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Welcome to the Spring/Summer edition 

of e-Quality. 

In this edition we‟ve gone international with 

contributions from around the world. I would like to 

thank all our contributors for taking the time and effort 

to submit their excellent articles. And of course, thanks 

to you, for your continued support in making the 

newsletter a success.  

 

As always it is very rewarding to see so much e-inclusive practice taking 

place around the sector. From accessible e-books to voice recognition I‟m 

sure you‟ll find something of interest.  

If you would like to contribute to the next issue please get in touch: 

cmill@rsc-ne-scotland.ac.uk. 

 

Contributers 

I would like to thank the following people for their contributions to the 

autumn/winter edition of e-Quality: 

 

Alison Littlewood: Inclusive Technology. 

Alistair McNaught: JISC TechDis. 

Allan Wilson:   CALL Scotland. 

Cathy Magee:  Dyslexia Scotland. 

Emma Whitelock: LEAD Scotland. 

John Lamb:  Ability Magazine. 

Jim Luther:   Disability Services New York. 

Lucy Naismith: Humanware. 

Martin Hawksey:  RSC Scotland North & East. 

Peter Cheer:   VSO KSB Nairoib. 

Trevor Allan:   University of Western Sydney. 

Rachel Bagust: Dolphin Computer Access. 

Rolf Black:  University of Dundee. 

  

mailto:cmill@rsc-ne-scotland.ac.uk
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e-Books – the whisky connection. 

Alistair McNaught is the Senior Advisor for Further 

Education with the JISC TechDis service. Alistair discusses 

the accessibility benefits of e-books. 

 

There is an old proverb "Whisky may not cure the common cold, but it 

fails more agreeably than most other things”. The same might be said 

about e-books and accessibility; they may not solve all accessibility problems but 

they fail more agreeably than many of the alternatives. Considering that less than 

5% of published books ever make it to an alternative format, the potential of e-

books to level the playing field is enormously exciting. 

Joint Research Project 

The JISC TechDis service recently 

completed a joint research project 

with JISC collections and the 

Publishers Licensing Society.  The 

aim of the research was to explore 

the accessibility of e-book 

platforms in order to provide 

evidence-based good practice 

guidance for the publishing sector. 

In total, nine platforms were 

tested by the Shaw Trust using 

assistive technology experts who 

use their technologies in everyday 

living. 

Confidential reports were provided for participating publishers in return for access 

to their systems. Anonymised versions of the reports were provided to JISC TechDis 

who were then able to explore how accessibility varied both across and within 

platforms. The testing was task centred, picking out the types of tasks learners will 

most commonly complete with an e-book.  The good news was that for almost 

every task one or other platform proved accessible to each different user. An e-

book platform that combined the best characteristics of each tested would be 

Figure 1: e-books are available in sizes and formats. 
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highly accessible. 

Accessibility benefits of e-books 

This work is important because the very nature of e-books gives many accessibility 

advantages over traditional hardcopy texts. The user does not need to travel to get 

to the library or negotiate steps and stairs. A blind person needs no-one to guide 

them along the shelves, a mobility impaired learner does not need someone to 

reach for the book or open the pages, and a visually impaired person does not need 

to search for a large print copy.  In fact, the underlying formats for most e-book 

platforms have a high degree of accessibility…. the problem arises in the interface. 

Our research demonstrated that an increased accessibility awareness by e-book 

publishers could significantly reduce barriers and help them create much more 

inclusive platforms for all users. 

So where do the educators and librarians come in? Their role is vital for three 

reasons: 

 

 An e-book platform could be regarded as one of the biggest accessibility 

investments your organisation makes.  The current JISC e-book for FE 

project provides nearly 3000 free e-books for participating colleges and in 

January alone, had over 800,000 pages accessed. Helping staff and learners 

to see the accessibility benefits of these collections is an important starting 

point.  

 Suppliers respond to consumer demand.  By reporting accessibility 

difficulties, requesting accessibility features and ensuring accessibility is a 

procurement criterion, librarians shape the market. 

 By knowing the accessibility limitations of the systems, it is possible to pre-

empt difficulties for specific learners and either explore workaround 

solutions or obtain raw PDF files from the publisher in a timely manner. 

 

More information 

For more information on e-book accessibility benefits, barriers and guidance see: 

www.techdis.ac.uk/getebooks. You can also play your part in making publishers 

http://www.techdis.ac.uk/getebooks


 

6 

 

aware of accessibility issues by voting for any publisher who has served you well in 

providing alternative formats. Go to the Publisher Lookup library service award at 

www.techdis.ac.uk/getlookupaward.   

 

 

Is Switch Accessibility Consistent Across Programs 

and Websites? 

Jim Luther works at the Centre for Disability Services in 

Albany New York. Jim explores the changing nature of 

technology and access to the internet for students with 

complex disabilities. Jim has also developed a 

collection of intuitive switch software programs including Launcher6.  

 

When I started working as an “assistive 

technologist” around 1992 the state of the art 

included things like the Adaptive Firmware 

Card for the Apple IIe, the Dunamis PowerPad, 

and a switch interface that had a tricky plug 

that seated directly into the motherboard.  

Software for the most part ran off floppy 

disks, one at a time. There was no Internet (at 

least as far as the Apple IIe was concerned.) Of 

course, since then much has changed. But 

oddly, some things haven‟t changed that 

much.  

I am still working at the same place 18 years later, serving a similar population: 

students with significant and multiple disabilities. Many of us will also face 

significant obstacles as we age. We will still want to send and read email, view 

YouTube videos, play games, network socially, and indulge in whatever emerges 

next. We won‟t want to wait for the assistive technologist to make it possible for 

us to be functionally capable of engaging in these activities. I am also sure that we 

will also resent having to pay extra for accessibility. 

Figure 2: The Apple IIe. 

http://www.techdis.ac.uk/getlookupaward
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Early attempts 

The Adaptive Firmware Card was 

an ambitious attempt to offer 

accessibility to many users for 

nearly any application. 

Unfortunately, the AFC became 

obsolete as soon as the Apple IIe 

did. The AFC has had its 

successors, notably KE:NX, its 

descendent the Discover Switch series 

of products, aids like Switch Access 

for Windows, and others.   These descendents succeed only when someone takes 

the time and effort to assess a user‟s needs and then crafts a set of toolbars to 

meet those needs.  All of these layer accessibility over regular computer 

applications and assume a certain level of competency for potential users. Some 

are pricey as well. 

For many of my switch users the layered approach is too demanding. This raises the 

issue regarding the current state of the art. Even if I had an accessible way of 

launching my favourite activities, would the activities themselves offer 

accessibility that is consistent with my preferred access method?  The universe of 

applications with consistent user interface support is pretty small for those who 

may be single switch users.   

The same is also true for those who may be symbol-based communicators, auditory 

scanners, or cognitively impaired.  Often software that includes accessibility 

methods requires that these details be declared every time a user wants to use the 

program.  

Arbitrary choices for access methods are frequently imposed. I have been guilty of 

this myself. The result is an inconsistent inter-program experience for the user that 

often requires assistance from support persons. 

Figure 3: The Adaptive Firmware card. 
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When I wrote Launcher6 I hoped to create something that supports multiple access 

methods, was easily edited, and would run on older computers with no installation 

and minimal requirements. Launcher6 was conceived to offer choices, but not 

trouble users with the complexity of the Windows desktop. It acts as a sandbox 

where my users can learn to successfully launch favourite computer applications 

whether they are switch users, mouse, or touch-screen users. It has only been 

partially successful.  

I frequently have to intervene after a student makes a choice to get through setup 

prerequisites before my student can use a chosen activity. Sometimes we have to 

quickly switch to a different access trigger by moving the student‟s switch from 

one hole on the switch interface to another. 

Switch access and the Internet  

One possible fix for the above scenario would have every application open a single, 

well defined user interface settings file containing a user‟s preferences, and then 

the software would configure its user interface upon loading. This could work 

similarly to the way that cascading style sheets work on the Internet with web 

pages. In the same way that style and content are considered separate concerns on 

the Internet, so too should access methods be considered separate from content. It 

would therefore be the responsibility of applications to adapt to the user, rather 

Figure 4: Launcher 6 interface. 
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than the other way around. Setup could conceivably be done once, and access 

would work consistently across applications that adhered to a standard. 

The Internet offers hope, but still poses similar challenges. Websites that are truly 

accessible for switch users in particular are rare. Here are few worth trying that 

work well using a 2-switch scans: 

www.symbolworld.org/index.htm  (use Tab – Enter scan)   

www.peepo.co.uk   (use Tab – Enter scan) and http://gb.cs.unc.edu/sway  

(Right Arrow – Left Arrow). 

To try these as a single switch scan on a Windows platform use the freeware 

keyboardWedge which is available at: 

http://sites.google.com/site/jamjolu/Home/keyboardwedge  

Here is a single switch accessible site: 

http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbbc/newsreader/ (use Space or Enter). 

And my primitive “web 1.0” effort at a cross-platform, cross browser simple 

communications page: www22.brinkster.com/jimluther/wpc/snack_3X5.htm     

(Use 0 for single switch, 1 and 2 for two switch, 3 for random selection). 

Challenges of the web 

I won't go into problems found in at each site, but each one has issues.  

Additionally, various browsers produce differing behaviours. Support for audio 

playback and keyboard input processing require different handling in different 

browsers in spite of us being more than 15 years into the Internet age. Crafting 

pages for switch accessibility is challenging.  

A well-designed “User Agent” could also help out my switch users. For example, 

the terrific free Zac Browser is a web browser intended for children with autism, 

and it works fairly well with a Tab-Enter scan.  

But, often you are linked to a site where the Tab-Enter scan falls apart, or bogs 

down while you tab through dozens of chaff links to get to the good stuff. Also, 

there is no auditory scan option.  Still, considering that Zac Browser wasn't 

designed to support the needs of the switch scanner it is worth a look: 

www.zacbrowser.com/  

http://www.symbolworld.org/index.htm
http://www.peepo.co.uk/
http://gb.cs.unc.edu/sway
http://sites.google.com/site/jamjolu/Home/keyboardwedge
http://www.bbc.co.uk/cbbc/newsreader/
http://www22.brinkster.com/jimluther/wpc/snack_3X5.htm
http://www.zacbrowser.com/
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Individual preferences  

While writing this paper I realized that I have not really spent enough time to learn 

enough about web accessibility guidelines (see www.w3.org/WAI/ ) to see how 

my “Web Page Communicator” web page templates stacked up against the 

guidelines. They don't. In fairness to myself, I originally created the WPC templates 

as assistive technology. When these pages load they come equipped with 

accessibility features. But, they too have problems. The main one being that user 

interface preferences are not separated from behavioural scripts, styles and 

content. I now realize that these pages would benefit by being compliant with web 

accessibility standards. I have some work to do. 

I noticed something else inherently different about the WC3 guidelines and my 

approach regarding accessibility. The WC3 has established well defined methods 

for building accessible web pages such as alternate text based descriptions for 

images for screen readers. The approach I take assumes the user does not have 

sophisticated AT technology, but perhaps just a simple switch interface that sends 

keystrokes, or mouse clicks. The advantage of this approach is that ideally any 

modern browser on nearly any platform would offer accessible media with a 

minimal investment in a user interface device, and without additional expensive, 

platform specific, and potentially perishable assistive technologies. The 

disadvantage is that the web designer is burdened with a greater task of assuring 

accessibility. 

The two approaches are not incompatible. The approach I take does impose 

additional requirements not covered in the web accessibility guidelines that need 

to be standardized - a means similar to cascading style sheets, that defines a users 

preferred access method in sufficient detail so that designers can craft web pages 

that automatically adapt to the user. I can envision a large set of web pages from 

diverse domains that present my switch user with an accessible and rewarding 

experience. I am convinced that the technology exists to make this happen. I am 

just not sure exactly what it is. 

Anyone who thinks it may be a worthwhile endeavour to resolve some of these 

issues please let me know. I am sure there is a lot to hash out. 

 

Jim‟s email address is: luther@cfdsny.org     

http://www.w3.org/WAI/
mailto:luther@cfdsny.org
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Teaching visually impaired students in Kenya. 

Peter Cheer has spent the last two years working with 

Voluntary Services Overseas (VSO) as an Assistive 

Technology Trainer. In this article Peter highlights the 

challenges of working with assistive technology to 

support visually impaired learners in Kenya.   

 

My working life has had a sizeable share of short term contracts, last year I was in 

another role as a Community IT Trainer with Clackmannanshire Council Adult 

Education Service. I liked the job and had a fantastic bunch of colleagues but knew 

that it was not going to last, so my thoughts turned to escaping the Scottish winter 

for somewhere warm and applying to do VSO (Voluntary Service Overseas, 

http://www.vso.org.uk). Once I was accepted by VSO in short order they offered 

me a choice of two placements, one doing general IT support and network 

administration at an AIDS clinic in southern Tanzania or my current post. Since July 

2009 I have been Assistive Technology Trainer with the Kenya Society for the Blind 

in Nairobi: http://www.ksblind.org.  

Terrorism and it’s aftermath 

Kenya Society for the Blind was formed in 1956 with the 

responsibility of serving all citizens of Kenya who are 

visually impaired or are at a risk of going blind.  

The Centre for Adaptive Technology at KSB, where I work is 

ten years old, it was set up after a terrorist bombing of the 

United States embassy in Nairobi on August 7th 1998 in 

which many Kenyans were hurt, the injuries included cases 

of total or partial sight loss. 

Screen reading software 

http://www.vso.org.uk/
http://www.ksblind.org/
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The main focus of the training at the centre since it began has been teaching adult 

students with visual impairments to use JAWS screen reader 

and magnification software though Kenya Society for the 

Blind have also distributed copies of Dolphin Pen  

(http://bit.ly/dolphinpen ) software. JAWS has been around for a long time, has 

impressive functionality and is widely used but it is also very expensive. It is 

interesting to note that a recent survey has hinted that the long term dominance of 

JAWS in the screen reader market may be under threat: 

http://www.webaim.org. 

 

Figure 6: Students working at the KSB Centre. 

A large part of my work so far has been preparing training materials on the free 

and open source assistive software that is available for users with visual 

impairments. Where possible these are now being made available under a creative 

commons license. 

Open source 

Many programs for MS Windows computers have been collected together under the 

JISC RSC AccessApps and EduApps banners; there are also two Linux distributions 

Figure 5: Image of the Kenyan 

bombing and its aftermath. 

http://bit.ly/dolphinpen
http://www.webaim.org/
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for users with visual impairments, Knoppix Adriane: 

http://knopper.net/knoppix-adriane and Vinux http://vinux.org.uk. Free and 

Open Source software for many years has often been characterised by poor or non-

existent documentation, manuals and training materials. For these programs to be 

more widely adopted around the world, not just in Africa, there is a need for 

advocacy and well written training materials that are aimed at the tutor and end 

user communities. Simply being free is not enough itself to guarantee the adoption 

of a software program.  

RIKS project 

In Nairobi we are fortunate and have 

mains electricity most of the time. 

Electricity demand in Kenya is rising, 

the power distribution network is not 

good and hydro electric generation has 

been cut by poor rains, during the 

driest parts of the year there have 

been regular power cuts. Internet 

connectivity is due to improve, 

undersea fibre optic data cables 

reached the coast of Kenya this year, 

so bandwidth is set to go up and costs 

should come down.  

However, Kenya is a large country and 

the picture in rural areas is not so 

optimistic, which is why I have also been 

collaborating on accessibility with the RIKS rural internet kiosk project: 

www.ruralinternetkiosks.com. RIKS is working to develop a low cost kiosk 

computer system which can run on solar power, with a satellite internet 

connection.  The end product is likely to have a Linux based operating system 

which will have the added advantage of being comparatively secure against 

computer viruses. Computer viruses infecting Microsoft Windows systems are a big 

problem. 

 

Figure 7: The RIKS project. 

http://knopper.net/knoppix-adriane
http://vinux.org.uk/
http://www.ruralinternetkiosks.com/
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In Europe and North America Microsoft has a dominant share of the desktop 

operating system market, in Kenya and most of Africa they are in a strong position 

through the use of legitimate and pirated software. Computer usage across Africa 

is still low but set to grow. With a close eye on the education market where Linux 

is a threat, Microsoft is prepared to fight hard for this market opportunity. The 

commonest combination of applications that I see here is MS Windows XP and MS 

Office 2003, running on computers that are between five and ten years old. 

Make and mend approaches 

The centre relies on donated 

hardware from various sources 

while a flexible and inventive 

“make and mend” approach to 

problem solving gets round a lot 

of issues. In particular we have 

a fruitful relationship with the 

University of Nairobi computer 

science department. Students 

from the university installed our 

computer network and we have 

recently benefited from a 

generous donation of used hardware. 

My placement at KSB will probably be finished (in March) by the time this 

newsletter is published. Looking back on things I do not regret deciding to do VSO. I 

have met some amazing people, made some good friends, had a range of new 

experiences and learnt a lot more about assistive technology than I knew when I 

started.  

With luck I might have helped to improve a few lives as well. If you want to try VSO 

then apply on line and go for it, acceptance is not guaranteed but they took me.' 

Peter Cheer: Assistive Technology Trainer, Kenya Society for the Blind 

www.ksblind.org  

 

Figure 8: Expertise help always on hand. 

http://www.ksblind.org/
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How to Train Your Dragon 

Trevor Allan is the Head of Student Equity, Welfare 

& Disability Services at the University of Western 

Sydney. Trevor explores some of the issues 

surrounding the use of voice recognition in 

education.  

 

When Dragon NaturallySpeaking was first released in the mid 1990s, it was a radical 

innovation which opened up many possibilities for people with disabilities. For the 

first time, continuous speech recognition was possible, affordable and able to be 

effectively used after relatively short training times. 

 

 

By today‟s standards, it was quite primitive – only one user was allowed, a single 

level of undo, about 85% accuracy (if things were going well) and many hours of 

training needed to achieve a useable level of accuracy. Still, it was a big step up 

from the old Dragon Dictate discrete speech recognition, which required even more 

training time, each word had to be spoken separately and it was S_L_O_W and 

artificial. 

Thinking from your tongue 

Since then, I have been using Dragon myself and training students to use it with a 

great deal of success for many years. I have seen the functionality and accuracy 

increase significantly over the years, to the point where it is now very powerful 

software that can benefit many people with disabilities.  

An experienced user can be up and running with a new voice file producing 98% 

accuracy in 15 minutes, but it does take much longer for inexperienced users to 

train themselves to use it. It does entail a very different way of thinking and 

writing that takes time and practice to adjust to. I tell students that they need to 

take the time to train themselves to think off the end of their tongue rather than 

out the end of their fingers. I have found the best way to do this is to avoid 

composing new material until they are very comfortable with the dictation process, 

Figure 9: Dragon NaturallySpeaking toolbar. 
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know the major commands to control the program and have built up a personal 

vocabulary and writing style in their voice file. The best way to do this is to read 

the sort of material they will be writing (textbooks, essays, etc) for a couple of 

weeks before trying to compose new material. That way they teach themselves to 

speak formal written English, build up their vocabulary and voice characteristics in 

the voice file and develop data on writing style. Dragon stores information about 

frequencies and patterns of words that will improve accuracy when similar writing 

is used.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

There are a few other tips and tricks, but that training and familiarization period is 

essential for successful usage.  

DJ mode! 

Users need to train themselves to slip into “Dictation Mode” when the microphone 

is switched on, much the way radio announcers slip into “DJ Mode” when the 

studio mike is switched on. That means switching their thinking and speech to 

artificial formal speech mode that works best for dictation. 

 

Dragon also works better the more it is used and the more information stored in its 

voice file. Each time you use Dragon, it stores information about your voice 

Figure 10: The Accuracy Centre. 
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characteristics, your vocabulary, the patterns, frequency and combinations of 

words that you characteristically use. The more information it has, the more 

accurate it becomes. 

I have tried dictating new material into Dragon 9 & 10 using an untrained voice file 

and managed a 95%+ result. With a mature voice file, the errors tend to occur 

mostly with smaller words, such as "the" & "be" or "an" & "and" where there is less 

audio information for Dragon to work with, and the words may be used 

interchangeably within normal patterns and frequency of use.   

When the person starts composing new material, there is again a new learning 

curve. Dragon works much better when it is transcribing groups of words rather 

than single words. It analyses the sounds you make, then tries to match those 

sounds with the words in your vocabulary, the patterns you normally use, which 

words are most frequently used and its pre-programmed language characteristics. 

It is a like a very intelligent child that soaks up information, never forgets and 

learns very quickly. The more you teach it, the better it gets, just as the more you 

use it, the more comfortable and confident you become.  

Getting the right technique 

So the technique is to stop, compose the next 

phrase or sentence, stop, compose, say, etc. 

Initially, this gives a feeling of less fluency than 

typing or writing, where we are usually thinking of 

the next word as we are typing the current one, 

but it does become familiar and fluent after 

practice.  

It is also important to correct by voice, rather 

than keyboard because voice corrections are 

stored in the voice file and improve future 

accuracy.  You can actually see the correct word moving up the list of options each 

time it is corrected. If you use the keyboard, it never learns to do better. 

  

All voice dictated text needs to be proofread, but it is a different type of 

proofreading. You don't look for the mis-spelt word or the typos, transpositions and 

Figure 11: Training Dragon NaturallySpeaking. 
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other such mistakes, but you look for the wrong word. The playback function can 

be helpful here to check what you dictated and compare it to what was 

transcribed. 

Digital recordings 

Using digital audio recordings to create transcriptions tends to be a bit less 

accurate, since it tends to be continuous speech rather than discrete units of 

dictated speech and punctuation is not dictated to break the work into discrete 

units such as phrases, sentences and paragraphs. The recognition accuracy tends to 

deteriorate as more information is sent to Dragon because it is trying to match one 

very long sentence with its pre-programmed patterns. One way around this is to 

switch on the auto punctuation feature when transcribing recordings. It doesn't 

work brilliantly when dictating, but it significantly improves accuracy when 

transcribing recordings. Incidentally, you can use a variety of digital recording 

formats, including MP3, to transcribe, not just the Dragon recorder or wav files.  

It is also better to use a USB Microphone to dictate, since the signal remains 

digital, bypasses the sound card and enables better recognition accuracy. Good 

wireless microphones also work well, but check with the supplier‟s or Nuance 

websites to see which ones are recommended. 

The level of Dragon also has an impact. Standard is a toy – not really for serious 

use, Preferred is good value and works pretty well, but if you are serious about 

using Dragon, go for Professional. It delivers the accuracy, features and capacities 

that is needed in the academic context. 

There is a lot more that I could say, but in my experience, Dragon is a powerful 

tool for many people, but the person needs the appropriate training, plenty of the 

right type of practice and some time and adjustment in the way they think and 

work before it can be used to its potential. The key is training the user rather than 

the software and managing people‟s expectations of the software and themselves.  

Dragon and examinations  

I have had students with a range of disabilities, including LD, successfully using it 

for exams, assignments, emails, PhD Theses, surfing the web and controlling their 

computer. However the only person I know who was able to train it one day then 

use it to work on her thesis the next was a woman who had worked for many years 
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as a radio announcer. For her, thinking off the end of her tongue was second 

nature.  

Dragon NaturallySpeaking is a powerful and valuable tool that is often dismissed or 

under-utilized because people used it inappropriately or superficially. Often people 

will give it a try, without proper training for Dragon or, even more importantly, 

themselves, little knowledge of commands and very high expectations of the 

Dragon‟s ability to understand and write what they mean, rather than what they 

say. It is not intuitive and it does not interpret what you say, but it is very literal. 

Some people approach Dragon as if it is HAL from 2001, A Space Odyssey, or Marvin 

from The Hitchhiker‟s Guide to the Galaxy, expecting it to interact with us like 

other people do. If you pause, say “um” or “Don‟t write that” it will try to 

transcribe it. If you think aloud, it will transcribe your words. When that 

microphone goes on, the user needs to be focused on only saying those things they 

want transcribed. However, with the right people, the right training and the right 

motivation, it can be life changing.  

Dragon guides 

Some years ago I wrote a couple of guides, which are now a bit out of date as far 

as versions are concerned, but most of the tips, principles and techniques are still 

relevant and effective today. They might be useful, 

 

A Quick Guide to the Training Process for Voice Recognition Software: 

http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/atproject/voice_recognition/guide_to_

vr_training/index.php and: Using Voice Recognition for Exams: 

http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/atproject/voice_recognition/usingvr4e

xams.php  

 

  

http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/atproject/voice_recognition/guide_to_vr_training/index.php
http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/atproject/voice_recognition/guide_to_vr_training/index.php
http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/atproject/voice_recognition/usingvr4exams.php
http://www.anu.edu.au/disabilities/atproject/voice_recognition/usingvr4exams.php
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Supporting learners with complex needs. 

Rolf Black is a research assistant in the School of Computing at 

Dundee University and holds an honorary contract with NHS 

Tayside as a researcher. Rolf highlights some of the innovative 

research into Augmentative and Alternative Communication (AAC) 

at the School of Computing of Dundee University. 

Introduction 

At the School of Computing at Dundee University one of the things we are looking 

into is new ways to support children and adults with little or no functional speech. 

Complex communication needs can be due to different causes such as Cerebral 

palsy, Down‟s syndrome or other disabilities. In many cases physical impairments or 

learning disabilities are also present which means that access to alternative forms 

of communication such as sign language or computer aided communication devices 

is difficult.  

Although new physical access methods to computer based voice output 

communication aids (VOCAs) such as eye gaze are being developed, they do not 

address one of the main issues when using these devices. Current VOCAS either 

store words and phrases that can be accessed through different selection methods 

or the user – when literate – types out what they want to say. Although 

acceleration techniques such as word prediction is available for literate users, 

there is little computational support for accessing the pre-stored vocabulary or for 

the generation of novel vocabulary for pre-literate users. Current systems still put 

the main cognitive load of finding pre-stored words and messages on the user and 

communication rates are usually around a tenth of those for spoken language. The 

more you have to think about where the words are or how to generate them the 

less you can think about what you want to say. And unless you are literate and able 

to spell out words independently you are restricted to what others have stored on 

your device. 

Some AAC Projects at the School of Computing 

With our projects we have been concentrating on support for pre-literate children 

with complex communication needs where we have addressed some of the issues 

they face as part of their language development. 

STANDUP - System to Augment Non-speakers' Dialogue Using Puns 

Children at some stage of their childhood learn and like to tell jokes. Evidence 
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suggests that this playing with language has a positive impact on their language 

acquisition and communication skills. When using current voice output 

communication aids (VOCAs), children can have pre-stored jokes on their device. 

Although this allows for practicing the pragmatics of joke telling, it does not 

support the language play of their non-disabled peers who are able to generate and 

try out their own jokes. If you know a child, you will have suffered an uncountable 

number of bad jokes – just one of the aspects of learning through making mistakes. 

With our STANDUP system we set out to enable children with communication 

impairments to learn about jokes in a similar way to their typically developing 

peers.  

STANDUP is a computer based joke generator with an accessible interface that 

allows the generation of novel puns and riddles such as “What do you call a weird 

rabbit? – A funny bunny!” The interface allows children to generate their own jokes 

using a touch screen or one switch scanning. The system can be configured for 

different language levels from very easy vocabulary feasible for children in nursery 

or primary level to sophisticated language for adults. The access mode can be 

adjusted to allow for the generation of jokes using just one button up to a 

differentiated interface allowing the generation of jokes about specific subjects or 

using keywords. Users can save their favourite jokes and tell them to an audience 

using synthesised speech output (figure12).  

 

Figure 12 Once a joke has been generated it can be told to an audience. 

The joke generator uses artificial intelligence methods to generate jokes on the fly 

using a set of rules and a huge internal lexicon which has additional information 

stored such as the semantic and phonological properties of words. The jokes are 

structured as question and answer riddles, using phonological similarities and 
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ambiguities of words. An example is given in figure 12. 

 

Figure 13:  STANDUP creates jokes starting with the 

answer, finding related words or phrases and then 

building the question. 

 

We have trialled the system with nine children with complex communication needs 

(CCN) and could see that they were able to use the system to tell jokes in a similar 

way to their non-disabled peers. The children were able to generate and tell jokes 

from the start of the intervention and some of the data suggest an improvement in 

their language development. In a future project we want to look in more detail 

what impact on language development using STANDUP can have. 

STANDUP is freely available for download and should run on any recently bought 

PC. Please take a look at the project website for more information: 

http://standup.computing.dundee.ac.uk     

How was School today...? – Supporting Personal Narrative for 

Children with Communication Disorders 

This ubiquitous question asked by so many parents day after day often only 

receives the monosyllable answer “Fine” from their offspring. Hence the first 

reaction we got when introducing our latest project was “Well, that should be 

easy... You‟ll only need one button!” 

However, for children dinner time conversations, including talking about their 

experiences at school can be an important part of learning the pragmatics of 

language. Children learn how to communicate personal experience to others from 

an early age but can miss out on this experience if they have complex 

communication impairments (CCN) – little or no functional speech with additional 

physical and/or learning disabilities - having to rely on communication aids, a 

technology that to date offers little support when it comes to relating personal 

http://standup.computing.dundee.ac.uk/
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experiences. Messages usually have to be generated on the fly or are pre-stored by 

staff for the children to use.  

As part of our aim to address this greater issue of personal narrative and AAC we 

have created a system to support children with CCN when chatting about their 

school day. We use environmental sensors on the communication device to detect 

what the user experiences during a school day. These sensors track interactions of 

the user with objects, such as teaching tools or toys, or people, such as their 

teachers or peers. Other sensors track the user‟s location throughout the day. Staff 

can record additional voice messages which are then incorporated into the 

automatically generated messages. 

With current high tech communication aids messages have to be either generated 

by typing them into the system on the fly or by retrieving pre-stored messages that 

have been prepared by the user or a carer. Our system automatically generates 

these messages about the personal experiences and events of the school day 

providing the user with a draft story of their day. The user can edit the story by 

adding so called evaluations, messages containing feelings and emotions such as “I 

really enjoyed this!”, or they can delete unwanted messages the system has 

created. This allows children with communication impairments to experience 

conversations more similar to those of their non-disabled peers. By allowing the 

faster access to appropriate messages the children are able to lead and take 

control over a conversation. 

 

Figure 14: ¢ƘŜ άIƻǿ ǿŀǎ {ŎƘƻƻƭ ǘƻŘŀȅΦΦΦΚέ ƛƴǘŜǊŦŀŎŜ 
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Figure 14 shows the interface with an example of a story of the day. The top row 

shows up to five event narratives that the system has automatically generated from 

the sensor information and voice recordings. The centre of the screen shows the 

current event being told with its associated messages. In this example the event 

relates to occupational therapy (OT, indicated by the OT symbol) and consists of 6 

messages (2 generated and 3 recorded messages plus one evaluation).  

The child can use the arrow buttons to step through the messages and use the 

smiley buttons at the bottom of the screen for positive or negative evaluations. 

These are automatically chosen to match the previously accessed message, for 

example “It was yummy!” as a positive evaluation for the message “I had sausages 

for lunch”.    

First trials of the system in a special school with a number of children showed that 

the system allowed the children to have dynamic conversations about the school 

day without the usual time gap when accessing their AAC device and enabled them 

to actually lead the conversation using for example topic change. Please visit our 

project website: http://howwasschooltoday.computing.dundee.ac.uk and get in 

touch if you want more information or get involved! 

PhonicStick – Direct Access to Phonemic Speech Output 

Current AAC systems give only access to prestored words, making it difficult to 

speak novel words unless a user is literate and able to type words into the system.  

But spoken language is basically a collection of sounds that are blended into words 

so the idea to the PhonicStick was to give direct access to these sounds and their 

blending to allow the generation of any words.  

A joystick was selected as an appropriate access interface since it is an established 

tool to control an electric wheelchair, even by users who have difficulties accessing 

their AAC device or a computer.  

http://howwasschooltoday.computing.dundee.ac.uk/


 

25 

 

 

Figure 15: The first PhonicStick 

The English language uses a variety of sounds – for correct pronunciation more than 

a hundred different sounds or phonemes can be identified. However, around 40 

sounds can already create the majority of words correctly. In literacy teaching the 

synthetic phonics approach uses 42 letter and letter combination sounds when 

teaching how to read and write. We have used these sounds and mapped them onto 

joystick movements.  

This allows users to access and collect these sounds which are then blended by the 

system into words. We have given an early version of the PhonicStick to a number 

of children from different backgrounds.  

We could show that the children all managed to use the PhonicStick to create little 

words using a subset of 6 phonics.  

Further research will look into how the PhonicStick could be used to support 

literacy learning for non-speaking children and how it could be used as a 

communication device. 

For more information please take a look at the project website:  

http://www.computing.dundee.ac.uk/projects/phonicstick  

Ongoing research 

This is only a small sample of our research activity. Find out at: 

http://aac.computing.dundee.ac.uk  

 

 

http://www.computing.dundee.ac.uk/projects/phonicstick
http://aac.computing.dundee.ac.uk/
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MyStudyBar  

In this article Craig Mill, the e-learning advisor for Access and 

Inclusion introduces MyStudyBar a suite of open source and 

freeware applications to support learners with literacy 

difficulties.  

MyStudyBar is a new tool to help overcome problems that some 

students experience with studying, reading and writing. The tool consists of a suite 

of portable open source and freeware applications, assembled into one convenient 

package. Easy to install, simple to use, handy and effective, MyStudyBar provides 

comprehensive learning support at the desktop, where it‟s needed. And the icing 

on the cake is that it‟s completely free to download and use. 

MyStudyBar has been produced by the team at RSC Scotland North & East which 

created the award-winning EduApps software suite and, though MyStudyBar is 

primarily designed to support learners with literacy-related difficulties such as 

dyslexia, it offers potential benefits to all learners. 

Key Features 

MyStudyBar puts a range of individual and essential tools at your fingertips, 

designed to support the complete study cycle from research, planning and 

structuring to communicating in writing or speech. MyStudyBar has 6 

sections; each has a drop down menu offering personal choice, flexibility 

and independent learning, particularly for learners who require 

additional support. And, with over 15 apps to choose from, it‟s the perfect 

study aid. 

Examples include: Xmind for planning and organization; T-Bar for customising font 

and colour backgrounds; Lingoes – a talking dictionary; LetMeType for help with 

text input, and Balabolka for converting text to audio. And, just in case that‟s not 

enough, there‟s even a speech-to-text facility (for users of Vista and Windows 7) to 

let you talk to your computer. 

You can use MyStudyBar straight from a USB stick (if, for example, you‟re using a 

machine that‟s not your own) or you can install it directly to the desktop (technical 

staff in colleges or universities also have the choice of installing it on the network 
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for everyone to use). However you choose to use it, MyStudyBar pops up on your 

screen like this: 

 

Figure 16: MyStudyBar Version 2 

So How Do I get It? 

You can download the application from the RSC Scotland North & East website: 

www.eduapps.org  

Once you‟ve downloaded the zip file, you need to extract all of the contents and 

put them into the root drive (the top level, e.g. E:\) of your USB stick. 

The following link takes you through the process: http://www.rsc-ne-

scotland.org.uk/access_apps/screencast/Extracting_AccessApps_folder/Extracting_

AccessApps_folder.html  (If you already have experience of downloading 

AccessApps, you‟ll find the process very similar.) 

MyStudyBar for XP and Vista/Windows 7 

There are two versions of MyStudyBar, one for Windows XP and another for 

Vista/Windows 7. The main difference between the two is that the version for 

Vista/Windows 7 takes full advantage of that system‟s excellent built-in speech 

recognition capabilities which were not previously available. 

To get you started we‟ve provided some useful help materials, including screencast 

tutorials on how to get the best from all of its components. The tutorials can be 

found by going to: www.rsc-ne-

scotland.ac.uk/eduapps/mystudybar.php#tutorials  

If you do use MyStudyBar with your students, we would be delighted to hear how 

you get on – who knows, perhaps it will feature in the next exciting edition of the 

newsletter! 

  

http://www.eduapps.org/
http://www.rsc-ne-scotland.org.uk/access_apps/screencast/Extracting_AccessApps_folder/Extracting_AccessApps_folder.html
http://www.rsc-ne-scotland.org.uk/access_apps/screencast/Extracting_AccessApps_folder/Extracting_AccessApps_folder.html
http://www.rsc-ne-scotland.org.uk/access_apps/screencast/Extracting_AccessApps_folder/Extracting_AccessApps_folder.html
http://www.rsc-ne-scotland.ac.uk/eduapps/mystudybar.php#tutorials
http://www.rsc-ne-scotland.ac.uk/eduapps/mystudybar.php#tutorials
http://scottish-rscs.org.uk/newsfeed/wp-content/uploads/2010/03/MyStudyBarVersion2.jpg
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Additional needs support services. 

LEAD Scotland update. 

Emma Whitelock is the Training and Development Officer for 

Lead Scotland (Specialists in Linking Education and 

Disability) a charity that enables disabled adults and carers 

to access inclusive learning opportunities. 

 

Lead Scotland, Linking Education and Disability is a voluntary organisation set up to 

widen access to learning across 

Scotland for disabled people (pan 

impairment) and carers, post 

16.  We stimulate the demand for 

learning amongst disabled people 

and carers who wouldn‟t otherwise 

see themselves as lifelong 

learners.   

LEAD can offer impartial adult 

guidance for people to explore and 

broaden their horizons within the 

informal and comfortable starting 

point of the person‟s own home. We can do this by supporting people to recognise 

real, and perceived, barriers which can enable them to understand how 

impairment and circumstance can impact on their ability to learn.  A further aspect 

of LEAD is to facilitate assistive technology assessments and offer trained volunteer 

support to learn how to use this technology.  By doing this we can empower 

individuals to know, and ask for, what they need to learn.  A key aspect of our 

work is enabling people to take responsibility for their own learning beyond our 

service, with increased confidence and motivation.  Transitional and ongoing 

support is also essential for learners to sustain their commitment with the learning 

process.   

For information about our current projects please see our website, 

www.lead.org.uk.  For example, find the Speak for Yourself project which recently 

produced an easy to read booklet written by a group of disabled people from 

Figure 17: LEAD offer impartial adult guidance. 

http://www.lead.org.uk/
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Aberdeenshire to highlight what support is available to disabled students. 

April 2010 heralds the beginning of our Big Lottery Fund programme which will be 

delivered in the Highlands, West Dunbartonshire, Glasgow and Inverclyde. „Get 

Connected and Lead: Maximising the Influence of Minority Voices‟ aims to deliver a 

creative and innovative learning programme that will engage, empower and 

develop the confidence, self-esteem and life skills of disabled people. Through this 

programme of learning they will be supported to become volunteer mentors in 

supporting other disabled people to engage in shaping and influencing the planning 

and delivery of services in their local communities and beyond.  This pilot project 

also aims to develop strong partnerships between service providers and disabled 

service users. 

 If you would like to find our more about the work of LEAD then drop Emma an 

email: ewhitelock@lead.org.uk  

Dyslexia Scotland. 

Cathy Magee is the Chief Executive of Dyslexia Scotland. 

Cathy outlines the work of Dyslexia Scotland including 

news about some forthcoming developments and events. 

 

Dyslexia Scotland is a national charity based in Stirling with a network of volunteer-

led branches across Scotland.  

Our 3 strategic aims for 2009 – 2012 are: 

1. To provide high quality services to enable children, young people and adults 

with dyslexia to reach their potential in education, employment and life  

2.  To influence positive change at a national level 

3.  To develop and maintain a sustainable and coherent structure to deliver 

these aims (including our members, branch network, volunteers and staff) 

Our services include a National Helpline, Tutor List, Adult Network, Conferences, 

Training & Road shows as well as support through the local branch network. More 

details are on our newly redesigned website: www.dyslexiascotland.org.uk  

mailto:ewhitelock@lead.org.uk
http://www.dyslexiascotland.org.uk/
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Our aim to influence national positive change includes campaigns for dyslexic 

people as well as supporting and contributing to research, projects or initiatives.  

Over the past year we have contributed to the following important national 

developments: 

 The Scottish Teacher Education Committee launched the Framework for 

Inclusion in April 2009. An online Resource Bank  accompanying the 

Framework is currently being piloted and will feature a section dedicated to 

dyslexia: http://www.frameworkforinclusion.org/index.php  

 Online „Assessing Dyslexia‟ toolkit. A Working Group, chaired by Dr. 

Margaret Crombie, developed this web-based toolkit funded by the Scottish 

Government for all teachers to use to assess literacy difficulties and 

dyslexia. The pilot version can be viewed here: 

http://www.frameworkforinclusion.org/AssessingDyslexia 

 

 The Podcast revision project developed by Lochaber High School and 

Dyslexia Lochaber allows students to access revision notes in audio format, 

which is a great benefit to students with dyslexia. Students can listen to the 

files on the computer or download the files onto MP3s, USB pens or CDs to 

use at home. Have a look on: http://lhs.typepad.co.uk/weblog/  

Forthcoming events: 

 We will be launching the „Assessing Dyslexia‟ toolkit in Edinburgh in June – 

if you are interested in finding out more, please get in touch on 01786 

446650  

 Dyslexia Scotland Education Conference gives educators the chance to hear 

from national and international experts. This year‟s conference, „Innovative 

practice in Dyslexia: A new decade‟, will be held on Saturday 25th 

September at Edinburgh Conference Centre, Heriot Watt University. We 

hope to see you there, so please book now on: 

http://www.dyslexiascotland.org.uk/conferences  

 

 

http://www.frameworkforinclusion.org/index.php
http://www.frameworkforinclusion.org/AssessingDyslexia
http://lhs.typepad.co.uk/weblog/
http://www.dyslexiascotland.org.uk/conferences
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Ability Magazine.  

 John Lamb is the editor of the popular Ability 

Magazine. John outlines some of the new reviews in 

the spring edition of Ability.  

The next issue of Ability, the magazine about IT for disabled 

people, takes a look at ten high tech innovations for 2010 featured in the Daily Mail 

and asks how accessible they are. Editor John Lamb will be reporting from CSUN, 

the world‟s largest assistive technology conference and exhibition. The spring 

edition, out in April, will also contain a review of handheld reading software that 

can be used by vision impaired people to scan and read out text. Products tested 

will include knfb Reader and Textscout. In the meantime, Ability will continue to 

follow the problems that disabled students south of the border are having obtaining 

grants for assistance with their studies.  

To find out more go to www.abilitymagazine.org.uk for information on how to 

subscribe.  

Suppliers Update. 
This is new addition to the newsletter ς ŦƛƴŘ ƻǳǘ ǿƘŀǘΩǎ ƴŜǿ ƛƴ ǎƻŦǘǿŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ƘŀǊŘǿŀǊŜ direct 

from the suppliers. 

Humanware 

Lucy Naismith is the Sales Manager for Scotland and 

has worked for Humanware for over 5 years. Here Lucy 

highlights some of the features of the Intel® Reader. 

 

A recent development for us at Humanware is that we recently teamed up with 

Intel® to promote the new Intel® Reader.  The Intel® Reader is a portable device 

with a built-in camera, which photographs a page of text and reads it aloud.  

The Intel® Reader has a large clear screen (4.3”, 10.9cm) which highlights the 

word as it is being spoken. This can benefit many learners who struggle to see and 

read small printed text. One example is Sam, who is 19 and has been using the 

Intel® Reader for a couple of months now. 

“I‟ve used a scanner and OCR software with my computer for years but I 

http://www.abilitymagazine.org.uk/
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don‟t always want to carry my laptop around with me.  Since I started 

college, I have had much more reading to get through – in class and in the 

library.  I like having my Intel® Reader with me because it means I can read 

things there and then, without having to ask for help or wait until I get 

home.  Some of my course work has been e-mailed to me, but there are still 

classes which give hand-outs on the day.  With my Intel® Reader I just take 

a picture and listen to it with my earphones, as quickly as my friends read 

it.” 

 

 

Figure 18: The Intel reader offers a range of features such as save text to MP3, reading back text etc. 

Captured images can be saved as text or MP3 files.  The Intel® 

Reader has USB connectivity too which allows upload and playing of 

text, MP3 and even DAISY files. There is an optional portable 

Capture Station which allows capture of A3 size documents: a 

double page of an open text book.  

The Intel® Reader is priced at £999 and the Capture Station, £250 

(ex VAT & delivery).  HumanWare provide free demonstrations on 

their hardware and software products. 

To find out more contact Lucy: lucy.naismith@humanware.com  

Figure 19: Capture station. 

mailto:lucy.naismith@humanware.com
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Dolphin Computer Access 

Rachel Bagust is the Education Account Manager at 

Dolphin Computer Access. Before working with 

Dolphin, Rachel trained as a teacher. In this article 

Rachel looks at some of the new features in the latest 

version of EasyConverter.  

 

As a trained teacher I recognise that students have very different needs when it 

comes to accessing learning 

materials. The latest version of 

EasyConverter is designed with 

diversity in mind.   

The latest version of Dolphin‟s 

EasyConverter has some great 

new features, particularly for 

easily creating Large Print, MP3, 

DAISY talking book and Braille 

alternative formats. By 

simplifying the process of 

creating alternative formats, 

EasyConverter enables users to 

provide unique alternative 

format materials for all their students. If you‟ve used previous versions of 

EasyConverter you‟ll notice that the new interface is very different, and easier to 

use.  

New features include step-by-step wizards which guide the user through the 

process of creating alternative format materials and an Optical Character 

Recognition (OCR) editor which makes scanning PDF and paper-based documents 

more accurate and easier to use than ever.  

For more information, please visit the Dolphin website: 

www.YourDolphin.com/EasyConverter. 

  

Figure 20: The new look Dolphin EasyConverter interface. 

http://www.yourdolphin.com/EasyConverter
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Inclusive Technology  

Alison Littlewood is the Marketing Manager for 

Inclusive Technology. Inclusive supplies a wide range of 

computer access devices, communication aids and 

software for people with additional support needs. 

 

So far 2010 has seen lots of new developments for us at Inclusive 

Technology, not only with product launches, but in January Inclusive Technology 

was named ICT Company of the Year at the BETT Awards. One reason for our 

success is, as one judge put it, “Inclusive has gone above and beyond the 

expectations of an ICT-solutions provider.” 

Inclusive provides advice and support for users of ICT as well as the latest 

technology. Inclusive Technology offers telephone advice, information days, and a 

wide range of articles on using ICT which can be found out our website: 

www.inclusive.co.uk. The” ITtools website”: www.ittools.co.uk has products for 

post-16 education and adult/community learning.  

Some of Inclusive's new technologies include: 

MyTobii - developed in Sweden, MyTobii is an eye-gaze device which allows people 

to control their computer and communication software by eye-tracking. This can 

help those with severe physical difficulties access learning opportunities and live 

more independently. 

Intel Reader - helps those with reading 

difficulties, such as dyslexia or impaired vision, 

to access printed material. Students can take a 

picture of books, handouts or test papers using 

the built-in camera, and printed text is 

converted to speech in seconds.  

Interactive Plasma Screens - Inclusive's height 

adjustable plasmas are quickly and easily 

adjusted to meet the needs of wheelchair users. Now the range is expanded with 

the Tilt and Touch - the viewing angle can also be changed, in steps, until it 

becomes a touch table. 

Figure 21: Student using the Intel Reader. 

http://www.inclusive.co.uk/
http://www.ittools.co.uk/


 

35 

 

 

Another recent development is Inclusive's purchase of the 

stock and trade of Don Johnston Special Needs Ltd. 

Inclusive now sells popular products such as Co:Writer, 

Write:OutLoud, Read:OutLoud and Draft:Builder. The new 

SOLO Literacy Suite 6 brings all these titles together in a 

single, fully integrated package which offers text 

prediction, a talking word processor, a graphic organiser 

and other functions for students who need extra help with reading, writing or 

organising their work. 

 

If you would like to find out more about Inclusive Technology then please visit our 

website at www.inclusive.co.uk  

 

Blogs, wikis and nings! 

Looking for resources? There was a time when the humble ‘web site’ 

was enough to find resources. With the advent of Web 2.0 there is 

now a diverse range of interactive and engaging material as well as 

some personal interactivity to collaborate and post your own 

resources. 

 

RSC Access and Inclusion Ning 

Ning is a platform for creating your social 

networks, similar to Facebook but with an 

emphasis for use with education. You start 

by naming your social network and choosing 

a combination of features (photos, videos, 

forums, events, etc.) from an ever-growing 

list of options. You can then customise your 

social network's appearance and launch it! 

People who join your social network will 

automatically have a customisable profile page and will be able to message each 

Figure 22: Co:Writer provides literacy 

support. 

Figure 23: The RSC Inclusion Ning. 

http://www.inclusive.co.uk/
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other, add resources etc. The RSC Access and Inclusion Ning is A place to discuss, 

share, and join other colleagues who support learners with additional support 

needs in further and higher education. With over 300 members the RSC Access and 

Inclusion Ning features some great resources such as assistive technology videos, 

dedicated assistive technology groups and a variety of forums. If you‟d like to join 

in the fun then pop along to: http://inclusive.ning.com 

AssistiveTech Ning 

This is an American Ning dedicated to assistive technology. With over 900 members 

and people contributing from all over the world it‟s an excellent resource.  

http://assistivetech.ning.com/  

The e-Inclusion Blog 

A real treasure trove of information, resources 

and other e-inclusion related goodies. The e-

Inclusion blog also offers a comprehensive range 

of video tutorials on the latest version of 

TextHelp‟s Read and Write Gold and ClaroRead.  

http://www.scottish-rscs.org.uk/e-inclusion/ 

CALL Scotland Bog 

Communication, Access, Literacy and Learning 

(CALL) Scotland supports school learners with 

communication and access difficulties. An 

excellent blog for resources, tutorials on a range of 

assistive technology related issues.  

http://www.callscotland.org.uk/Blog/  

BRITE 

BRITE is an initiative providing information, advice 

and training on inclusive education, assessment 

and enabling technologies. The BRITE Blog will 

keep you updated with what has been happening 

Figure 24: The e-Inclusion Ning. 

Figure 25: CALL Scotland blog. 

Figure 26: The BRITE blog. 

http://inclusive.ning.com/
http://assistivetech.ning.com/
http://www.scottish-rscs.org.uk/e-inclusion/
http://www.callscotland.org.uk/Blog/
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at BRITE, bring you the latest assistive technology news, and discuss issues relating 

to inclusiveness. 

http://briteblog.wordpress.com/  

AbilityNet Wiki 

The Global Assistive Technology Encyclopaedia 

has been created by AbilityNet, the UK's 

largest provider of advice and information on 

all aspects of Access to technology. Its' purpose 

is to provide live and up to date information on 

everything to do with Assistive Technology. 

Unlike other static websites, this one is a Wiki, 

which means that anyone who is a registered 

user the AbilityNet wiki can enter information. 

http://abilitynet.wetpaint.com/  

NewsFeed 

Not entirely dedicated to accessibility and 

inclusion but this excellent resource features 

all there to know about what‟ happening in the 

world of e-learning – and there‟s even a 

section on e-inclusion! 

http://scottish-rscs.org.uk/newsfeed/  

 

The iPod / iPad – new Tools to Support Reading and Writing? 

With the release of the iPad, first in the USA and shortly in the UK, people are 

starting to look seriously at the educational opportunities provided by software 

applications (apps) for the iPad and for its smaller cousins, the iPhone and the iPod 

Touch. The rapid growth of these apps is in some ways reminiscent of the growth 

of educational software for the BBC micro back in the 1980s as teachers, lecturers 

and others developed, exchanged or tried to sell the programs they developed. A 

big difference is that there is now an easy means to market apps, through iTunes, 

Figure 27: The AbilityNet Wiki 

Figure 28: The NewsFeed blog. 

http://briteblog.wordpress.com/
http://www.abilitynet.org.uk/
http://abilitynet.wetpaint.com/
http://scottish-rscs.org.uk/newsfeed/
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where people will happily spend a couple of pounds to 

purchase an app on a whim.  

Some of these apps, for example the superb 

Proloquo2Go application for people with 

communication difficulties, demonstrate the full 

potential of the iPod / iPad as a tool to support 

people with disabilities. Others wrestle with the task 

of trying to convert an audio player / mobile phone 

into a computer, but leave you wondering why they 

bothered. This article is intended to provide an 

introduction to a fairly random selection of some of 

the apps currently available to support reading and 

writing. 

Writing and Information Gathering 

The iPod Touch, with a small, fiddly on-screen 

keyboard has certainly not been designed for extended writing, though it can be a 

useful device for making short notes. It may be that the much larger iPad (with a 

9” display) will be more suitable as a writing tool than the iPod Touch (3.5” 

display).  A few apps have been developed to improve the usability of the iPod 

Touch keyboard: 

Shapewriter (£4.99 for the Pro version, £1.79 for the Lite) is an alternative to the 

standard iPod keyboard that has found favour with a number of people with 

dyslexia. Rather than tapping on individual keys to type, you slide your finger from 

letter to letter to form a word – a bit like using an electronic Ouija board! It can be 

tricky to master this sliding movement in the early stages, but there is a built in 

prediction system that guesses the word that you are trying to type and presents 

choices on screen. As your sliding becomes more accurate you can pay less 

attention to these choices and you may well be able to type faster than you would 

with the standard keyboard. It is worth paying a little extra for the Pro version as 

this can be used in a landscape view allowing the use of slightly bigger keys.  

Hot Typer (£0.49 for the Fast version) is an odd little app that attempts to 

overcome the difficulty of using the very small keys on an iPod Touch by replacing 

them with six standard-sized keys. Letters and characters are created by pressing a 

Figure 29: ShapeWriter for the iPhone. 
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single key, a combination of two keys, or „smudging‟ a single key, for example, the 

letter „x‟ is produced by smudging an „a‟ in an upward direction. The Fast version 

includes around 1,000 keyboard abbreviations which can be expanded to form 

common phrases, with the facility to add 50 of your own. The Pro version (£2.39) 

allows unlimited abbreviations. There is definitely a bit of a „learning curve‟ 

required to master this device and most people probably won‟t bother, but a few 

may find it very useful. 

SpeedScribe (£1.79 for iPad only) takes the 

125 most commonly used words in English 

and places them in five grids, each with 25 

„word buttons‟ that you press to insert the 

word into a document. These word banks 

can be used to accelerate text entry and are 

very similar to Clicker grids, or to different 

vocabulary levels on a communication aid. 

The iPod Touch can also be used to record 

spoken notes using apps such as the built-in 

Voice Memos or iTalk Recorder (Free, or 

£1.19 for Premium version).  A free version 

of the Dragon Dictation speech recognition 

program, allowing up to 20 seconds of 

speech to be translated into text is currently available from the iTunes store in the 

USA and should soon be available for people in other countries. 

Electronic Books 

It is possible to read text-based electronic books (e-books) on an iPod Touch, but 

the screen is too small to make this a particularly pleasurable experience. There 

are already a number of apps that can be used for reading e-books, including 

eReader (free), Stanza (free), Reader Lite (free) and Wirdy (free). Most of these 

readers have basic facilities to change font and size of text and colour options. 

Some have good points, others have weaknesses. From a brief comparison, I found 

Stanza to be pretty good, in terms of its overall flexibility. It is possible to change 

font size over a wide range and it works well in landscape mode – which is much 

easier for reading than portrait mode. In contrast, the „Gigantic‟ font in eReader is 

still quite small and when used in landscape mode, the controls remain in their 

Figure 30: SpeedScribe for the iPad. 
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portrait location, which can be awkward to use. Unfortunately, none of these Apps 

has a text-to-speech facility that would allow the text to be read out loud. Some 

might argue that an audio book would overcome this problem – and there are many 

available for the iPod family – but for some readers there are definite advantages 

in being able to follow the text on screen as it is being read out. The VoiceOver 

facility on the iPod Touch CAN be used to add text to speech to the basic e-Book 

reader apps, BUT it alters the finger gestures used to control the iPod, making 

some actions very difficult to perform. 

Text-to-Speech Options 

In addition to the VoiceOver setting on 

the iPod Touch, there are a number of 

apps specifically designed to read text 

out aloud. These allow the use of good 

quality voices and have facilities such 

as the production of MP3 audio files 

and the saving of commonly-used 

phrases. The latter facility has 

potential for use as a communication 

aid by a small number of people with 

speech and language difficulties. 

(Access difficulties on a small device 

like the iPod Touch and the reliance on 

text would rule out its use by most 

communication aid users.)  

Speak It (£1.19) is a nice little app that allows text to be read from the screen, 

using one of four reasonable voices, two American and two using UK English. It is 

not possible to modify the pitch or speed of the reading voice and there are no 

options for highlighting text as it is read. The app simply reads short notes which 

can be typed, or copied into it. There are facilities to save common phrases, or to 

save audio files by emailing them to a separate server. The use of this app 

illustrates some of the limitations of the iPod devices. They do not currently allow 

multi-tasking so only one app can be run at a time, which makes to awkward to 

transfer text between apps. (The next version of the operating system is likely to 

Figure 31: iTalk for iPhone and ITouch. 
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allow multi-tasking.)  

Talk to Me (£1.99) has options for speaking text notes as they are typed, but its 

main value is possibly for reading longer passages of text. Only two voices come 

with the app, a male voice and a female, both of which can have their speed 

modified. Talk to Me has an option for speaking text as it is typed, which can be a 

useful proofreading tool. 

Web Reader (£1.19) will try to find and read the “most significant text” on a web 

page when the page is loaded. This may not correspond with the text visible on 

screen as it is likely that only part of the web page will be onscreen at any one 

time. The most practical way to use the program is by selecting the text you want 

to read (not always easy!) and then using the Web Reader app to read it. The text 

to speech interface is very similar to that of Talk to Me, with the same two voices 

and a facility to alter the reading speed. 

Can the iPod Touch be used as an Assistive Technology Tool? 

If a student who needs support has a choice between using a laptop and an iPod 

Touch as a tool for reading and writing, there is no question that the laptop is a 

more useful all-round tool. But if they already have an iPod Touch for use as an 

audio player, there are a lot of low cost or free apps that can be used to convert 

the Touch into a very useful device, particularly for reading e-books. It is very 

portable, very light and very cool! On the other hand, it can be very fiddly and its 

limited operating system can be very „clunky‟ to manipulate for even some very 

basic tasks.  

This article is being written prior to the UK release of the iPad, which could have a 

major impact on the assistive technology world. The bigger screen will be much 

more accessible for people with poor motor skills, making it easier to access e-

books. At the time of writing, it is not clear whether people in the UK will be able 

to access the e-books in the Apple iBook Store. Many of these will have built in 

text-to-speech, which could make books accessible for people with reading 

difficulties. We are also waiting for the release of the free Blio Reader, which 

could bring books with text-to-speech to both the Touch and the iPad. 

These are definitely interesting times!  
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