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We’re all familiar with international health awareness days. Whether they are 
one of the seven official WHO global public health campaigns or independent 
initiatives that are widely recognised by countries, support groups and 
healthcare professionals, they all serve to promote awareness, highlight issues 
and encourage the public’s engagement with their own health. 

Many of the conditions focused on during these cam-
paigns are life-threatening and therefore deserv-
edly receive a huge amount of attention. Two of 
the less well known international awareness days 
that will take place this October focus on treatable 

or avoidable conditions: International Stuttering Awareness Day 
and International Sight Day (No More Avoidable Blindness). 

Treatable and avoidable conditions are some of the areas 
where technological advances can make a huge difference to 
population health through successful prevention and early 
diagnosis, especially when tools are accessible and user-friendly.

World Sight Day 9th October 2014
This year’s Call to Action is ‘No More Avoidable Blindness’ and 
the focus will be on preventing cataracts (the leading cause of 
blindness in the world) and trachoma. It is estimated that 80% 
of blindness can be avoided through early diagnosis and simple 
treatments but the equipment used to diagnose ophthalmic 
conditions is expensive (approximately €5,000 each), large and 
specialised. However, this area is a prime example of where 
smartphone technology can improve diagnostic rates at a 
fraction of current costs.

Several apps have been developed in the UK and US that 
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have the potential to transform eye health. Downloadable 
apps along with clip-on devices convert any smartphone to an 
effective diagnostic tool, whether it’s scanning an eye directly 
or displaying letters on screen for simple vision assessments. 
The tests themselves can be carried out by minimally trained 
operators in any part of the world, no matter how remote. Images 
of the eye can be either assessed within the apps or uploaded 
to a platform where ophthalmic professionals can view and 
diagnose them.

These apps will be used in developed countries as well, so 
expect to see some of them coming to a general practice near 
you at some point in the future! 

Portable eye exam
PEEk APP A UK based team of ophthalmologists, hardware 
designers and software developers recently developed an 
app called PEEK (Portable Eye Examination Kit) which was a 
winner at The Design Awards 2014. PEEK consists of an app and 
a simple device that clips onto a smartphone. The camera of 
the smartphone is then used to examine the eye and upload 
information to an online platform. There is a geotagging feature 
which will make it easier to follow up patients in remote areas. 
It’s not just cataracts that the app can pick up – the developers 
say that it can also be used to diagnose blindness, glaucoma, 
macular degeneration and diabetic retinopathy, as well as 
picking up signs of brain tumours and haemorrhaging. The App 

is currently undergoing testing on 5,000 people in Kenya. See 
www.peekvision.org to keep an eye on progress, studies and 
developments.

EyeCatra is one of a number of eye-testing apps that 
have been developed by the Camera Culture Media Lab at 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology. 

The Catra App sweeps a beam of light across the eye to detect 
cloudy areas which can indicate the onset of cataracts in their 
early stages. While standard testing equipment gives results on 
a scale of 1 to 4, it is claimed that this app actually provides more 
information because it creates a map of cloudy areas, showing 
exact position, size, shape and density of the cataract. It also 
picks up changes in the lens that haven’t yet become opaque. It 
is expected that in the future specific areas of cataracts could be 
treated, avoiding complete surgical removal. If this is the case, 
specific mapping of the cataract will be vital. When the idea was 
pitched in 2011, it was estimated the cost of the app and clip-on 
device would cost €4.99.

For more information see the MIT webpage http://web.media.
mit.edu/~pamplona/CATRA/ 

Blood glucose
Apps to read blood glucose levels via snapshots of the eye will 
be of use to anyone working in general practice (particularly 
in countries like Ireland that have high rates of undiagnosed 
diabetes): a San Diego-based company called Freedom Meditech 
raised $7 million in 2013 to roll out a new medical technology 
that would enable optometrists and ophthalmologists to 
screen their patients for diabetes during routine eye exams. 
The device that was initially developed costs approximately 
€35,000. However, another start-up company has been working 
on harnessing this technology and developing a smartphone 
app that would measure glucose levels in the aqueous humour 
by calculating changes in the shape of the iris. The app on 
any individual’s smartphone would be programmed to give 
personalised readings for that person via continuous use and 
regular inputting of data such as blood glucose levels, so that 
eventually the app would measure the levels accurately without 

Images of the eye can 
be either assessed 
within the apps or 
uploaded to a platform 
where ophthalmic 
professionals can view 
and diagnose them.
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the need for blood tests. The title of the article announcing 
this news on MedCityNews said it all: ‘Could selfies someday 
replace the finger prick for testing blood sugar?’ For news on 
development and rollout of this app check http://www.irisense.
net/ 

In recent months, Google partnered with Novartis to work on 
developing a contact lens that measures glucose levels in the 
eye. There is no expected date for availability as the technology 
is at an early stage, but it represents an exciting development 
– certainly one that would be welcomed by those whose daily 
lives are marred by the pain and inconvenience of regular finger-
pricking.

International Stuttering Awareness day 22nd october 2014
Each year groups that support those who stutter work closely 
together to campaign for equal access to standardised treatment 
programmes as well as public awareness. This year’s slogan is ‘We 
Speak with One Voice’. 

There are now apps that help sufferers to practise speech 
patterns in the privacy of their own homes, to continue exercises 
given by their speech therapist, or as stand-alone self-directed 
exercises.

The Stutter help Trial App is an android application that 
provides techniques for people to control their speech fluency, 
slow down the speech rate, boost 
confidence for people who stutter or 
stammer while speaking. It can be used 
as a part of speech therapy. 

This application provides techniques 
for stutters to practice, including 
Delayed Auditory Feedback, 
Metronome, Mirror, Add Words, Finger 
Tapping and Yoga.

Healthcare professional consulted: 
speech language pathologist and audiologist. Downloaded: over 
10,000 times. Average rating: 3.9 out of 5

cost: Trial version is free. Pro version is €3.95

The Proactive Speaking (PRO90D) 
Mobile Speech Trainer gives you a 
different range of tools than the ones 
described above. This app connects 
you directly with a speech coach via 
video, audio, live weekly programming, 
and webinars. Features include Mental 
Trainer, Interactive Video Trainer, 
Practice Session Speech Recorder, Skill 

and Situation Tracker, Slide Scale Practice Rating Tool, Practice 
Session Scheduler and Reminder, Journal and Note-Taker, PDF 
Guides and Book, Regular Live Streaming Events and Special 
Webinars.

Cost: 30 day trial is free. Lifetime access is €149.

MPiStutter is an iPhone app 
supporting Modifying Phonation 
Intervals (MPI) stuttering therapy. It 
‘analyzes the user’s vocal fold activity 
and trains him or her to eliminate 
too-rapid speech elements and 
speak fluently at a normal speaking 
rate’. MPiStutter requires wearing 
a throat microphone to accurately 
monitor vocal fold activity. In a study 
of MPI stuttering therapy, five adult 
stutterers were trained to use MPI software in a speech clinic. 
They then used the software on their own, without supervision 
by Speech Therapists. They practised 2-3 hours per day for 2-3 
weeks. All five reached ‘near zero’ stuttering on business-related 
telephone calls (a stressful speaking situation). Therapy was then 
discontinued. One year later all five subjects had maintained their 

speech fluency. The study was later published in the Journal of 
Speech, Language and Hearing Research.

This app and other devices that assist those who stutter are 
available from CasaFutureTechnologies.com, a company founded 
by a previously severe stutterer who discovered a solution to 
his problem (after many years of different treatments) during a 
call on a faulty phone! The echo of his voice reminded him of 
Delayed Auditory Feedback (a common treatment for stuttering) 
and he started manufacturing devices and technology to treat 
the condition. 
Cost: €89.99

Apps and devices come and go and there are thousands 
to choose from, so the ones sampled above are just a small 
snapshot of the various technologies being developed at 
the moment around the world. Of course, dependability and 
accuracy will be absolutely crucial to the success of these 
technologies, but there is every reason to be hopeful that 
patients and healthcare professionals in the near future will have 
access to cheap and practical solutions to make progress in the 
battle against avoidable diseases and treatable conditions.

‘Could selfies 
someday replace 
the finger prick for 
testing blood sugar?’


