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Early beginnings … 

From 2000 onwards, it was becoming 
clear that technological developments 
were creating opportunities and 
challenges for different groups in 
society. In particular, older age groups 
felt left behind in a digital world where 
things moved at an ever increasing 
pace.
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Early beginnings … 
Research Excellence at Dundee
Research in Computing at the 
University of Dundee in areas of social 
impact, such as speech devices for 
nonspeaking people, smart homes and 
managing chronic health conditions 
(e.g. diabetes) had already identified 
some of the challenges faced by users 
with diverse abilities and skills.
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Early beginnings … 
Meeting the needs of Older People
Existing research, together with the 
increasing transfer of many ordinary 
life tasks ‘online’, suggested scope for a 
different approach to helping older 
people engage with new technology.

An informal, innovative and interactive 
solution was needed. A place where 
end users could interact with 
researchers and students…
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2005
The concept of the User Centre was born… 



The Queen Mother Building …
Embedding User Centred Design

Professor Alan Newell (former Head of 
Applied Computing) instigated the 
design of an inclusive building which 
would facilitate closer integration of 
researchers, students and end users. 

Professor Emeritus Alan Newell 
MBE FRSE FBCS HFRCSLT
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The Queen Mother Building …
2006
With support from Mary, Dowager Countess of 
Strathmore, the Queen Mother Building was 
opened in 2006 by HRH The Princess Royal. 

Inspired by Glamis Castle, childhood home of 
the Queen Mother, the iconic building is 
designed to foster collaboration. 

Shared open plan workspaces (pods) provide 
flexibility and a sense of informality which 
allow people to engage in different stages of 
technology development and research.
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The Queen Mother Building …
& The User Centre…
Lorraine Kelly, TV presenter, opened the User 
Centre in her role as  Rector of the University. 

The Centre occupies a pod alongside the 
“QMB Street”, a venue for exhibitions, student 
group work and relaxation.

As such, the User Centre is an integral part of 
the day-to-day teaching and research activities 
within Computing at Dundee University. 
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The User Centre 
The Underlying Principles
Funded initially by the Mathew 
Trust, which provided equipment, 
the Centre aims to offer a relaxed 
and lively computer learning 
experience for people,
aged 50+ …
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The User Centre 
The Underlying Principles
 drop-in sessions provide members with:

— help geared to the particular needs of the 
individual

— flexibility in attendance and content 
— assistance from University staff, students and 

volunteer helpers of similar age to participants

 an opportunity to participate in research 
projects

 a friendly environment where 
members can learn from one 
another

 time for tea, coffee and a chat.

Peer-to-peer Support

Problem Solving

Coffee Time:  John Gibson, Raymond Nutt, Bill Dow, Paula Forbes



The User Centre 
The Underlying Principles
In recent years, the increasing use of 
smartphones and tablets has opened 
up additional areas for help and 
development.

The group benefits from an interactive 
website, where members can exchange 
news, ideas, tips, photos and 
suggestions for new activities.
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How the Centre Works

The underlying principles have been fostered in the last 
ten years by the Deans of Computing, Professors Alan 
Newell, Ian Ricketts, Peter Gregor and Janet Hughes, and 
recently by the Discipline Leads for Computing, Professors 
Manuel Trucco and Annalu Waller.

Led initially by research assistant, Dr Paula Forbes, the 
drop-in programme has expanded from two initial 
sessions, on Tuesday and Thursday mornings, to four per 
week.
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Key People

John Gibson
Founder Member and Chairman

2005 - 2014

Dr Paula Forbes
University Coordinator

2005 - 2012
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How the Centre Works

Since the departure of Paula Forbes in 2012, the Centre 
has been run mainly by a Committee of volunteer 
helpers and University representatives, with John Gibson 
as Chairman (2005-14), succeeded by Jim Ashwood
(2014 onwards).
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The 2016 User Centre Committee 

(From left) Pat Garland, Rosemary Anderson, Professor Annalu Waller, Adam Olejnik, 
Kathleen Cummins, Jim Ashwood, Iain Gibson, Iain Duguid (Absent - Rolf Black)



How the Centre Works

Drop-in sessions are run by 
volunteers, Tuesday to Friday, 
from 10.00am to 12.00pm.

Students and researchers can 
apply to the Centre to recruit 
participants for user studies. 
This work is coordinated by 
University Staff.
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What our members say…
I never knew places 

like this exist.

Dundee’s best kept 

secret. Superb!
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What our members say…

The User Group 

has removed my 

fear of technology.

Learning to 

navigate the 

internet has opened 

up a whole new 

world of knowledge 

for me.
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What our members say… The User Centre has 

introduced me to the 

Internet allowing me 

to develop my 

interest in 

photography. 
Friendly and 

knowledgeable. 

Helpers allow you 

to work at your 

own pace.  `
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Extending the User Centre into other Groups:
People with Communication Difficulties



Extending the User Centre into other Groups:
People with Communication Difficulties

In 2015, following the appointment of Annalu Waller 
as Professor of Human Communication Technologies 
the User Centre has been  consolidating  existing 
approaches and exploring new lines of development. 

Volunteers, students and User Centre helpers 
support members of Straight Talking and Tap and 
Talk, bringing mutual benefit to all participants.
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Extending the User Centre into other Groups:
The Straight Talking Group

The  Straight Talking Group is a 
user  group of adults with 
complex disabilities who use a 
range of Technology in the form 
of voice output aids (VOCAs) 
which provide non-speaking 
people with a voice.
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Extending the User Centre into other Groups:
The Straight Talking Group

Despite advances in 
technology, people who use 
Augmentative and 
Augmentative Communication 
(AAC) have significant 
difficulties engaging in a 
conversation…. 
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Extending the User Centre into other Groups:
The Straight Talking Group

Established as a pilot 
project in September 2010, 
with five adults with severe 
speech and physical  
impairments, the group 
meets fortnightly during 
academic semesters.
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Extending the User Centre into other Groups:
The Straight Talking Group

The members of the STG 
provide a valuable resource for 
researchers and students, by 
contributing feedback on their 
research  into designing better 
AAC technology.
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Extending the User Centre into other Groups:
Tap and Talk

Initiated and supported by NHS 
Tayside’s Speech and Language 
Services for adults, the Tap and Talk 
Aphasia iPad Group works with 
former NHS stroke patients, 
investigating mainstream apps on 
the iPad from an accessibility point 
of view. 
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Extending the User Centre into other Groups:
Tap and Talk
Together with staff and volunteers,  
the group develops more creative 
approaches to supporting 
communication. 

Tap and Talk was awarded a grant 
from the Scottish Council for 
Voluntary Organisations in 2015 and 
was able to establish a second group 
in Glasgow.
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Extending the User Centre into other Groups
Integration

2015 has begun the 
process of amalgamating
all three User Groups, 
into one, as a means of 
promoting further 
interaction and cross-
fertilisation of ideas and 
good practice.
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A Valuable Resource:
Teaching and Research

Throughout the last ten years, User Centre members have 
happily volunteered as participants in individual and group 
student projects to reinforce the Human Computer Interaction 
(HCI) element of the degree.

Students designing apps learn that end users have diverse 
needs. 

Participants test drive student designs. 

The students integrate comment and feedback into their work, 
evaluating their final products with input from end users.
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A Valuable Resource:
Teaching and Research

This interaction between older people and students has 
proved to be highly beneficial to the latter’s 
social/interpersonal skills, and in the case of foreign 
students, to their language skills. In turn, User Centre 
members have welcomed this lively interaction with 
younger people.
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Student Projects:
Dr Gemma Webster

“Portrait”

Dr Gemma Webster

Gemma worked with members of 

the User Centre on her award-

winning PhD research 

investigating ways in which 

residential care staff can get to 

know people with dementia as 

individuals.
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Research Assistants:
Dr Sergio Sayago

Dr Sergio Sayago

Beatriu de Pinós Fellowship

University of Barcelona

During a 2-year post-doctoral 

fellowship, Sergio contributed to 

the User Centre both through his 

own research work and as a 

much-loved and valued helper. 
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Reaching out to the Wider University
User Centre members have shown considerable interest  in 
the wider work of University staff in teaching and  research. 
This has been especially fostered by a successful series of 15 
minute talks organised by Dr Norman Alm, involving both 
Computing students and staff.

We are now extending this, to include other members from 
the School of Science and Engineering,  and to make the 
work of the Centre and its potential for a variety of research 
projects, more widely known within the University.
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Reaching out to the Other Institutions
The particular format, approach and ethos of the User 
Centre have  attracted considerable interest from 
organisations such as the BBC, BT, NHS, NCR, 
DeutscheTelecom, and Norwich and Newcastle 
Universities, as well as groups dealing with older 
people.
Delegates from Iraq and Japan have also visited, with a 
view to setting up similar projects in their own 
countries.
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Student Helpers and Volunteers
Students have acted as volunteer helpers, gaining 
valuable work-related experience. 

Several students from Computing and other 
disciplines have also served as Interns, providing 
tutorial help, and assistance in other areas, such as 
updating publicity material, as well as pursuing 
projects related to their own studies.
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Student Helpers and Volunteers

Susannah  Cummins
Student helper
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The John Gibson Award

Following the sad death of the User Centre’s first 
Chairman in 2014,  the University has instituted an 
annual John Gibson Prize which is awarded to 
student(s) within Computing, whose work and 
involvement with others best reflects John’s 
contribution to the User Centre.
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The John Gibson Award

Ron Schoenberg
Winner

John Gibson Prize
2016

Steff Lee and Graeme Brown
Joint Winners

John Gibson Prize
2015 The User 
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Our Patron

We are fortunate to have the 
distinguished actor Brian Cox, a 
former Rector of the University, 
accept our invitation to become 
our Patron.

We look forward very much to his 
association with the User Centre.

Brian Cox
Patron
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The Future

Obtaining funding for new equipment, admin support 
and research continues to be a challenge, but the User 
Centre is a dynamic and exciting entity, widening and 
deepening its contribution to both University and local 
community life, in an atmosphere of interdependence 
and mutual support.
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The Future

We continue to build on existing contacts with other 
agencies such as Dundee City Council, City Libraries, 
Dundee Volunteers and U3A, which are concerned with 
older people and those with special needs, to provide a 
significant local resource for technological support.
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The Key to Success

The key to the success of the 
User Centre has been the 
linkage between the Centre and 
its members with the wider 
work of Computing within the 
Queen Mother Building.
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And Finally…

We wish to show ourselves to the outside world, both in 
Scotland and elsewhere, as a valuable and innovative 
model for the delivery of new approaches to 
technological competence and enjoyment.

The User 

Centre



What is the User Centre?

The User Centre is a place where groups of computer 
users and learners of varying skills meet to learn and help 
each other in a relaxed and friendly environment. 
University staff provide input and backup where 
appropriate.
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Who is the User Centre for?

The main User Group is for older computer users, over 50 
years of age.

We also coordinate:

-the Straight Talking Group for adults who use 
Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) 

-the Tap and Talk Group for adults with aphasia.

The User 

Centre



Where do they meet?

The User Centre
Computing, School of Science and Engineering
Queen Mother Building, Balfour Street
University of Dundee
DD1 4HB

Contact: Kathleen Cummins

Tel: (01382) 386532

Email: kycummins@dundee.ac.uk


