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Ten Percent of the population is diagnosed with a learning disability according to the Learning Disability of America Association.  This is a significant number of individuals in our society who could benefit from a variety of assistive technology devices and software.  Voice recognition, scanning software, reading pens, and voice output are a few examples of beneficial tools on the market today.  One technology that needs to be better understood is voice output.  It changes written word or text into auditory reinforcement for the learner.  Students with low reading scores have jumped several grades in comprehension when voice output is applied.  This article will introduce the reader to software and hardware solutions.  

Courage Center has been using voice output solutions to assist a variety of disabilities.  Through research and outcomes, we have found that individuals who have a reading disability are able to be more independent in the academic setting, improve test scores, and increase comprehension of written word.   The process we take is a two-step procedure starting with an assessment moving into training.  Training on these products is extremely important to avoid discontinuation of the tools implemented.  Research shows that students without adequate training on tools will abandon their assistive technology 90% of the time.  

Terminology
The first step in implementing voice output for students with a reading disability is understanding terminology and choices.  The following terms need to be thoroughly dissected before starting the assessment process.

· Voice Output: This is a software solution that reads aloud text on a computer screen whether in a word processor, Internet, e-mail or other software program.  

· Screen Reader: These programs are developed for individuals who are blind in that they read everything that is occurring on the screen.  Often, the amount of verbal information provided is too stimulating for those who have sight.  

· OCR: This is optical character recognition that converts printed text through scanning it into a computer to readable text.  
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ReadPlease: This little find is available from www.readplease.com.  It allows the user to select text in any document or Internet then copy it to the ReadPlease console.  Text can be made larger for easy viewing or make the screen less visually demanding.  Each word is highlighted as it is spoken.  It uses the Microsoft voices; however, there is the option for Real Voices and AT&T voices with their other versions.  There is an adjustable reading speed and volume slider. This is a good first software to help the student determine whether it is a possibility without spending any dollars.  

Word Talk: Word Talk can be installed as an add-on to Microsoft Word.  It then will speak each character and/or word typed into a Microsoft Word document.  It is fairly limited in capabilities but it does allow the individual to hear what is being typed as they enter information.  Keyboard feedback is beneficial to reluctant writers.

Accessbar:  Accessbar is an add-on for the Mozilla’s Firefox web browser.  It provides voice output to the user when surfing the Internet by placing the mouse over the text to hear it read.  Additional features include changing the text size and look of a web page.  

Voice Output

Cool Speech: Cool Speech is a low cost solution for voice output.  The cost is $30 from http://www.bytecool.com/coolspch.htm.  It provides voice output as well as the ability to change a text file to MP3 or wave file.  This allows the user to download it to iTunes and on to their iPod for listening purposes.

Read and Write Gold: the software program is an all-in-one solution.  It provides many features to the user not found in other software program.  It includes word prediction, thesaurus, talking dictionary, scanner, OCR, fact finder, and talking calculator.   

WordQ: WordQ provides word prediction and voice output to the user.  Word prediction is a technique where when a character is typed on the keyboard a list of options appears on the screen for which the correct word will be automatically typed in.  Additionally, SpeakQ can be added to give voice recognition with voice output.  

ClaroRead:  This software has been developed to help PC users of all capabilities create, read, view, scan and check text, and is integrated with Microsoft Word®.  It can be coupled with Dragon Naturally Speaking to provide voice output to voice recognition.  It works for email, Internet and word processing applications.  

CoWriter:  CoWriter by Don Johnston is a talking word processor with word prediction.  Many schools use this program routinely for voice output.  The limitation is it works only in word processing software.  
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Key to Access: The Key to Access enables the student to take their Assistive Software with them on a portable USB MP3 Player. By just inserting the MP3 Player into any USB Port, the floating tool bar will appear and then the student just selects any of the eight different tools. The software never is installed on your computer. All the personal settings are saved on the Key to Access so that no matter which computer the student uses, the access will be the same.   The tools included are a talking word processor, word prediction, scanning program, talking calculator, PDF conversion, voice output for PDFs, universal reader and talking dictionary.  

ZoomText: ZoomText is a solution for low vision and individuals with learning disabilities.  It provides screen magnification from 1.25 to 64.  The second level of this program gives the user an easy to use voice output and simple screen reader.  NeoSpeech is used by ZoomText to give the best quality of voice output, which is easy to hear as it provides a human-like voice.  Two unique features of ZoomText are the AppReader and DocReader.  The AppReader allows the student to highlight a word in a document or web page and have it highlight each word as it is spoken.  The DocReader works by highlighting text and bringing up the DocReader.  DocReader is a separate window that appears where the text can be enlarged or changed to make it less visually demanding or stimulating.  

Screen Readers

JAWS: JAWS is a leader in screen reading technology.  It is used by 90% of the blind community for computer access.  It is less usable for individuals with learning disabilities or those with residual sight than a voice output program.  However, there are a few students that do prefer the screen reading capability.  JAWS can be setup for different verbosity levels so the student can choose how much information is spoken to them.  Some features include entirely hands-free operation for speech, PC voice curser, multiple reading options, different voices, and multi-lingual capability.  

Voice Output with OCR
Kurzweil: Kurzweil is frequently used in the school systems today for scanning printed text into text that can be spoken aloud through the program controls.  It boasts a high accuracy of OCR, which proves to be true.  There are study tools available to the user such as a talking dictionary, highlighters, various views, color choices, various voices, reading speeds, and more.  
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WYNN: What you Need Now (WYNN) is the innovative literacy software tool designed to enhance success for individuals with reading challenges and writing difficulties. WYNN was developed with the help of special educators and individuals with learning difficulties. WYNN has similar features to Kurzweil.  

WYNN is available in two versions: WYNN Wizard and WYNN Reader. Both versions read text aloud while highlighting spoken words, include the four color-coded toolbars, and provide reading, writing, studying, productivity, and Internet features.

· WYNN Wizard, this version includes OCR, the ability to scan printed pages and convert them into electronic text. Speech synthesis enables this scanned text to be read aloud. Additionally, WYNN Wizard can read word processing documents, PDF files, text files, and the Internet. 

· WYNN Reader includes all features of WYNN Wizard except OCR, or scanning. 
Scan and Read: Scan and Read Pro is a less expensive solution for OCR and voice output than Kurzweil or WYNN.  The cost of this program from Reading Made EZ is $150.  It is less robust than the other two OCR reading programs but it is a good solution when cost is a factor.  

Built In Solutions
Voice Over: Voice Over is a Macintosh version of voice output.  It is found in the control panel and can be used to read any text by placing the mouse over the desired information to be read.  It provides simple features but is a good starting place for many students who only need a little information read at times.  

Narrator: Narrator is brought up by hitting the Windows key along with the letter U on the Windows based computer systems.  It is a simple voice output and screen reading program for the IBM.  It has limited features, but it can be used with the Internet and Microsoft Word.  Other programs are more complicated and are not as easily controlled with Narrator.  

Miscellaneous
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Reading Pen is a device similar to a pen that the user scans over printed material to have it read to them on the device. Reading Pen also will instantly provide students with English definitions of over a quarter of a million words.

Language Master: Language Master from Franklin is a talking dictionary.  It allows a user to type in a word on its small keyboard and hear the word plus a definition.  Furthermore, the device has a thesaurus and the ability to convert words to different languages.

 Conclusion

Now that you know the basics, it's time to think creatively how this technology can better serve your students.  It is beneficial at any age and can be a great confidence boosting software program for reluctant readers.  

Remember, many of these programs may have demonstration software that will work for 30 days that you can use to assess the need if your student does not have access to the software.  A longer trial period will make sure you have found the right solution for your student.  It sometimes is a trial and error process where the student will need to be patient and open minded to the process.  Sometimes this will take encouragement and support from the professional to ensure this takes place along with it being a positive experience for the student.  

Voice output should be a supplement to the reading process.  It is important for the learner to understand they still will need to learn the basics of reading, as their voice output may not always be readily available on the spot.  Reading instruction should be provided with and without voice output to ensure the student is understanding the concepts of words and grammar.  Make reading fun by encouraging the student to read and then listen to information that is in their interest area.  

Sue Redepenning and Jen Mundl are responsible for coordination of the Assistive Technology Program at Courage Center.  Courage Center is a non-profit outpatient rehabilitation center that also serves a Transitional Residential Program located in Minnesota.  Courage Center serves over 11,000 people with various disabilities annually where many are in need of AT.  Visit  www.courage.org for more information.  
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