23, 194].

5.6 Experiment: Validation

We validated the effectiveness of our proposed metrics by applying them to data collected
from a longitudinal user study. This study evaluated one constructive and one chorded text
entry technique. Although we conducted a comparative study, our intent was to demon-
strate how the proposed metrics can provide deeper quantitative insights into the multi-step
techniques’ performance and limitations, specifically with respect to learning, rather than
comparing the performance of the two techniques.

5.7 Apparatus

We used a Motorola Moto G5 Plus smartphone (150.2 × 74 × 7.7 mm, 155 g) at 1080 ×
1920 pixels in the study (Fig. 5.4). The virtual multi-step keyboards used in the study were
developed using the default Android Studio 3.1, SDK 27. The keyboards logged all user
actions with timestamps and calculated all performance metrics directly.

5.8 Constructive Method: Morse Code

We received the original code from the authors of a Morse code keyboard [63] to investigate
the performance of a constructive keyboard. It enables users to enter characters using
sequences of dots (.) and dashes (-) [168]. The keyboard has dedicated keys for dot, dash,
backspace, and space (Fig. 5.2). To enter the letter “R”, represented by “.-.” in Morse code,
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Figure 5.2: The Morse code inspired constructive keyboard used in the experiment.

the user presses the respective keys in that exact sequence, followed by the SEND key, which
terminates the input sequence. The user presses the NEXT key to terminate the current
phrase and progress to the next one.

5.9 Chorded Method: Senorita

We used code from the chorded keyboard Senorita which is discussed in Chapter 2. It enables
users to enter characters using eight keys (Fig. 5.3). The most frequent eight letters in English
appear on the top of the key labels, and are entered with only one tap of their respective key.
All other letters require simultaneous taps on two keys (with two thumbs). For example, the
user taps on the “E” and “T” keys together to enter the letter “H”. The keyboard provides
visual feedback to facilitate learning. Pressing a key with one thumb highlights all available
chords corresponding to that key, and right-thumb keys have a lighter shade than left-thumb
keys (Fig. 5.3b).

(a) (b)

Figure 5.3: The Senorita chorded keyboard used in the experiment. It enables users to enter
text by pressing two keys simultaneously using the thumbs. (b) Pressing a key highlights all
available chords for the key.



CHAPTER 5. ACTION-LEVEL METRICS 95

5.10 Participants

Ten participants, aged from 18 to 37 years (M = 26.1, SD = 5.6), took part in the exper-
iment. Six identified as male, four as female. None identified as non-binary. Eight were
right-handed, one was left-handed, and the other was ambidextrous. They all used both
hands to hold the device and their thumbs to type. All participants were proficient in En-
glish. Six rated themselves as Level 5: Functionally Native and four as Level 4: Advanced
Professional on the Interagency Language Roundtable (ILR) scale [80]. All participants were
experienced smartphone users, with an average of 9.3 years’ experience (SD = 1.8). None
of them had prior experience with any chorded methods, but eight had used a constructive
method in the past (either multi-tap or pinyin). But none of the participants had experience
with the constructive or chorded methods used in the study. They all received US $50 for
volunteering.

5.11 Design

We used a within-subjects design, where the independent variables were input method and
session. The dependent variables were the IPS, APC, ER, and UnitER metrics. In summary,
the design was as follows.

10 participants ×
5 sessions (different days) ×
2 input methods (constructive vs. chorded, counterbalanced) ×
10 English pangrams
= 1,000 phrases, in total.

(a) (b)

Figure 5.4: Two volunteers entering text using: (a) the Morse code constructive keyboard
with the assistance of a cheat- sheet, and (b) the Senorita chorded keyboard.
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5.12 Procedure

To study learning all letters of the English alphabet, we used the following five pangrams
during the experiment, all in lowercase.

quick brown fox jumps over the lazy dog
the five boxing wizards jump quickly
fix problem quickly with galvanized jets
pack my red box with five dozen quality jugs
two driven jocks help fax my big quiz

Participants were divided into two groups, one started with the constructive method and
the other started with the chorded method. This order was switched on each subsequent
session. Sessions were scheduled on different days, with at most a two-day gap in between.
In each session, participants entered one pangram ten times with one method, and then a
different pangram ten times with the other method. Pangrams were never repeated for a
method. There was a mandatory 30–60 minutes break between the conditions to mitigate
the effect of fatigue.

During the first session, we demonstrated both methods to participants and collected their
consent forms. We asked them to complete a demographics and mobile usage questionnaire.
We allowed them to practice with the methods, where they entered all letters (A–Z) until
they felt comfortable with the methods. Participants were provided with a cheat-sheet for
Morse code that included all combinations (Fig. 5.4a) as Morse code relies on memorization
of those. For Senorita, we did not provide a cheat-sheet as the keyboard provides visual
feedback by displaying the characters (i.e., it has a “built-in cheat sheet”). The experiment
started shortly after that, where a custom app presented one pangram at a time, and asked
participants to enter it “as fast and accurately as possible”. Once done, they pressed the
NEXT key to re-enter the phrase. Logging started from the first tap and ended with the
last. Error correction was intentionally disabled to exclude correction efforts from the data
to observe the UnitER metric. Subsequent sessions used the same procedure, excluding
practice and questionnaire.

5.13 Results

A Shapiro-Wilk test and a Mauchly’s test revealed that the assumption of normality and
sphericity were not violated for the data, respectively. Hence, we used a repeated-measures
ANOVA for all analysis.



CHAPTER 5. ACTION-LEVEL METRICS 97

(a) (b)

Figure 5.5: Average IPS for the two methods in all sessions (a) and average APC for the
two methods in all sessions (b). Note the scale on the vertical axis.

5.13.1 Inputs per Second (IPS)

The average IPS for the constructive method was 1.29 (SD = 0.38), and for the chorded
it was 1.02 (SD = 0.29). For the constructive method, IPS increased from 1.02 in session
one to 1.49 in session five. This effect was statistically significant (F4,36 = 17.16, p < .0001).
For the chorded method, IPS increased from 0.86 in session one to 1.18 in session five. This
effect was also statistically significant (F4,36 = 28.26, p < .0001). Fig. 5.5a displays IPS for
both methods in all sessions. WPM metric also increased throughout all five sessions, which
was statistically significant for both the constructive method (F4,36 = 17.32, p < .0001) and
the chorded method (F4,36 = 27.69, p < .0001).

5.13.2 Actions per Character (APC)

On average constructive and chorded methods yielded 2.58 (SD = 0.13) and 1.49 (SD =
0.02) APC, respectively. For the constructive method, APC started with 2.54 in session one
and ended with 2.56 in session five. This effect was statistically significant (F4,36 = 2.84, p <
.05). For the chorded method, APC started with 1.48 in session one and ended with 1.47 in
session five. This result was also statistically significant (F4,36 = 6.52, p < .0005). Fig. 5.5b
displays APC for both methods in all sessions.

5.13.3 Error Rate (ER)

Error rate (ER) is a commonly used error metric, which is traditionally calculated as the
ratio of the total number of incorrect characters in the transcribed text to the length of the
transcribed text [14]. On average, constructive and chorded methods yielded 6.05% (SD =
10.11) and 2.46% (SD = 4.65) ER, respectively. As expected, ER improved over the five
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(a) (b)

Figure 5.6: Average ER for the two methods in all sessions (a) and average UnitER for the
two methods in all sessions (b). Note the scale on the vertical axis.

sessions of testing for both methods. For the constructive method, ER dropped from 9.54%
in session one to 3.37% in session five. This effect was statistically significant (F4,36 =
2.86, p < .05). For the chorded method, ER dropped from 3.42% in session one to 2.16%
in session five. However, an ANOVA failed to identify a significant effect of session on ER
for the chorded method (F4,36 = 1.79, p = .15). Fig. 5.6a displays ER for both methods in
all sessions. Another widely used error metric, TER [171], yielded comparable result for the
constructive method (F4,36 = 3.33, p < .05) and the chorded method (F4,36 = 1.51, p = .22).

5.13.4 Unit Error Rate (UnitER)

On average, UnitER for constructive and chorded methods were 1.32 (SD = 2.2) and
0.91 (SD = 2.1). For the constructive method, UnitER decreased from 2.04 in session
one to 0.96 in session five. An ANOVA did not identify a significant effect of session on
UnitER for constructive method (F4,36 = 2.14, p = .09). For the chorded method, UnitER
started from 0.98 in session one and ended with 1.03 in session five. An ANOVA did not
identify a significant effect of session on UnitER for chorded method as well (F4,36 = 0.12, ns).
Fig. 5.6b displays UnitER for both methods in all sessions.

5.14 Discussion

The IPS metric reflected a statistically significant increase in text entry speed across the five
sessions for both input techniques. These results suggest that entry speed improved for both
techniques with practice. The standard WPM [14] metric yielded similar statistical results.
IPS per session also correlated well with the power law of practice [30] for both constructive
(R2 = 0.98) and chorded (R2 = 0.95) methods (Fig. 5.5a).
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There was a significant effect of session on APC for the two techniques. Similar trends
were observed for UnitCX, and the commonly used KSPC metric. Though average values
remain largely consistent (Fig. 5.5b), a Tukey-Kramer Multiple-Comparison test revealed
that sessions 1 and 2 were significantly different for constructive, while sessions 1, 4, and
5 were different for chorded. This finding may be due to a difference in group skewness or
variance between sessions.

There was a significant reduction in ER from baseline to session five for the constructive
technique (Fig. 5.6a). Accordingly, ER per session correlated well with the power law of
practice [30] for the constructive method (R2 = 0.94). Similarly, there was a reduction in
UnitER from baseline to session five for the constructive method (Fig. 5.6b), though this
difference was not statistically significant. UnitER per session also correlated well with the
power law of practice [30] for the constructive method (R2 = 0.94). The UnitER metric also
provides useful additional details articulated in the following section. Neither ER or UnitER
reflected a significant change across sessions for the chorded method. This finding, and the
fact that IPS improved over each session for the chorded method, suggest that participants
may have learned to type faster without a significant reduction in error rate; perhaps due
to the physical nature of a chorded input technique. Additional data is needed to fully
investigate this finding.

5.15 Action-Level Analysis

The above discussion demonstrates that the proposed metrics complement conventional met-
rics by facilitating a discussion of the methods’ speed and accuracy in general. In this section,
we demonstrate how the proposed metrics shed further light on these methods’ performance
and limitations.

To investigate which letters may have hampered text entry speed and accuracy, we first
calculated UnitER for each letter. Because the letters do not appear the same number of
times, we normalized the values based on each letter’s total appearance in the study. We
then identified the letters that were both difficult to enter and learn to input accurately
(henceforth “Not Learned”), and the letters that were difficult to enter but relatively easier
to learn to input accurately (henceforth “Learned”). For this, we compared the average
UnitER of each letter from the first three sessions to the last two sessions. The letters
designated as “Learned” included the letters that demonstrated a significant improvement
in UnitER from the first to the last sessions. In contrast, the “Not Learned” included the
letters that consistently yielded higher UnitER in all sessions.

5.15.1 Constructive Method

Table 5.4 displays the top four Not Learned and the Learned letters from the Morse code
keyboard. For better visualization, we calculated Unit Accuracy (UA) for these letters using
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Table 5.4: Action-Level representation of the difficult to enter and learn (Not Learned) and
difficult to enter but easier to learn letters (Learned) for the constructive method.

Not Learned Sequence Learned Sequence

z --.. g --.
h .... p .--.
s ... x -..-
c -.-. q --.-

simple transformation given by Eq. 5.8 and fitted them to power law of practice [30] to
identify any trends (Fig. 5.7).

Fig. 5.7a illustrates the high inconsistency in UA across the Not Learned letters. However,
for the Learned group (Fig. 5.7b), there is a prominent upward trend. Evidently, participants
were learning these letters even in the last session, suggesting that performance with these
letters would have continued to increase if the study lasted longer. We performed multiple
comparisons between the letters to find the cause of entry difficulty, as well as the factors that
facilitated learning. We identified the following trends that may have contributed towards
the aforementioned trends.

The analysis revealed that participants were having difficulty differentiating between
the letters that required similar actions to enter. For instance, it was difficult for them to

(a) (b)

Figure 5.7: (a) Average Unit Accuracy (UA) of the letters “z”, “h”, “s”, “c” per session with
power trendlines. Trends for the letters show decreasing UA across sessions, indicating that
learning was not occuring, (b) average UA of the letters “g”, “p”, “x”, “q” per session with
power trendlines. Trends for these letters show increasing UA as the sessions progressed,
indicating learning.
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differentiate between “h” (“....”) and “s” (“...”), and “k” (“-.-”) and “c” (“-.-.”), presumably,
because their corresponding actions are very similar. A deeper analysis of the action-level
errors revealed that participants frequently entered an extra dot when typing “k”, resulting in
the letter “c”, and vice versa. This error totaled 23% of all UnitER for “c”. Participants also
made similar mistakes for other Not Learned letters. For example, they entered “s” (“...”)
instead of “h” (“....”) and vice versa, resulting in 50% of all UnitER for “h” and 30% of all
UnitER for “s”. This information is vital. It helps the designer of a constructive method
assign sufficiently different actions to frequent letters to avoid confusion, likely resulting in
increased speed and accuracy.

Interestingly, participants tend to enter an extra dot or dash when these actions are
repeated. For example, participants often entered “---.”, “---.-” or similar patterns for z
(“--..”), resulting in 17% of all UnitER in “z”. Likewise, participants entered additional
dots when entering g (“--.”), such as z (“--..”), which resulted in 20% of all UnitER for “g”.
Similar errors were committed for other letters as well. These details are useful, since the
designer can compensate by reducing the number of repeated actions for frequent letters.

5.15.2 Chorded Method

Table 5.5 displays the top four Not Learned and the Learned letters for the Senorita keyboard.
Like the constructive method, we calculated UA for these letters using Eq. 5.8 and fitted
them to power law of practice [30] to identify any trends, see Fig. 5.8. We observed that,
like the constructive method, trends for all Learned letters were increasing, suggesting the
occurrence of learning across the techniques. Participants were learning these letters even in
the last session. This might indicate that the performance of these letters would have been
much better if the study lasted longer. Multiple comparisons between action-level actions per
letter identified the following trends that may have contributed towards the aforementioned
trends.

Letters “q”, “p”, and “z” have the “r” key in their chords (“r”, “er”, and “rt”, respec-
tively), which is the furthest key from the right side. We speculate that it is difficult to
learn, and be fast and accurate if letter has “r” in a chord pair, because “r” and “s” are

Table 5.5: Action-Level representation of the difficult to enter and learn (Not Learned) and
difficult to enter but easier to learn letters (Learned) for the chorded method.

Not Learned letter Chord Learned letter Chord

q rs x ir
p er d eo
m en f io
z rt l at
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(a) (b)

Figure 5.8: (a) Average Unit Accuracy (UA) of the letters “q”, “p”, “m”, “z” per session
with power trendlines. Trends for the letters show decreasing UA across sessions, indicating
that learning was not occurring, (b) average UA of the letters “x”, “d”, “f”, “l” per session
with power trendlines. Trends for these letters show increasing UA as the sessions progressed,
indicating learning.

the furthest letters from the edges (Fig. 5.9). Keys near the center of the screen are more
difficult to reach than those at the edge. Relevantly, four letters with improving trendlines
(“x”, “d”, “f”, and “l”) have chord pairs that are close to the screen edge. This detail may
encourage designers to place the most frequent letters toward the edge of the device.

5.15.3 Time Spent per Letter

We compared the above analysis with the time spent to perform the sequences and chords
for each letter in the last two sessions. The purpose was to further validate the metrics by
studying if the letters that took additional time to enter correspond well to the Not Learned
letters. Fig. 5.10a illustrates all difficult letters, highlighted in red (Not Learned) and green

(a) (b)

Figure 5.9: The user stretching her thumb to reach the letter “s” (a) and the letter “r” (b).
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(a) (b)

Figure 5.10: (a) Average UnitER of all letters vs. the time spent to perform the sequence for
those letters for constructive method, (b) average UnitER of all letters vs. the time spent
to perform the chords for those letters with the chorded method.

(Learned), identified for the constructive method. One can see the correlation between
UnitER and the time spent to enter the sequence of these letters. This suggests that these
letters require higher cognitive and motor effort to enter. Similarly, Fig. 5.10b illustrates
all difficult letters, highlighted in red (Not Learned) and green (Learned), identified for the
chorded method. One can see that the chords (“q, “v”, “p”, “g”, “z”, “j”) required more time
than taps (“s”, “e”, “n”, “o”, “r”, “i”, “t”, “a”). However, the chords that are composed of
the keys closer to the boundaries were much faster (e.g., “h”, “u”, “l”, etc.). This further
strengthens the argument of the previous section.

5.16 Conclusion

In this Chapter, we proposed a trio of action-level performance metrics (UnitER, UA, and
UnitCX) aimed at multi-step text entry techniques that account and compensate for the
constructive and chorded input process. We validated these metrics in a longitudinal study
involving one constructive and one chorded technique. In our presentation, we used existing
techniques such as Morse code [63, 168] and Senorita (see Chapter 2), not to change their
mapping or design, but to amply demonstrate how can the newly proposed metrics be applied
for different multi-step techniques and to give a deeper insight into possible limitations of
the techniques with an emphasis on learning. None of the metrics would give the conclusions
automatically, but they could point towards limitations. Our UnitER helped us to investigate
specific erroneous characters, while conventional metrics failed to identify them. The results
of this study demonstrate how the proposed metrics provide a deeper understanding of action-
level error behaviors, particularly the difficulties in performing and learning the sequences
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and chords of the letters, facilitating the design of faster and more accurate multi-step
keyboards. Although there was previously no formal method to analyze action-level actions
of the multi-step method, it is likely that veteran text entry researchers perform similar
analysis on user study data. This work provides a formal method that will enable researchers
new to the area to perform these analyses, and facilitate better comparison between methods
from the literature. In the final Chapter, we summarize the dissertation and discuss possible
future directions of the projects.



105

Chapter 6

Conclusion and Future Work

In this dissertation, we designed and evaluated unconventional modes of interaction for
people with vision and motor impairments. Our main goal was to design inclusive text entry
methods using mainstream devices: to reduce the burden of expenses that people with dis-
abilities experience. The methods that we used relied on chording, constructive techniques,
and physical buttons. The design of our techniques is motivated by the “design for all”
philosophy [156, 169] to accommodate the maximum possible group of users: people with
vision impairments, motor impairments, and non-disabled people. We first presented a novel
chorded virtual keyboard that enables sighted, low vision, and blind users to enter text on
tablets and smartphones. The letters on the keyboard layout are arranged on eight keys in
a single row. Its compact design leaves most of the screen available, and its position near
the edge accommodates eyes-free text entry by using the bezel as a physical reference. In
the longitudinal study, it yielded 3.7 words per minute with blind users, surpassing their
Qwerty performance by 32%. Low vision users yielded 5.8 words per minute. We then
discussed uni-finger text entry on smartwatches for people with limited dexterity that aims
to reduce the physical load on the motor function. Since people with limited dexterity are
unable to use multi-key approaches like Qwerty to enter text, we proposed a keyboard
that supports single-button interaction, where keys are selected using the digital crown of
the smartwatch. A final study with ten representative users revealed that both automated
and manual rotations were faster and more accurate than the default Qwerty method on
smartwatches. With manual rotation being slightly faster than automatic clockwise rotation
(2.6 vs 2.3 wpm) and more accurate (0.0% vs. 0.45% er). Next, we showed a novel virtual
keyboard that arranges the Qwerty layout around the bezel of a smartwatch and segments
it into seven zones to enable gesture typing on smartwatches. The zones are rigorously op-
timized for usability and for similarities between the gestures drawn on smartphones and
smartwatches to facilitate skill transfer between these devices. In an empirical study, the
proposed solution reached a competitive entry speed of 17 words per minute. It was 33%
faster than the state-of-the-art. Besides, users who had experience with gesture typing on
smartphones performed much better with it, indicating skill transfer. Finally, we presented
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a project that focused on the theory of text entry. Conventional metrics provide a high-level
perspective of a method’s performance, namely its speed (words per minute) and accuracy
(error rate). However, conventional metrics fail to capture the action-level error committed
by users and the difficult-to-learn and difficult-to-perform actions. To address this, we devel-
oped novel action-level performance metrics, and demonstrated in two longitudinal studies
that they can measure and provide insights into action-level input errors and complexity.

There are multiple possible extensions for our works. For instance, one of the possible
future directions would be combining existing accessibility methods (e.g., Braille) with our
novel text-entry methods. It would be interesting to employ braille principles in our chorded
keyboard to see if novices can learn braille. This work also could be augmented with Passive
Haptic Learning (PHL) to enable people with visual impairments to learn braille without
distracting them from typing flow. A Braille keyboard augmented with haptic feedback,
particularly vibration, might stimulate people with vision impairments to learn braille pas-
sively. Another potential direction would be exploring text editing on mobile devices. Text
editing on touchscreens is difficult due to the challenges with direct cursor positioning and
cut/copy-paste actions. Besides, the trend of increasing the display size makes reaching
smaller targets more difficult and sometimes impossible since the reachability of our fin-
gers remains the same. Thus, it is crucial to design user-friendly and effective text editing
methods that can be used on various touchscreen devices, including smartphones, tablets,
and large displays. Finally, many works designed interaction systems to assist people with
motor impairments on computers and smartphones, however, only a few works addressed
this issue on smartwatches. Due to compactness, closeness (they are right on the wrist), and
being lightweight, smartwatches can be used as a replacement for smartphones in situations
where using smartphones is either difficult or impractical. They can also provide people
with upper body motor impairments access to mobile systems as tasks like pulling a phone
from the pocket can be challenging to them. The absence of an efficient text entry technique
for these devices aimed at such situations and population severely limits smartwatch usage.
Thus, it is essential to provide people with upper body motor impairments with user-friendly,
comfortable text entry methods on smartwatches. Particularly, one possible direction is to
explore alternative smartwatch interactions, e.g., mid-air gestures, on-body gestures, and
gestures performed on non-touchscreen locations.
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