About Speech Recognition           Vicki Wassenhove, March 2, 2009

As our computers have become more powerful, “Speech Recognition” (SR) programs are fast becoming viable alternatives to typing and they promise to be even more “mainstream” in the coming years.
University, government and corporate labs have developed this technology in the last several decades and it is already in use by the military, air traffic controllers, medical documentation, people with disabilities, telephone applications and much more.
The built-in free program in the Vista operating system and other add-on software, like “Dragon Naturally Speaking” ($199 retail) are worth a good look now!  Some Microsoft XP operating systems also include a SR program.  It may not be quite as advanced as the one in Vista, but it will give you a chance to try it for free.
You can use Speech Recognition in any computer operation, including dictating documents and email, use voice commands to start and switch between applications, control the operating system, surf the Internet and even fill out forms on the web. 
Learning SR techniques requires you to work one-on-one with your computer using tutorials.   You will be guided to set up a microphone (I suggest a head-set) and then dictate the text provided.  This allows the computer to adapt to your speaking style.  The program improves with more practice because it learns from its mistakes.  
The speech recognition vocabularies in today’s programs are enormous.  From 1990 to 1997, Dragon Naturally Speaking went from 5,000 to 23,000 words.  In Vista, SR is now available in eight languages; English (U.S.), English (U.K.), German (Germany), French (France), Spanish (Spain), Japanese, Chinese (Traditional), and Chinese (Simplified).
Likewise, the commands that these programs can “hear” are already huge in number and growing daily.  The list I’ve formatted for you to print are just the “frequently used” commands.  It is 5 pages long.   
As I mentioned in class, the technology is still evolving and it is far from perfect.  The microphone hears everything, but understanding may be difficult if you are in a noisy environment, the microphone is a poor quality or adjusted improperly, your speech is too fast or not clearly spoken, or if you say something out of context or not expected.   I find it works best when I dictate something already prepared and can read with that type of rhythm.  I would definitely use SR instead of typing to make a first draft of a long document. 

If you are ready to try it for yourself, follow these directions to reach the SR set-up and tutorials:  

Vista Users:

Go to Start, Control Panel, Ease of Access, and then Speech Recognition Options.  In Configure your Speech Recognition experience, select Start Speech Recognition.              
The first time you select Start Speech Recognition you'll be taken through setting up your microphone and the Speech Tutorial. You'll also be given the option to set Speech Recognition to start each time you log on to your computer.

 XP Users:

Go to Start, Control Panel, “Sounds, Speech and Audio Devices”, and then “Speech”.  If the window that opens has a “Speech Recognition” tab, your version of XP has a program installed.  If not, read options in the other linked article, “Finding and using speech recognition in Microsoft's XP”, by Vinny La Bash.
I hope you have FUN trying Speech Recognition, but don’t expect instant accuracy the first couple times.  That should improve as you and your computer learn together.  

If I can help answer your questions, please email wazz123@gmail.com. 

