Dictating Progress
to Machines

Now that speech-recognition technology has become
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affordable and PC-compatible, automatic dictation is within

reach of translators. Language International asked a number

of users about their experience with this new productivity tool.

emember HAL. the talking computer in
R—Stanley Kubrick’s “20017? Although writer

Arthur Clarke set his famous story in 1997,
real-life progress to date in speech processing has
so far proved a little slower than fiction. Computers
will not vet answer vou back as HAL did. hut we
can talk to them and get them to take dictation,
And as the two main general-purpose dictation soft-
ware suppliers IBM (with VoiceTvpe) and Dragon
Svetems  {with DragonDictate) have discovered,
there is an emerging market for heavv-duty text-
workers ready 1o use an alternative o kev-
boarding—among them language professionals.

Kev initial users were medical staff needing fo
enter data te formatted documents without using
their hands, and lawvers drafting letters and con-
tracts. But 1996 seems to have marked the take-off
of the translator market for dictation software.
Growth has been partly pulled by freelancers
retooling witlh Pentium chips (133 MHz micro-
processors and 24 Mb of RAM seem to be a
required minimum for dictation systems) and
larger hard disks (compressed sound files can be
Iulky), and partly pushed by the net price droy for
the systems themselves. More accurate product
information and a natural decline in primary
technophobia in the profession have also plaved a
rofe in boosting interest. As a result. there is a
growing body of useful experience about the dos
anid don’ts of automatic dictating, together with
strong partisanship over products,

SPEECH MODEL

Apart from a few vervy specific contexts such as
listing numbers, computers cannot yet recognize
continuous speech uitered at a natural rhythim, But
they ¢an manage text spoken as a string of words,
For a computer to recognize vour speech and take
down vour dictation. thevefove, it first has to cveate

a model of vour way of pronouncing words. It then
uses this model as a benchmark against which 1o
match vour actual dictation input. This means thar
when vou dictate 10 a computer, you have to speak
with brief pauses—between—your-—words. giving
the machine time to rapidly check vour inpud
against a list of stored forms on the basis of vour
speech model. (A single workstation equipped with
dictation software can. of course. store several dif-
ferent speech models, one for each different user.)
In short, automatic dictation svstems require a
behavioral adaptation that can seem quite unnat-
ural to the novice. Given the inherent strangeness
of the techinology (and its reputatien {or making
language mistakes) what. then, has driven transla-
tors to begin using it?

Reasons vary from eme case to another. UK
Italian/French-to-English translator Michael Benis
was looking for a productivity tool when he started
using IBM’s VoiceTvpe two vears ago. Already an
experienced dictator, he noticed that his sceretaries
“often failed 10 spell technical 1erms corvectly, so 1
had to do a lot of careful correcting aftervards”™
For  France-based  Shankaran  “Vishwa”
Viswanathanir who translates both into and out of
French and English, taking up VoiceTvpe helped
him improve hig slow tvping of French. Roger
Fletcher, the doven of dictation software users in
the UK and a long-time Chinese-to-English trans-
lator, took to VoiceType as a “natural”™ method
immediately after he tried it, even though he is an
80 wpm typist and didn’t expect much gain in
input speed. On the other hand, for Tom Barkas.
another English translator, the problem was more
serious: like many PC-based translators who have
never learned to type properly. he found he swas
suffering froms Repetitive Strain Lujury (RS alter
1} vears of hashing at the kevboard. and turned to
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dictation software as a serious replacement tech-
nology for doing his work.

DICTATOR-FRIENDLY

As suggested, the inilial stage in the learning
prowcess i3 p]‘u\l(]lllg the svatern with VOULE &6 1y
niwlel. The first commercial versions of hoth
VoiceTvpe and DragonDictate required a 30-minute
start-up phase or longer for the user to speak in a
sot of sentences that were then “compiled™ by the
machne  wto  an  individual  profile.  Today.
VoireType 3.0 artd DragonDictate 25 (both for
Windows) have reduced this start-up time to nest
to nothing.

To use dictation effectively,
you must master a new
foreign language—
“paused” speech that the

computer can understand.

But the kev stage for novices s mastering the art
of pavsed dictating. Since Vishwa had no experi-

ence with dictation. he found the whole process of

learning to use VoiceTvpe fairly dificalt, especially
as he was lrving to meet tght deadlines. Michael
Benis coneurs: “Many translators find they can
onlv thivk on the writien page. They harl better be
sure they feel comfortable with dictating in general
hefore getting diclation soltware” Yet the evidence
suggesls that il vou persevere sofficiently, paused
speech iz just one tere masterable =kill. Roger
Fletcher now feels that bis dictation speech is get-
ting “near continuous,” He docs, however, notice
that a ot of beginners fend to “over-exaggerate the
word-panse re {]llil‘t‘lllt‘lll and end up brcaking them
into svllables” What seems to be required iz the
capacily to develop an easv, steady rhythm. Until
dictation methods form part of the repical traos-
lator-traning  program. teams of translators with
tvping skills of 80 wpra working on software local-
ization projects might not he natral candidates for
dictation-software techunology.

BUILDING THE WORD
KNOWLEDGE BASE

Although the uger’s voice profile is established once
and for all at the heginning. the machine 1= con.
tinually learming from a translator’s usage. and this
offers a kev advantage to the technology. The svs
tems come with buitt-in dictionaries {some 1304
for Dragonlhetate and 40,000 words for IBM) plus
various Lacilities for developing additional personal
and domain dictionaries. Words which tend to he
statisticallv rare in the langnage but very frequent
in a certain eorpus technical
terms. product names. in-house preferences. ete.—-

of  textls —esolerie
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can be entered into the system just once and rec-
ognized for ever alter, Rather like memory tech-
nology  [or  automatic  translation,  automatic
dictation systems seem hetter adapted for repetitive
work on the =ame subject matter or lexical domain,
than on unrelated texts from many  different
domains. As with anv computer-based niility, it is
necessary to build up that knowledge base by sheer
repetition. Vishwa, for example, uses dictation soft-
ware for transhting a series of press releases from
the same firn; T can get real prtldlll bivity gains
here: since the machine always recognizes the tech-
nical words, whereas it can easily make mistakes
over ambiguous simple common words in the lan.
gnage”

For Michael Benis, however, the idea that dictation
soflware is better suiled tn some tvpes of texts than
others is “all nonscnse” He started off with ideas
ahout what dictation software was good at, but has
reached the conclusion that “the best way to use it

l‘- ff)l‘ ini'l‘l?aﬁil]g [continded on page t6)%

Dragonlictate
Successtully Road-Tested

at European Commission

Dwring the first months of 1996, a team of 15
translators  at  the Euvropean Conunisston’s
Trauslation Department (SDT) in Brussels put
DragonDictate  version 1 through rigorous
testing over several months. And the software
through  with flving colors. Said Tim
Cooper of the 1T Support and Training section
in charge of evaluating the system, “We are con-
vinced that antomatie dictation 1= the wav for-
ward” Testers ineluded a mix of computer
literates and these without kevhoarding skills.
and ranged over five of the EC’s 11 official lan-
guages. The SDT hopes to upgrade to Windows
NT i the near future, and plans to implement
automatic dictation support for any of the 600
translators that request it.

CETIE

The SDT did encounter a problem worth under-
lining for international organizations where mul-
tiple languages arc  processed. To  avoid
maibtaining  an  1l-language helpdesk and
product support for 11 versions of itz in-house
word-processing package (WordPerfect), the SDT
uses the UK version as the single haclbone,
Natwalls. DhagonDictate comes in a ditferent
version for each language and automatically
asstmes that vou are wsing the national {and
fatest) version of the word-processing software.
For example, the conflict caused by using French
DragonDictate with UK English WordPerfect
micant that the dictation svstem would interpret
the English speech macro for bold {Control + B
r “Bold™} as the wrong command (it would ner-

mally bhe Control + G or “Gras™ in French).

(1997}
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Dictatlon (continued from page |5)

productivity in any text at all, provided it is seen
as a first draft” Although over time the rate at
which ihe svstem recognizes the right worls seems
to improve (Roger Fletcher reckons he gets 98-99%
for a large number of texts), a translator always has

Contrary to what nonusers might think, dictation

systems adapt easily to highly formatted text

such as tables, and transiators can dictate into

existing word-processing source files that arrive

by network or on diskette,

to check for misrecognized words in the dictated
text, now made easier in VoiceTvpe by the play-
hack feature, which allows users to listen to what
thev have input while reading the text. Erroneously
recognized words stand out distinctly, Benis uses
this stage “to check that [ haven't left anvthing
out. He then word-processes the resulting draft to
finalize it for delivery.

ON-SCREEN CORRECTION

In normal mode. dictators great or otherwise have
to look at the screen as they work, since the
machine will display  homophones  (“brake” or
“break™ and ask for confirmation of what vou
want, and will also need to have words not found
in its native dictionaries typed in. Users of IBM's
VoiceTrpe however. claim that thev do not have to
look at the computer screen while dictating—the
machine just records evervthing, wrong or not.
This runs the risk of missing certain errors and
therefore reducing the machine’s ability to contin-
ually learn from its mistakes, However. Michael
Benis sometimes prefers to “sit back and rattle on
merrily, even gazing around the garden while fin-
ishing off a sentence” Roger Fletcher, since he
spends a lot of time translating from faxed pages of
Chinese characters, finds he can concentrate on the
often poorly printed source text while translating,
without having te check on the screen output and
lose his place. Obviously the choice between cor-
recting as vou go. and working fast but blind and
editing the translated version extensively later 1s an
individual productivity issue,

MACROS

Recent  versions of bhoth  VeiceType and
DragonDictate offer full editing control aver docu-
ments as well as the capacity 1o command the com-

puter to carry out various nonediting commands
such as opening files, switching to other applica-
tions and s0 on. showing the way towards full
speech control over the interface. In terms of text
management (and coutrary to what nonusers might
think}). dictation systems adapt easily to highly for-
matted text such as tables, and translators can die-
tate into existing word-processing source files that
arrive by npetwork or on diskette. To handle a
number of repetitive editing lasks, velce macros
can be created to antomate such commands as
“bold previous paragraph™ or “title 3" or insert
certain lexical jems (e.g.. saving “em-em” and
having the software automatically convert vour
speech input into the whole word “millimeter™).
Interestingly, wsers distinguish commands from
text input by speaking in continuous rather than
paused speech. Although macros can theoretically
manipulate the cursor for complex formatting,
users such as Michael Benis find that jumping
around beiween cells or labels in drawings is prob-
ably marginallv quicker using a mouse.

The next logical step in teanslator-technology con-
vergenee would be to integrate dictation software
into cther productivity components in the standard
tool set. In a recent

Talk About
Speech Recognition

Information about speech-recognition products in
general and dictation systems in particular is avail-
able at a wide variety of Weh sites (nse vour
favorite search engine). For example, it is worth
finding out the latest language versions for these
fast-evolving  products  {DragonDictate and
VoiceType bath currently offer five or six
Eurepean languages). Besides IBM and Dragon,
Philips and Kurzweil both ship speech-recognition
products, but do not target the translator market.
The Eldorade for all these companies is, of course,
multispeaker continuous speech  recognition,
allowing users of all kinds to interact with infor-
mation technelogy by voice alone.

[eantinued an page |[7)w

As for the specific case of dictation software for
text and language professionals, a large body of
user experience is currenily being gathered and
will allow associations, service companies, and
information circles to properly assess dictation soft-
ware’s capabilities. Tn the UK, Trevor Hollowav is
said to be compiling a comprehensive comparison
hetween rvival svstems for the ITI. Information
may well be posted on the ITI site in due course.
Useful forums on CompuServe include FLEFO
and VOICETYPE. where set-up and technical
questions are treated at  length. Language
International editors would naturally be interested
to receive any feedback on the evolution of the dic-
tation-software user community.
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Dictation {continued from page |é)

test, users at the European Commission Translation Departiment
(see sidebar) have successfully integrated DragouDictate with
translation workbench systems, using veice commands to switch
to dictionary look-up functionalities. Ironically. technological
progress in automatic dictation is becoming a vietim of its own
success, Melvin Hunt of Dragon Svstems UK himself points out
that the distinetion between continuous-speech macros and
pansed-speech test input is graduallv blurring as the recognition
capacity for near-conlinuous speech inereases almost by the
month. Agreed “stop” wordz: will ne doubt be used to separate
diclation input from mwachine conmands.

GET A GOOD MIKE

Manv nenusers wotwler how dictation software svstems hamdle
the problem of ambient noise—can one actually work properly
in an office full of busy dictating translators, phone calls, and
the shrill music of electronic gadgetrs? Tn fact the problem has
heen largel solved by the use of so-called noise-canceling micro-
phones that receive only the input speech of the dictator and
nothing else. But microphone quality and control is abselutely
vital. Vislwa found the microphone bundled with his version of
VoiceType was totally inadequate, since he could not position it
correctly at the corner of his mouth to avoid breath interference.
Michael Benis expects that the new (somewhal [limsv) Andrea
microphoue will allow vou to dictate effectively even with hack-
grommd music on, He notes. however. that “careful positioning
can sigifiantly increase recognition aceuracy.”
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GREAT PRODUCT.
WHERE'S THE SUPPORT?

Like anv complex engineering product, dictation systems need
after-sales support. When it comes to product support, at least
for VoweTvpe, there is massive agreement on how bad it has
been. The general feeling is that although IBM has put tens of
person-vears into the design and testing of its successful system,
the company has underestimated the need for serious helpdesk
facilities. Yet product support it certainly needs. as Tom Barkas
[ound out at his own expense. He notes that users should take
with a large grain of salt the third word in the small print that
savs “works with mest Pentiums” After installing the hardware.
each time he managed to dictate over 200 weords into a file, his
version of VoiceTvpe would freeze, and it has taken him several
months of calls. discussions, re-installations, and fruitless con-
versations with help staff to learn that the program may not
work with all svstems, For a working translator suffering from
RSI seeking 1o quadruple his output. this is a truly painful way
1o waste time.

Michael Benis would agree that dealer support (at least in the
LK) ha= been “hopeless.”™ but that overall, installation problems
are on average noe worse than for other information technology.
Most users find that the dedicated speech-recognition product
forums on CompuServe or the Internet in general are by far the
best source for advice on svstem bugs. The growth of dedicated
user groups and perhaps serious evaluations of intensive usage
will further encourage uptake. So remember folks. big brother
HAL is now prepared to listen to vou again.

Andrew Joscelyne is a General Editor
of Language iInternational.



