

FACILITATOR:
Our session this afternoon is Out of Print Curriculum Access for Struggling Readers. It is my great pleasure to introduce Skip Stahl to you. Skip is the Director of Technical Assistance at CAST, The Center for Applied Special Technologies in Wakefield, Massachusetts. CAST is a not for profit R&D organization devoted to universal design for learning, which you may know is UDL. Skip is also the Project Director of the National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard Development Center, also at CAST. The project is an OSEP funded project, as well. He is the Co-Director of The Accessible Instructional Materials Consortium, also an OSEP funded project, working with 15 states in the development of programs for Accessible Instructional Materials. Pennsylvania is one of 15 states working on that project. Skip’s current focus in his work is getting appropriate instructional materials into the hands of students who need them in a timely manner. For that reason, we are so happy that he is here. I would like to introduce Skip Stahl.



SKIP STAHL:
I am realizing these days that increasingly Skip is a ridiculous name for a grownup. But the problem was, it was my grandmother, who you know when I was born came into the hospital and said, “Oh he’s my little skipper.” Because this was in the ‘40s. But, I have this increasing sense of dread that, you know, that I’m going to be 85 and hobbling down the street and somebody says, “Hi Skip!” My real name is William. My mother did ask me when I turned 21 if I wanted to be called Bill and it was like, what am I going to do now? Right? No, I don’t want to be called Bill. Okay. Onto more serious stuff. Here’s what I’d like to do. We have a short session now that I’m really going to focus on kind of practical applications. How to do things, and tools to do with those things. The next session I’m going to be a little more kind of conceptual, go into a little more detail about some of those, particularly around the Accessible Instruction Materials Consortium and around the NIMAS work, National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard. Originally, we wanted to call it the National File Format because NFF was a much shorter acronym and people could understand it, but it went into statue IDEA as National Instructional Materials Accessibility Standard. So, for the first year I spent my entire time telling people how to pronounce NIMAS. So, it is NIMAS. I got to choose that because I direct the project. 


Let’s talk about curriculum access for struggling readers in particular, but I want to anchor this in a larger context, and I want to anchor that in Universal Design for Learning. Access to Materials ultimately is not the end goal of the United States Department of Education or of special education departments in local education agencies or schools. Access to Instructional Materials is really a central to be able to accurately instruct students or appropriately instruct students. The challenge really is that for many, many years we’ve had an entire subset of the student populations, specifically students with disabilities, who are now being identified as print disabled. This is really significant. Think about this. For the first time we actually have terminology that identifies the curriculum as the problem. Not the student. This is a really significant shift. Because for a long time what we’ve done is we’ve said, “Well, the student can’t read, or they can’t access printed work, therefore, they need to be either extensive remediation or we need to do things with that student.” So, the emphasis was really on fixing the student. The whole Access to Instructional Materials initiative is really the emphasis is on fixing the materials, because the materials themselves are demonstrably inappropriate for a number of our students. So, keep in mind that the ultimate goal of education is achievement, not access. But, if a student cannot, if you can’t reach a student, if you can’t get the materials to them, you can’t teach them. It’s just simple as that. Okay, very simple paradigm. So, Universal Design for Learning is a framework that includes access to instructional materials. The focus is ensuring access participation and progress. Progress is the key point in the general education curriculum. It assumes and plans for diverse student strengths from the very beginning. And that’s really based on what happened, almost approximately 20 years ago with the Americans with Disabilities Act, where there was an awareness that a lot of physical spaces were inappropriate or inaccessible for a large segment of the population. So, these days if you go into a new building you no longer see round door knobs. They really don’t exist anymore in new construction. And the reason being that if you don’t have any arms or if you’re in a power chair or if you are carrying all sorts of things, you can’t open the door with a round door know. Where if it’s a lever-type door knob or push button bar you can open the door. So, it’s that type of thinking that we want to apply to the curriculum itself. And when I speak of the curriculum, I’m talking about four components. And I’ll get to those in a minute because they’re related to Standards Alliance System. Pennsylvania has six, but I’m going to focus just on four components of the curriculum. Goals, methods, materials, assessment. So, when I talk about the curriculum I am not just talking about the materials, that’s a subset. The goals, methods, materials, and assessment are the four components of the curriculum. Universal Design for Learning places some emphasis on using digital technology, other strategies and materials to support diverse learners. But, it’s not limited to high tech environments or limited to digital media. The reason we tend to use digital media a lot is it’s simply easier. If I want to transform something in print into human voice, I can do that without using any digital media at all. I can go and record it onto a tape machine of some sort. It just takes a long time. Where is if I have that same information in digital print, I can pretty much instantaneously display it in a variety of ways, magnify it, etc. 


There are three core principles of Universal Design for Learning. Multiple needs of representation is the first one. So, not providing information solely in a single format, providing it in multiple formats. If you can provide it in print, terrific. If you can provide it in digital text, great. And I’m talking about the same content. If you can provide it some way to provide graphic or video or audio based resources, great. So, to give learners various ways of acquiring information and knowledge. The second is to provide students with multiple means of expression. To provide learner alternatives for demonstrating what they know. If you think about the progression of education and what happens to students as they move from elementary up through secondary and hopefully on to post secondary, is increasingly we ask students to narrow the way they express what they know. So, a classic example is one of my co-workers teaches a course at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, so these are grad students and we’ve got students from M.I.T. and from Harvard, and from both psych and ed. One of the things he does is he requires two projects, and these are Harvard grad students, so what are they really good at? They’re really good at writing. Right? Because that’s what got them there. And what he does with his projects is he says, “You’re limited to 1200 words, but you can use as many different types of alternative media as you would like. You can use as much video, audio, images, anything beyond that, but you’re limited to only 1200 words.” And what happens immediately with grad students if you do that is you move them out of your comfort zone. You’ve taken away something that they’ve trained to be able to do for quite awhile and shifted them into another arena. I really use that as an example if we want to be able to allow students to express what they know in a variety of ways. Multiple means of engagement to tap into learners interests, to offer appropriate challenges and ways to increase motivation. One way of thinking about this is to think about two different types of students and usually they’ll reference these students together along a continuum, but I’m going to for a moment. So, I want you to think about novelty. Novelty, the injection of new opportunities or new experience into your daily routine. So, at the one end of the spectrum you have youngsters on the autistic spectrum, and for those students a novelty is the absolute last thing they want to encounter. So, for a youngster on the autistic spectrum, if you could guarantee for them that tomorrow will be exactly the same as today. Same weather, same temperature, they can wear the same clothes, they’ll meet the same people, they’ll say the same things, they’ll go to the same places, they’ll eat the same food. Terrific. Life is perfect. No novelty. No surprises. At the other end of the spectrum, you have youngsters with attention deficit disorder. Those are kids who will go out of their way to seek novelty. Because novelty is what they gravitate towards naturally. It’s what they seek, it’s what pulls their attention. So, think about this. On the same, you know, on this Bell curve, we’ve got youngsters on one end who are novelty avoiders and youngsters on the other end who are novelty seekers. The rest of us fall somewhere in the middle. We have those students in the classroom. Wouldn’t it be nice with instructional materials if we could vary novelty? If there was a little slider that said, “Oh, Joey’s got ADHD, so we’re going to crank the novelty meter way up.” Where as for Sara, “Oh, bring it way back down.” Okay, all of that affects engagement. How you engage with materials. Another little example. How many people here have iPods or digital music? Raise your hand up high so I can see it. Good, okay, a lot. So, you sit with somebody and you both have iPods and you think you really know them. Ask them to share with you sometime their favorite playlist from their iPod. You will be stunned. Because, you’ll discover that somebody you really think you knew listens to music that would drive you crazy. Or visa versa. Music is very evocative. It’s very emotional. It’s incredibly personal and with iPods and digital music players we get to be able to select things like that. That’s an engagement factor. It either helps engage us or it disengages us, and we’re all very distinct. Okay. This looks like my second grade classroom. It’s pretty scary. Goals, methods, materials, and assessment, four aspects of the curriculum. Keep in mind that when we think about Universal Design for Learning, it’s applying those three principles. Multiple means of representation, expression, engagement into each one of these. And so, one of the things that you’ll hear a lot about throughout the next couple of days are goals, because we talk about standards as being an objective or a goal. One of things to keep in mind around goals, and it’s always, always a challenge, is it’s very easy to confuse the means with the goal. So, the example I always use is, about 12 years ago Boston City Schools developed a set of standards and one of the goals they had for first graders was the student will write his or her name at the top right corner of the paper. Well, if you step back for a moment and you think, “Well, what if that student is blind? Or, what if they don’t have any hands, or what if they can’t write? Or what if they don’t recognize letters?” All of a sudden you realize that’s the means. The goal is the student will identify his or her work in a consistent manner. That’s the goal. The means is maybe writing it. But, there might be other ways of doing it. So, one of the critical things about writing goals is actually not confusing the goal with the means of achieving that goal. Once you insert means or confuse the means with the goal itself, then in fact you create a barrier for a number of students. So, that’s what we want to avoid. 

Goal. So here we are. We’ve got six components of Standards Alliance System. We want clear standards. Those are the statements of goals. We want fair assessments. And by fair we want to make those assessments appropriate for the largest population of students possible. We want to focus in on big ideas, which is the curriculum. We want to pay attention to instruction which is methodology. And then we’ve got instructional materials and resources, and finally intervention safety nets for those students who are not keeping pace. One of the things that, if you look at the right hand side of the screen, achieves high outcomes regardless of background, condition, or circumstance. One of the core components of Universal Design for Learning is looking at ways of scaffolding and supporting learners to reach a high achievement level. So, what we’re now talking about, we talk about very little in the UDL context is downgrading or down-rendering the curriculum to simplify it for those students who are struggling. That’s in fact the very last, the kind of cosmic last resort. It’s the last thing we want to do because we know with a lot of different types of supports we can provide supports and scaffolds to get access to that curriculum for a wide range of students. Okay. 

Let’s shift into some practical references. I’m going to mention one of these items and then talk about it in a little more detail, actually show it in the next session. I have so much I want to share with you this session. If I start with this we’ll be exploring it forever. So, there are two, CAST has a number of products, and I use that term very loosely because they are usually joint development efforts with other companies. CAST is full of great ideas and we’re terrible at selling stuff, or promoting things. So, these are two freebies. The first one is known as UDL Additions. UDL Additions was a joint project with this little emerging search engine called Google. We worked with Google about a year ago and with a company called Text Help which is also represented here in the exhibit hall to create an online environment for reading materials that had imbedded learning support. So, if you do a search on Google for UDL Additions, you will discover them. The other thing I want to talk about and actually explore with you for a moment is CAST Book Builder, but just to talk about UDL Additions. They take advantage of the flexibility of digital media to reach and engage all learners and there are leveled supports, and there is a reading toolbar built-in to balance, challenge, and support for each learner and the target is grades 5 thru 12. Obviously, you can’t see this up here, but I’ll just explain to you what we did with UDL Additions. These are really meant to be examples of what can be done when you pull together the resources of the internet with good pedagogue, with good instructional design that really is accessible to a wide range of students, but also provides supports for learning achievement. So, we wanted to have examples of different types of text, so there is a folktale called ‘How the Coyote Stole Fire’. Now, folktales are terrific, but if it’s referencing a real live critter, like a coyote, it would be nice to know something about what real coyotes are really like. So, there’s a section here called, ‘About Coyotes’. There’s also the entire version of Jack Lemmon’s ‘Call of the Wild’ with all sorts of supports and annotations. There’s a Poe story, ‘The Tell Tale Heart’, there’s ‘Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address’, there’s a sonnet from William Shakespeare, and finally an entire addition in Spanish called ‘The Life of Lazarillo de Tormes  and his fortunes and adversities,’ and that’s all in Spanish. So, these are resources that you should go and take a look at because they are good examples of what can be done with flexible digital environments. 

But, actually where I want to take you specifically is into Book Builder. One of the things that we discovered or learned pretty quickly when we put up UDL Additions is people said, “Well, this is cool, but there are a limited number of them that were created by folks at CAST and the folks at Google, how can I do this myself? How could I create some accessible digital versions of books for students?” So, we created a resource called Book Builder. The website is http://bookbuilder.cast.org. But, let me share with you what it does. So, I’m going to bring up a Book Builder book that was created online. It’s called ‘The Legend of Snake and Eagle’. And, I’m in Mozilla Firefox, which is a free browser. How many people here use Firefox? Oooh, a lot of people. Firefox has a little add on called click speak. If you add click speak to the Firefox browser it gives you text to speech which means if I select text that I want to have spoken, like this, and choose speak selection. So, all of a sudden I’ve got an alternate representation of information. So, if I have text-to-speech activated in Firefox that means that any web page that I go to or send a student to has text-to-speech built in, and any text that you can select, you can read. This is really an important piece. Every text-to-speech player, I’m going to show you quite a few of them activates audio from digital text in exactly the same way. They select the text, they copy it, they save it to a buffer, and then they send it out to a speech engine. And that all happens in milliseconds, but the very first thing is that in order for any text to be spoken on the computer it has to be selectable. That means when you double click on a single word it highlights or you can drag your cursor through it and it will highlight. Is that clear? If you go to select text and it’s not selectable, it’s a picture. It’s an image and you cannot, unless there’s some other file there, you can’t speak it aloud. So, obviously you can all read this. I’ll read you the first paragraph, so you know where we are. (Audio playing). Okay, so. A little bit of background on snake and eagle. I like the fact that eagle was not bald. Notice, I don’t know if you can see it on the screen. Some of these words are highlighted, or they have a little underline under them. So, if I click on this word valley I get a glossary. And what we built here was the capability of adding images to the glossary, again, multiple representations of information. Sometimes describing a word with another word is not that helpful. Sometimes, what’s really helpful is describing a word with a set of other words and with an image or two embedded in it because sometimes what you want to is you want to present an example and a non-example. You know. This is a valley, this is not a valley. And that really helps focus things in. So, everything I’m showing you here actually can be built. You can build. Book Builder is a building environment; it’s a template for creating this. So, in addition to having the accessible we can incorporate images into this. This is Book Builder II; we’re working on Book Builder III, which hopefully will have something snazzy like the ability to include You Tube videos. Book Builder II also allows you to include recorded human voice. So, if you’re working with young students, and you do not want to use text-to-speech support because of pronunciation issues, or if you wanted to have whatever the text is read in a foreign language and you can do that, you can record that per page. But, we also built in these little guys down at the bottom left. Pedro, Hallie, and Monty. These are agents, and each one them can serve a slightly different focus. So, I’m going to bring them up and introduce them to you. Pedro says, “Make a prediction about what will happen next.” So, the purpose of using these agents is to get readers to focus in on the textual content. Take a look at this and begin to think about what’s the meaning about what you’ve read. I’ll ask Hallie to come forward. (Audio playing). Hallie tends to give hints. So, a good prediction connects what you know, what you already know with what you just read in the text. And then Monty might provide a model. (Audio playing) Okay. So, Monty’s giving you a little model. He’s kind of saying, “Here’s what my prediction would look like.” So, let me just take you for a moment over to Book Builder. So, Book Builder has four main components. It has some background on UVL. It has explore model books. There are almost 1,000 of them at this point that people have built. If you go in and create a Book Builder account, and it’s free, the main purpose for having an account is so you have a password, username, if you start building a book and you want to stop half-way through, it will automatically save it and then you can continue. You can choose to have your books be private, so that you only have access to them, or you can choose to share them. And then there’s a set of tips for authors and illustrators that are also built in. I’m just going to show you quickly how this process tends to work. If I go in to start a new book, it’s going to ask me for a title, author’s name, illustrator, maybe a school name, what grade level, select a content area, and then I can begin to name the coaches. We’ve given the coaches initial name, but you can choose whatever name you want. Everything that happens from this point on, you’re given a layout so you can choose what the different layout of the book is going to be. You can enter in your own text, you can import images, you can import audio, and as I said we are working on importing video into this. You can then script what you want those coaches to say. So, whatever the coach says is customizable based upon what you are looking to have your students pay attention to. Or, maybe you create an account in Book Builder and have your students build a book, and each student builds a page and incorporates something related to the coaches, what they want another student to focus in on, an additional image, some text, kind of multiple ways of doing this. So, we try to make this environment as flexible as possible. And, we originally thought this was going to be kind of appealing to students, educators in the grades 3 to 6 range, and what we’re discovering is that it’s being actively used by a lot of high school students because they discovered they can put pictures and images in there and then create their own digital books. The final piece is that anything you create in a Book Builder environment you can download. So, you don’t have to be on the web to use it. And, what gets downloaded is everything you’ve created including the agents. So, what I just showed you with ‘Legend of Snake and Eagle’ is actually sitting on my computer as a whole downloaded digital book. All the prompts are there, all the agents are there, and you can just bring it up in any browser. Its HTML based, it’s a web page, so you can use it on MacIntosh or Windows machine. It doesn’t matter.  Anything that will open HTML, any browser. So, I’m going to kind of drop out of here for a moment. Book Builder is a really neat resource and we have a place on the page that says if you have any suggestions of how to make this better, e-mail it to us. We’ve got some terrific foundation support in the beginning to make this possible and to bring it forward and we wanted to provide an environment where people could create versions of their own text. Okay. 

Another thing that’s emerging that I’m really happy about is that we’re starting to see publishers, curriculum publishers produce materials in digital format. So, this is an example of a Glencoe book, actually was developed a few years ago, but it gives some flavor for what might be possible as we move down the road. This was an early prototype. What’s happening now is Glencoe, McGraw-Hill, and Pearson are both moving to offer online digital versions of their core instructional materials; textbooks, workbooks, worksheets, etc. The Pearson product which I’m most familiar with, Pearson is committed to making all of its K-12 imprints available in what they’re referring to as HTML books. Keep in mind that an HTML book, if it’s well-structured, can be pretty easily navigate by a screen reader. So, a student who is blind, who is using audio, can navigate this contact and have the content read to them. A student with low vision, it is very easy to magnify this content and increase the font size. You got the idea. And, since I’m inside a browser, I can select any text and have it read. And so the beauty of this that instead of this being some sort of ancillary or alternative material, it’s actually the actual textbook laid out in a slightly simpler lay out. What the research tends to show is that seventh grade social studies text in a single column lay out is much easier for some struggling readers than single column text in a double column lay out. So, what you’re likely to see are items like this that actually have single column. So, again I’m in a browser I can select this, or actually I can just choose auto reading mode which will read everything. So, click speak has what’s known as an automatic reading mode. It just reads sentence by sentence. So, you can just set it to auto read and it will just go through the page and highlight it for you. So, before we go further, let’s talk a little bit about synthetic speech. So, here’s the balance. If you have emerging readers and we’re talking about grades K-2 into 3. Those are student for whom, with those students you would like them to be able to read independently. So, you have to think about when would you use text-to-speech support if in fact your emphasis is on either teaching decoding a word recognition skills, getting students to understand that sentences contain a single thought and that paragraphs are link sentences usually with some sort of topic and there’s some sort of transition from one paragraph to the other which creates a larger document. Those are skills that you actually want to inculcate to make sure that students have independently as much as possible. But, there will be times, even with second and third graders that you might like to equip them with some sort of tool if you have access to digital text that allows them to read or recognize, or have recognized for them, and that’s important, individual words because what your focus is, is reading for meaning. Not, reading for reading instruction. So, that’s a very delicate decision and really something that every teacher needs to make at some point. The situation is a lot easier with older students. If you’ve got fourth and fifth grade students and they’re reading two years below grade level, unless they have some means of accessing content area information, and I’m talking about science and social studies and history, in addition to the reading remediation that they might be engaged in, those kids are going to fall behind. It’s as simple as that. So, what’s nice about having supports available is you can help them keep pace with the content area instruction, if you have the materials in a digital format, and if you provide them with reading support tools. Okay. 

Most text readers that I’m going to share with you today offer some sort of text highlighting. This is really important, particularly in the younger grades, three, four, five, in that range, because what it does is it makes a one to one correspondence concrete between what the graphing is, what’s on the screen, and what they’re hearing. Some text-to-speech applications will just start reading. So, the classic one in Adobe reader, if you say read this page, it’ll just start reading. There’s no highlighting there, it’s just going to read whatever’s on the page. So, there’s a disconnect between the actual words and what’s being spoken. That’s not such a huge issue for older students, particularly high school students because they’ve figured out that there’s a correlation between words and sounds. But, for younger students it can be really important. So, something to keep in mind.  A lot of the text-to-speech applications will allow you to; you know everything highlighting individual letters all the way to words to sentences to chunks which are items in between punctuation marks, all the way to paragraphs. Most students will choose to have text read highlighted word-by-word or sentence-by-sentence. I mean that’s what the research tends to tell us, that those are the two primary options, and that tends to be up to the student themselves as to how they want that. 

Okay, so we’re starting to see some curriculum materials. The reason this is important, and this is something that we’ve been kind of struggling to move this market forward for the last 10 years or so, is right now getting alternate format, particularly digital format materials for a wide range of students is a challenge. There’s a subset of students that qualify to what’s known as a copyright exemption. So, if your student is blind, low vision, physically unable to handle printed work. So, that would be a youngster who has physical disabilities, or reading disabilities under some circumstances. Those students are eligible for a range of resources from places like Recording for the Blind and Dyslexic or Bookshare.org. But, if a student really is in the kind of low cognition or attention deficit or hard of hearing, so there’s this categorization discrimination. Getting materials for those students is actually a struggle. And so what we’re trying to really promote is the availability of resources in the commercial marketplace. So, my fantasy and goal and what I’m spending all my time working on right now is encouraging publishers like Pearson McGraw-Hill to come into a district and to say, “We have a new social studies series. Here’s our glorious new textbook. The textbooks costs $75 and oh, by the way it comes with the entire book on a CD in HTML format, or you can get access to it on the web, or you can buy that for $75 and it doesn’t matter who you give it to.” Because what we’re struggling with here is realizing that not only are accessible instructional materials important for students with disabilities, but we’ve got this whole population of English language learners that can benefit from materials that offer representation in multiple ways. We’ve got students who are simply tired of carrying 80 pounds of books in their backpacks that would prefer to have it on their iPod. So, things like this where there’s a whole new world out there that’s emerging in the commercial market. So, that’s the kind of the wholly grail of this whole initiative. 

I want to go through a few products. I realize there are a couple things here I may have, this is what’s on the PowerPoint, but there are a couple of other things I want to show you that are not on the PowerPoint. I’m going to start with some free stuff, which is always a good place to start. I will show you my favorite free things. I like free. I’m one of those people that actually gives are IT people in the office, we’re a very small office, we’re like 35 people, but we have two people who do our tech support and I’m the guy who always downloads and installs the new stuff just to see what’s going to happen, right? So, the tech people, their hair goes white, but I’ve chosen to share an office with them, so it’s okay. So, the first one I want to show you is a product called Natural Reader, and actually what I’m going to do is I’m going to drop out of here and going to go get a file. Okay, so this is a Microsoft Word document called Student Guide to Tropical Forest Conservation. So, I’m in Microsoft Word. There are a few ways of actually; if you’re using Microsoft Word, and you have a PC you should look for a little product called Word Talk. It’s probably on your list, on the list of handouts. There’s going to be a lot of things that are on the handouts that I’m not going to talk about, but if they come up, I’ll reference them. Word Talk is a free application. I’m keeping my good word, free. It puts a little reading bar on the Microsoft Word menu bar and allows whatever’s in Microsoft Word to be spoken with sequential highlighting. So, it’s very nice. PC only…..which brings me to another point. Everything I’m going to be showing you today, the majority of things are PC only, only because I’m running off a PC. There are things in your handout referencing Mac and in fact I’m just about to update that handout because I’ve just discovered a whole suite of new Mac stuff and I will add that in, and I’ll send that over to Susan and we’ll make it available. So, one of my favorite little text-to-speech supported reading products is a product call Natural Reader. So, this is Natural Reader 7. I can deal with this, and this a freebie. There is a commercial version of this, but this is the free version that I’m showing you. So, I can do a number of things. One of the things I can do for example is I could select text from here and I can just plop it into Natural Reader and I can have it read aloud. 

“A student guide to tropical forest conservation, J. Louise Mastrantonio and John K. Francis. Portions of text used by permission.”

Okay, notice what it’s doing with the highlighting. Now, we’ve got a double level of highlighting. It’s highlighting the sentence as the word is being read, it’s highlighting those individually. Nice touch. That’s adjustable. Voices are adjustable. But, the thing I actually like the most about Natural Reader is that right down in the bottom right hand corner it says go to mini board. So, if I go here and click on that, it gives me this little floating palate. This means that I now have text-to-speech support anywhere on the computer. So, anywhere that I have active text I can actually Natural Reader. So, right here I’m in Word. 

“A student guide to tropical forest conservation, J. Louise Mastrantonio and John K. Francis. Portions of text used by permission.”

Okay, but notice what happened. I don’t have the highlighting support inside of other applications. Okay, so you make a trade. If you need that highlighting support, it has to be read inside of Natural Reader it will copy and paste and open most documents. If you want to have text-to-speech available in all applications, it’s not going to provide the highlighting support. Okay? 

There’s a commercial version of this that does some neat things. One of which, one of my favorite functions of a text reader, and if you have a suite of voices on your computer, the text reader is using the voices you already have, some of them will sell you higher quality voices. One of my favorite things is the ability of a text reader to actually save the auditory output, the synthetic speech as an MP3 file. So now think about this for a moment. If you’re able to take ‘Call of the Wild’ and read three pages of it, you know you set the pacing of the voice and you choose the voice and you read it, and you save it as an MP3 audio file, you can then do a number of things with it. You can put it on the student’s iPod or other MP3 player; you can burn it to a CD and play it on a Mac or a PC. All of a sudden it becomes this portable audio version, it’s actually an audio book of what a student might be accessing, either online or in class. And to tell you the truth if you have audio books on your iPod, it’s cool, and if you’re working with adolescents particularly struggling reader adolescents who are feeling a deficiency to begin with, it’s unlikely they’re going to want to be made special on the bus by listening to some sort of tape contraption where as they’re going to listen to the iPod, because that’s what everybody else is doing. Okay. So that’s Natural Reader. 

Another new favorite. This one is not on your handouts. I just came across it the other day. But, I will share with you what it is. This is a thumb drive. These days to get like a 2 gigabyte thumb drive is, I don’t know, ten bucks, something like that. I mean they’re really cheap, and even the big ones, like 8 gigabytes are not that expensive. They’re kind of under $45. So, running off a very small thumb drive, I had a couple of applications and one of which I want to share with you. It’s called Balabolka. which I think is Czech for really interesting text-to-speech reader. I’m not sure. So, let me bring in the rain forest text since we’re all familiar with that. Okay. So, a couple things happened here. Notice that the rain forest e-text that we have in Word, notice this has formatting and it has a different color font, different size for the header at center, if I bring it in to Balabolka, what happens? No formatting. Okay, it kind of stripped it out, rendered it down to its kind of text piece. Okay? So, if I want to have this read, I just click on this button. 

“A student guide to tropical forest conservation, J Louise Mastrantonio and John K. Francis. Portions of text used by permission.”

Okay? Same text we had before, so we’re all familiar with that line. Here’s what’s neat about Balabolka.. It runs off a thumb drive. It does not need to be installed on a computer. Your IT people will love you. It’s free. Totally free. You can set the rates and pitch of voice. It will import Microsoft Word documents, RTF documents, HTML documents, and it will take the text out of a PDF document. So, if you have a PDF that you need text-to-speech with highlighting, this is a very nice tool. The other thing it will do, it will save the audio output as an MP3 file. So, you set the reading rate. You set the synthetic voice. You determine how much text you’re going to have the student listen to at a given time. You can download the MP3 file directly onto your computer and distribute it to students, save it on a CD, build it as a talking book archive, a number of things you can do with it. This is a very elegant piece of software. You can change the way it looks. There’s another one out there called DSpeech which I believe is on your handouts. That one does all of the same things. It’s not quite as elegant interface, but it does the same type of thing as Balabolka. 

AUDIENCE: 
 
Can you spell it?

SKIP STAHL:
B-A-L-A-B-O-L-K-A. 

AUDIENCE:

One more time.

SKIP STAHL:
B-A-L-A-B-O-L-K-A.  Balabolka. One word. It’s going to be an easy Google search. First hit. Okay. Let me hold up this for a minute. I hate it when you put a shortcut on your desktop and then you can’t find it. Okay. 

The next thing I want to share with you is another freebie, but it’s a freebie in a more contained environment. This is a version of a commercial product that’s Read Out Loud, but it’s the Bookshare edition of Read Out Loud, and here’s what that means. If an IEP team determines that a student has a print disability and is qualified to receive instructional materials other than copyright exemption, I’ll go into some of that in the next session in a little more detail, but that’s basically the parameters. So, if an IEP team determines that a student has a print disability, requires alternate format instructional materials to meet academic achievement standards and is eligible under the copyright exemption, they have access to a variety of resources, one is what’s known as B4E or Bookshare for Education. Bookshare for Education has access to digital formats and they’re known as daisy or digital talking books of almost every text books that currently is in use in the country today and the workbooks, and the black line masters, and the flash cards, and all of that stuff in a digital version. In addition, once a student has a membership in Bookshare they get access to this version of Read Out Loud at no charge. So, what Read Out Loud, which is a commercial product allows them to do is to display books. So, let me open up and give you an example. Sorry, I forget where I put stuff. I’m sure nobody else has that problem. This is the ‘Adventures of Tom Sawyer’. At the moment, Bookshare books do not contain images, but Read Out Loud is all set to render images and Bookshare will be producing books that do contain images within the next few months. That’s a critical point. So, this essentially works like everything else, it’ll read aloud. 

“The adventures of Tom Sawyer Notice as the copyright status of material. The information which follows is important since it describes the copyright ownership.”

In addition, Read Out Loud has a number of other features. It has the ability to highlight and copy text. So, you notice there’s a window over on the right hand side that really is a reading and note taking pain. It’s an outline, an area for students to take notes about what they’re reading, to actually copy portions of the text which will come with annotations, plus there’s a variety of other tools that are currently available, dictionary access, and there’s a bibliographer, which is a little utility that actually helps students format bibliographical references and provides them with the resources that they need in terms of structure. So, not only article, but artwork book examples.

“Electronic. Interviews. Letters. Presentation. Reference.”

Notice that Read Out Loud can be set to read all the menu items as well. So, it’ll support you kind of every step of the way. This is a very elegant commercial product version that actually has been reworked to work with Bookshare books and it only works with Bookshare books. That’s the way that Don Johnson, who develops this product, delivers it for free as part of a Bookshare subscription. But this is important to know if you have students who qualify who are identified as print disabled and need this type of support, this supporting reading software is available at no charge. 

The final thing I’m going to add in here is another little thumb drive piece. Actually, what I think I’ll do is mention it and you can go look at it in the exhibit hall. Read and Write Gold is a product from a company called Text Help. We’ve had partnership with Text Help over the years to do a variety of products and to support us. They have an extremely elegant text reading product that has almost all the bells and whistles you could ever envision needing. Everything from the capability of actually digitizing a textbook to word prediction built in support. It has both supports for reading and for writing, hence its name, Read and Write. The other nice thing is its available and it has a stand alone on a thumb drive, so again students can take this product, carry it with them, not have to be dependant or anchored to a particular computer anywhere. So, I believe they have a, do they have a booth? Yep. So, go visit them and talk to them. It’s really a very elegant product. It’s also the toolbar we use for UVL Additions because it’s robust. The one thing that Text Help is working on, I can give you a little inkling of what I see happening in the future. One of the challenges with text-to-speech, particularly with mobile devices like cell phones and PDAs, and Blackberries and iPods, is that the way text-to-speech has been structured in the past, in the last 25 or 30 years, is that there have to be files resident on the device. There have to be voice files that reside on the device and then there’s something that activates those files in response to text. The problem is, those voice files are huge. Multiple megabytes. Well, what Text Help is pioneering, and you can see that on UDL Additions, when you click on a word or a paragraph at UDL Additions and you ask it to be read by clicking on the Text Help toolbar, that text is sent to a server in Northern Ireland and returned to you as synthetic speech, and it happens like that. And so what’s actually happening is, it’s not using the voice files that reside on your computer, it’s using the server side resources that reside in Northern Ireland, and it’s using the internet and the speed of the internet to speed the text allowed. So, theoretically that technology, which we know exists from a technological prospective could be activated on both phones and iPods, etc., so that any text that existed on those devices could be spoken aloud by synthetic speech without having to have those voices resident on the actual machine itself, but they would be sent over the internet to be spoken aloud. So, really neat stuff coming. Many of you are probably aware that the Kendall II came out with text-to-speech capabilities, which is up to the author to determine whether those will be activated or not, that’s the little book reader from Amazon, but I think increasingly we’re going to see text-to-speech all over the place and it’s terrific to see this new technology emerging. So, let me just go back here. 

I mentioned students who qualified under the copyright exemption who are also eligible for services under IDEA, who are being served with an IEP. It’s really up to the IEP team to determine whether or not those students need, require alternate formatted instructional materials, or Access to Instructional Materials or AIM as we tend to refer to them. And then if they’re qualified they have access to those materials at no charge, at no charge to the district, at no charge to the student from a variety of resources, one of which is Bookshare.org, and the other is Recording for the Blind and Dyslexic. The national movement right now is to make sure that these resources that create student ready versions have access to every textbook, workbook, black line master, flashcard that exists in and out there currently in use in school today in an alternate format. So, that when these students come into the classroom we don’t have to wait six months to get these materials. Are we there yet? Not quite. Is the mechanism in place? You bet. And, we’re moving pretty rapidly in this direction and I’m hoping that within two or three years this is going to be pretty standard practice. The challenge today, particularly for Braille production is that if you have a blind student in your class and you’re teaching fourth grade, and you have a social studies text that’s brand new, it may take six months to get that text in a Braille format. We really want to cut that down to like two week’s turnaround, so that doesn’t slow down access for these students. 

The other thing that’s happening, and I’ll just close with this thought, is that the whole world of large scale assessment is being challenged to reconsider the fact that we, in many ways, ask kids to demonstrate what they know in a single way using a single set of materials, and that if we have alternate format materials in the classroom, we need to rethink about how we allow students to accurately express their achievement. So, I realize that I’ve just been babbling on to you for the last hour, so I hope it was helpful and if you’re able to stick around, I’ll tell you more.

