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The task
Create a digital, self-running 
movie on the future of reading.

Along with my graduate studio classmates, I started by talking 
with Carnegie Mellon faculty from the English department about 
their thoughts and studies on reading. Our discussion touched on 
topics such as reading as a social act, repetition in reading, reading 
as a designed experience, and reinterpretations of texts by multiple 
individuals. I was particularly intrigued by the notion of reading 
as a reflective activity and began to ponder the ways in which 
technology helps and hinders reflection on what we read.
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Research

I ventured deeper into research to find out more about the past, pres-
ent, and future of reading. Richard Buchanan presented four ways of 
reading – topical, interpretative or semantic, thematic, and system-
atic or philosophic – underscoring the complexity inherent in the act 
of reading. Exploring the topic from educational, journalistic, and 
consumer perspectives, I learned about new reading devices, trends 
in reading behavior, and the nature of collective reading. My sources 
ranged in form from physical pages to digitally scanned books to 
text-based websites to online videos accompanied by reader com-
mentaries The sheer variety of what I found inspired me to imagine 
what capabilities books might provide in the future. The research 
phase concluded with my writing a one-page project proposal focus-
ing on the visualization of a future reading experience.

Sources consulted:
“Ways of Reading: Interacting with Text”
Richard Buchanan, 2002
 
“Studying Cooperation and Conflict between Authors with history flow Visualizations”
Fernanda B. Viégas, Martin Wattenberg, Kushal Dave
CHI 2004

“Curling Up With Hybrid Books, Videos Included”
Motoko Rich, September 30, 2009
http://www.nytimes.com/2009/10/01/books/01book.html?_r=2&hp

“Kindling under the Covers”
PBS Frontline’s digital_nation: life on the virtual frontier
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/digitalnation/living-faster/split-focus/kindling-under-the-covers.html

“Reading More, Learning Less”
PBS Frontline’s digital_nation: life on the virtual frontier
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/digitalnation/learning/literacy/reading-more-learning-less.html

“Human 2.0”
PBS Frontline’s digital_nation: life on the virtual frontier
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/pages/frontline/digitalnation/living-faster/where-are-we-headed/human-20.html

“Does the Brain Like E-Books?”
NYTimes.com, October 14, 2009
http://roomfordebate.blogs.nytimes.com/2009/10/14/does-the-brain-like-e-books/

“How big is the Internet?”
Stephen Abram, August 2009
http://stephenslighthouse.sirsidynix.com/archives/2009/08/how_big_is_the.html

Virginia Woolf, the intellectual, and the public sphere
Melba Cuddy-Keane

Transliteracies Project: 
Research in the Technological, Social, and Cultural Practices of Online Reading
http://transliteracies.english.ucsb.edu/category/collective-reading

Google Wave
http://wave.google.com/



The Future of Reading Process Book

7

Statement
I intend to explore the impact of collective 
memory on the evolution of reading by 
visualizing, in a time-based piece, a 
future reading experience in which the 
reader reflects on content by engaging 
with the collective memory of that content.

During the research phase, I 
continually bounced ideas off my 
peers, which they did as well. Their 
feedback made it easier to hone in 
on a specific aspect of what was 
initially a very broad topic.
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Product inspiration
When people think of electronic reading devices, 
a common one that comes to mind is the Amazon 
Kindle. As I began to imagine a future reading 
experience, though, I opted not to model my 
concept on the Kindle. I wanted people to not just 
read but also reflect upon their reading material.

Taking the view that the Internet represents a 
form of collective memory, I started to develop a 
concept for a book that would incorporate online 
tools to enable knowledge sharing and individual 
reflection. In meditating on the form such a book 
might take, I drew from my own experience of 
reading as a graduate student. Though I have 
plenty of reading to do for classes, I have only had 
to purchase a handful of books, because most of 
the required reading material has been posted on-
line. Thus, I have had to choose between printing 
out the pages on my own or reading them directly 
on the screen. 

Printing pages would have enabled me to high-
light and annotate the text by hand, but burdened 
with tree-killer guilt, I opted to go fully digital. 
While reading the material on my computer, I 

used Adobe Acrobat’s highlight and comment 
features to take notes. Though Acrobat lacked the 
tactile feedback I would have gotten through ma-
nipulating physical pages, I did like being able to 
carry all my annotated digital documents with me 
to class each day. It made me feel more prepared, 
though I would not have done so if it meant haul-
ing a stack of loose-leaf papers in my backpack. 
Going digital also allowed me to undo or modify 
my highlights and notes, and I liked the fact that 
the length of my notes was no longer constrained 
by the size of physical page margins.

Despite the benefits, I often wished I had a 
tablet computer with a stylus so that I could make 
marks directly on the screen and handle and refer 
to them as I could with printouts. I also won-
dered how my classmates were marking up their 
copies of the texts and which passages they found 
particularly interesting. Wouldn’t it be useful, I 
thought, if we could write all over our books in a 
nondestructive way and discuss individual passages 
with the ease of communication offered by social 
networking sites? 

Adobe Acrobat’s document annotation features are useful but 
would be even better in an interface with more tactile feedback,  
like a physical book or tablet.
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Concept refinement I began to formulate a vision of a book that offers readers 
• the portable convenience and tactile pleasure of holding a traditional book form
• the intimacy of interacting directly with text on page
• nondestructive annotation abilities
• tools to enable and encourage individual reflection, sharing, and discussion

I created a preliminary storyboard illustrating the main concept, which I shared with 
classmates in a small-group critique session. Based on their feedback, I drew a more 
detailed storyboard consisting of a brief product demonstration to serve as the basis for 
my video. My storyboard continued to evolve as I gathered content.
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Text & images

For my sample text, I used excerpts 
from a 1857 edition of The Five 
Gateways of Knowledge by George 
Wilson, M.D., which I accessed 
through Google Books. Perhaps 
as a result of spending so much 
time thinking about the future of 
reading, I set the text in a Futura 
typeface.

For the sample profile pictures, I 
used portrait images of influential 
engineers and inventors from the 
late 19th and early 20th centuries, 
which I downloaded from the 
Smithsonian Institute Libraries 
Flickr collection.
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Interface design

I wanted to make discussing 
the source text as simple 
as leaving a comment on 
Facebook. 

I created elements of the book’s graphical user in-
terface in Adobe Illustrator, which I later imported 
directly into AfterEffects to make the anima-
tion. As I laid out the interface based on my own 
intuition and reasoning, I wished I had time to 
conduct usability studies with paper prototypes. I 
settled for asking my classmates if anything looked 
weird.

The collectively authored web site Wikipedia 
has discussion (aka talk) pages where editors can 
discuss improvements to articles, and news web 

sites like nytimes.com are adding increasingly 
sophisticated comment and forum sections so that 
readers can chat about posted articles. To sup-
port such dialogues, I placed a discussion panel 
opposite the book’s text. I imagined the left-right 
configuration could be customized based on indi-
vidual preference or handedness.

I modeled the discussion panel’s message format 
after Facebook comments, which are short, time-
stamped, organized by author, quickly scannable, 
and positioned adjacent to the content discussed.

The interface was laid out on 
a standard book spread, with 
the source text on one side and 
interactive features on the other.
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Creating the 
soundtrack

Once I had created all the graphics I needed, I 
used GarageBand to create background music for 
the video soundtrack. I browsed the built-in Apple 
loop library for something that captured the ex-
citement of introducing a new technology product 
while also fostering a feeling of reflection. After 
some deliberation, I selected a moderately ener-
getic piece to carry the video through the product 
demo and faded into a slower, more contemplative 
piece for the ending.
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Green screen 
challenge

My storyboards called for a user to interact with the book, leading 
me to experiment for the first time with green screens and digital 
compositing. Not having a physical green screen or a video camera, I 
improvised my own set-up at home by pointing my laptop’s webcam 
at a green image on a large computer monitor. I stood behind my lap-
top and, positioning my hands in front of the green image, recorded 
multiple takes of the taps, clicks, and stylus motions I needed.
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Compositing 
& animation

I imported my green screen footage into  Adobe 
AfterEffects, used the Keylight effect to remove 
the green background, and layered the live-action 
hand motions with animated paint strokes over 
the animated graphic elements. Once I had the 
rough cut, I adjusted the composited footage to be 
in sync with the music and made some revisions to 
the graphical user interface based on the real-time 
flow of interaction. In the final tuning phase, I did 
some color correction on the composited footage, 
adjusted the levels on the music, and added the 
end credits. n
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