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Designing and Editing Engaging Digital Texts


  Chapter 7

                                         Creating Digital Audio Productions

Paul Allison (2006, December 3) is a high school teacher who heads up the Teachers Teaching Teachers podcast for teachers and who also uses podcasts extensively in his teaching.  He recounts his experience with Derek, an African-American student who was a leader on his high school’s basketball team. In the team’s first game, the team lost the game to a close rival team. Derek, who had not done a lot of writing, decided to create a podcast describing his disappointment over losing the game and what his teammates needed to do to improve in their play for the rest of the season.  After he posted his podcast on his blog, some members of the opposing rival team provided him with comments, noting that they were impressed with his own and team’s play and how they created a strategy to win the game. Allison argues that receiving these comments enhanced his appreciation of the value of sharing his writing with others, serving to motivate his engagement with writing in the classroom. Allison perceives Derek’s personal reflections and analysis of the game represents more engaged forms of writing than had he simply written a school newspaper sports report, particularly because he was using a podcast to give voice to his feelings about losing the basketball game.

So What Does Audio Production Have To Do With Teaching Digital Writing?

Given our redefinition of “writing” as Web 2.0 multimodal communication, we believe that learning to produce effective audio productions is an important component of teaching digital writing.  Effective writing instruction always involves creating texts to engage audiences, in this case, to produce text to be performed for audiences.  Writing instruction should also be integrated with teaching of oral communication skills, consistent with two of the NCTE/IRA standards:

-  Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., conventions, style, and vocabulary) to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for different purposes.

- Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information). 

Podcasting

One of the major shifts in Web 2.0 communication is the growing popularity of podcasts—MP3 audio files that can the posted onto a server, podcast aggregator such as iTunes, or a blog that students readily access for listening to on their iPods and other devices. Because students can listen to podcasts at any time and place, they have become an important means of acquiring and sharing information. 

While a lot of podcasts simply involve people talking with others without writing, podcasts may also include writing notes, outlines, or scripts that are performed for audiences.  Writing for podcasts encourages students to focus on how the “sound” of the words will engage audiences through the use of shorter sentences with “punch,” pauses or silences, and a sense of rhythm.  

One advantage of writing for podcasts is that students are writing to perform for their audience. As evident in Derek’s writing for his basketball team audience, in podcasting, students are sharing their writing with known and less-well-known audiences inside and outside the classroom, sharing that serves to motivate them to create engaging writing. In writing for podcasts, students may also experiment with employing different voices through adopting different language styles.  In reading aloud their written language in preparation for a podcast, they may then recognize the need to revise or edit their language to enhance the “sound” of their writing.  

These literacy practices have been described as “sonic literacies” related to the ability to create and employ oral texts as part of writing instruction (@ = Teaching “sonic literacy”).

Podcasts have also changed the ways in which coursework can be delivered. Teachers create “coursecasting” lectures so that students can listen to lectures on their iPods. Students can also create podcasts to share their writing or performances of texts with peers. They can also use “autocasting” software such as Talkr to convert their blog posts into audio for sharing with others. 

Podcasts have also changed media communication. Hundreds of podcast production programs have sprung up around a wide range of different topics, including education and technology, providing access to a whole other knowledge base for students to access. And, radio and television programs have RSS feeds for podcasts of their programs, so that, as with TIVO and television viewing, audiences can access radio programs to listen to according to their own schedules. 

Teachers interested in information about topics related to teaching can find numerous educational podcasts on Podcast Alley, Yahoo! Podasts, or iTunes (@ = Educator and classroom podcasts).  Students also need know how and where they can access and subscribe to podcasts on topics that interest them.  In addition the sites cited above, they could go to Podscope, Podcast Directory, Podcast.net, The Podcast Networrk, myPodder, Juice, Odeo, Happyfish, Pod2Go  RSSRadio, Transistr, or TVTonic (@ = Publishing and promoting podcasts).

Analyzing podcasts. In preparation for students creating their own podcasts, you can then ask students to identify some of the features of podcasts that make them effective through use of the following features:

- Use of clearly defined titles or use of what are called ID3 tags to display titles that are consistent with the content of a podcast. 

- Effective voice enunciation, sound production, and editing as well as use of music or sound effects to create the sense of a “show.” 

- Effective use of well-organized time to focus on the topic or subject in some depth without excessive extraneous talk that consumes extra time.

 - Use of voice and language that conveys interest with a topic or subject.

 - Consistent productions of podcasts on a regular basis so that a podcast builds an audience who can expect a series of shows. 

- Interactions with audiences through inclusion of interviews with audience members, soliciting audience emails/calls/comments, providing show notes on a website, and/or creating a blog to receive comments. 
Using Podcasts in the Classroom 

Once students are familiar with the nature of podcasts, they can use them for a variety of different activities (Schmit, 2006):
Recording interviews or tours. You can also use podcasts to record interviews or guest lectures with experts, conduct oral histories, provide feedback to student work, create supplementary course materials or museum tour guide information, or produce student-run radio broadcasts. Students then have oral material that they can return to for review or use in their writing (@ = Creating podcasts and podcast reviews). Students can also create “soundseeing” audio tours of places they visit on vacations for sharing with others, as well as adding video to create video podcast tours. Students can record their perceptions of specific aspects of their visits, combine their perceptions, and upload their podcast to writing about their fieldtrip on their classroom blog. 

              Responding to literature. Given current interest in poetry performance, podcasts work particularly well for literature or drama classes in which students can perform literary texts using oral interpretation techniques for sharing with you and their peers. In a  literature class, students were asked to record a five-minute reading of a passage from literature being read for a class discussion followed by a five-minute reflection on reasons for their choice of the passage, analysis of the passage’s language and themes, and how it related to the larger text (acad.swarthmore.edu/weblog/e52b) (Evans, 2006).  (@ = Podcasting unit on folktales).
Communicating across cultures. Podcasts can also be used to communicate across different cultures. Students participating in the global, Rock Our World project (www.rockourworld.org) share podcasts and videos across seven continents. In the International Teen Life project (teenlife.pbwiki.com), students from four different countries engage in exchanges using free Skype calls to discuss issues they face in their own countries and how the relate to those issues.  In foreign language classes, students exchange podcasts with other students all over the world using eLanguages (www.elanguages.org) as part of learning to communicate using different languages. 

Creating news broadcasts or radio programs.  Based on their listening to news podcasts, such as CNN Student News (www.cnn.com/education), students can create their own classroom or school news podcasts as a radio broadcast similar to the Radio WillowWeb (www.mpsomaha.org/willow/radio) produced by students at the Willowdale Elementary School in Omaha, Nebraska. In doing so, they can write scripts for mini-dramas that include use of sound effects or conduct interviews with guests or with people about their perceptions of news events. To obtain ideas for shows, they can listen to BlogTalkRadio (www.blogtalkradio.com), which also serves as a hosting site for student-produced shows. 

             Oral interpretation of literature.  Students can record their reading of stories by passing a recorder or iPod around a circle with each student reading a section or paragraph. Their readings can then be edited on GarageBand and shared back with the students to help them with understanding the story. Students can also add additional material—images, music, links, etc., to portray their interpretations of the story.  In a college literature class, students were asked to record a five-minute reading of a passage from literature being read for a class discussion followed by a five-minute reflection on reasons for their choice of the passage, analysis of the passage’s language and themes, and how it related to the larger text (acad.swarthmore.edu/weblog/e52b) (Evans, 2006). 

Recording or listening to lectures. You can also use podcasts to provide students with lectures, summaries of or reflections on readings/discussions, or study guides that students can listen to on their own, for example, podcasts on issues of issues in writing (Krause, 2006).  Students like the fact that they can listen to the podcasts for reviewing readings and notes when they were studying at home. 

Podcasting at Wells Elementary School, Wells, Maine


The use of podcasts to foster learning can be illustrated by the efforts of one teacher, Bob Sprankle, a teacher at Wells Elementary School in Wells, Maine, a grade 1-4 school.  For many years, Bob created a podcast, Bob Sprankle’s Room 208, (bobsprankle.com/blog/) featuring his third and fourth grade students. This podcast received such attention that it was syndicated on iTunes.  Students created weekly podcasts based on their own topics, as well as reports on school events or field trips. The students learned to work collaboratively to create their podcasts on Mac computers with internal microphones that recorded into GarageBand for editing.  As Sprankle (Apple Education, 2006) noted: 

Instead of me teaching the kids discrete skills in isolation—such as research, writing, and making presentations—in the process of making podcasts they’ve started teaching each other these skills…In their small groups I’ll hear them say, “That’s not right; you have to change this.: Then when they come together as a whole group, they’ll do it again. The instruction is just so genuine.  (p. 1).

Sprankle noted that having to create a polished performance influenced their

attention to editing:

They’ll call someone on a grammatical error that I would have let slide, thinking it was too sophisticated…They may not know how to name it, but they know it’s incorrect. Creating the podcasts has completely changed their writing and language skills. (Apple Education, 2006, p. 1)

Sprankle posted the podcasts with RSS feeds on his blog and parents subscribed to these podcasts on iTunes so that they could then listen to their students’ work, school concerts, or a field trip report; the parents could eas


Then, in 2006-2007, Sprankle became the school’s tech coordinator.  He continued to promote the use of podcasts throughout the school with a blog: Tech Time with Mr. S: Podcast and Thoughts from Wells Elementary School Tech Integrator: http://www.weskids.com/. As he worked with students at different grade levels, he created podcasts that provided weekly reports about students’ uses of technology tools, including interviews with teachers about classroom activities and students’ descriptions of their experiences.  For example, in working with 2nd graders using Google Earth maps of their homes in the town of Wells, students reported on how seeing their houses changed their perceptions of their town.    He also continued to record school events, such as the school’s closing celebration in May, 2007. (www.weskids.com/podcasts/0607/techtimebonus19.mp3). 

In Wells Elementary School, podcasts served to foster a sense of community between students, teachers, and parents, as well as enhancing students’ writing skills and their perception of the use of writing to communicate to audiences both in the school and, through iTunes, larger audiences. 

Tools for Producing Podcasts

Producing podcasts essentially involves recording your program into a computer, editing the program, and then exporting it for distribution as an MP3 file, usually attached to a blog so that audiences can subscribe to the blog’s feed. For more specific information on producing podcasts, see Cochrane, 2005; Farkas, 2006; Geoghegan & Klass, 2005; Morris & Terra, 2006; Schmit, 2006; Williams & Tollett, 2007, as well as links on the resource site (@ = Further reading). 

In selecting tools for producing podcasts, it’s important to recognize that you do not need to have to have high-end, expensive equipment to create podcasts. Inexpensive equipment such as microphones, recorders, mixing boards, and headphones can be purchased at discount online sites or stores (@ = Podcasting equipment). For reviews and advice on use of these tools (@ = Reviews of podcasting tools).

USB Microphones. In getting a microphone, students need a USB microphone that plugs into a computer. Students can use either “condenser” USB microphones that provide high quality audio or “dynamic” USB microphones that are less expensive and are often found in more recent laptops such as the iBook. They can also choose between a separate microphone or a headset microphone. If they use a high quality “condenser” microphone, they should also employ a “windscreen” or pop filter that filters out hissing or popping sounds. (@ = Recording equipment and use of Skype).
Recording on iPods.  Students can also record onto iPods using the Belkin Voice Recorder or Griffin iTalk recorders (cannot be used with the video, mini or Nano models) or other recording devices such as the iRiver T recorders (www.iriveramerica.com) or to record audio. However, these recorders may have limited memory capacity, so they may not be useful for longer sustained recordings. Students can also record on webcams such as the iSight camera contains a directional microphone that sends an audio signal to QuickTime Player. 

Recording into computers. Or, students can record directly into their computer using free programs such as Audacity, Cakewalk Home Studio 2 for Windows, WavePad, Audio Hijack Pro, Mix Cast Live, or Apple Garageband 3, programs that can also be used to edit. For example, Apple Garageband 3 includes a Speech Enhancer feature that can be used to reduce what can often be annoying background noises. While all computers have “sound cards” for recording sound, they do not provide the highest quality recording or output. To address this limitation, you may want to install an “audio card” such as the Audiophle 2496 PCI Digital Audio Card (www.m-audio.com) that then can be used to connect up to a mixing board (Morris & Terra, 2006).
Recording on camcorders. Or, they can use a digital camcorder as a recording device. When they edit their material, they then eliminate the video track to just use the audio track, unless they are creating a video podcast (see below). 

Recording on cell phones. Or, they can use their cell phones, although the audio quality is not as high as with microphones. Students can also use services such as Gabcast (gabcast.com), Gcast (www.gcast.com), Hipcast (www.audioblog.com), or Yodio (https://beta.yodio.com/) to record and post short entries over the phone to their blog or podcast (Krause, 2006). These tools are particularly useful when students are traveling or visiting a certain place and want to record their observations using a cell phone. Once student go to these site, they provide information about their blog or podcast. 

Creating Podcasts

Because some students may feel awkward sustaining a monologue podcast, they could pair up with one or more other students to create a conversational podcast.  Many podcasts consist of two or three people sharing their ideas in a conversation, including interviews with guests.
Purpose and audience. In creating podcasts, students should first determine the purpose and audience for their podcasts. They should also select a specific topic for a production given the fact that audiences who may want to listen to their podcast are doing so based on their selection of that topic as listed on a podcast directory (Farkas, 2006). 

Scripting. Given the importance of integrating writing instruction with podcasting, students should create a script, outline, or set of notes that highlight the key points and information they want to convey will serve to organize and focus their podcast. Having a well-organized script helps to limit the podcast length. Because long podcasts consume storage space on a service, it is important to keep their podcasts relatively short by avoiding a lot of unnecessary extraneous chatter often found on podcasts. 

Recoding podcasts, To record their podcasts, students first need to connect their USB microphone to their computer or to the mixing board/audio interface. They may want to use a mixing board/audio interface if them have several different students recording using different microphone. Students also need to have headphones to listen to the actual podcast recording as opposed to listening to the recording through computer’s speakers that creates feedback.

They then need to configure their software, for example, Audacity on PCs or GarageBand on Macs, to their equipment—the particular brand microphone they are using. They then should test out their voice to see how they sound and then start recording.

Phone interviews. Students can also conduct phone interviews using Skype or audio interviews using iChat, interviews that are then also recording on Garageband. The student’s voice and the inteviewee’s voices are then assigned to different tracks for editing of the interviews. In preparation for interviews, students need to write out their interview questions base on some defined order, for example, beginning with informational questions or “grand tour” questions asking the person to describe the different parts of a place or event. At the same time, students need to be open to deviating from their prepared questions to ask follow-up questions.

To record interviews, they could use a Radio Shack Recorder Control linked to a digital recorder. Or, they can use their computers as recorders using Phone Valet (www.parliant.com) or CallCorder for PC (www.callcorder.com) (Morris & Terra, 2006). Students can also use iChat to record interviews to also take snapshots using Garageband each time different people begin talking (Williams & Tollett, 2007).

Using Skype.  One good option for interviewing people, particularly long distance, is to use the Skype (www.skype.com) free telephone software that employs Voice over IP (VolP) between Skype users. If students are calling someone who is not a Skype user, they need to employ the fee-based SkypeOut. Students can also engage in video conferencing using Video4Skype. Or, they can use Gizmo (www.gizmoproject.com) for PC’s that involves a lot of the same features as Skype.

The important step in using Skype for podcasting is to capture the interview in a digital format so that it can be edited to include only certain parts of the interviews. Or, a student may want to employ a “double-ended” technique to make interviews sound like them engaged in a “live” interview when it is actually an edited interview (Farkas, 2006). They record the interview or have someone record the interview with the interviewee at another site and then edit in the interviewee’s answers in response to the student’s questions. Students can use software such as Audio Hijack Pro (www.rogueamoega.com) for Mac or Hotrecorder (www.hotrecorder.com) for PC to set up a digital recording session with Skype. (@ = Recording techniques and use of Skype).

Editing podcasts. Students then need to edit their podcast using editing software to add music or remove errors, software such as the open-source Audacity (audacity.sourceforge.net) or GarageBand (with iLife) (Williams & Tollett, 2007), as well as commercial software such as Audio Cleaning Lab 10, Audio Hijack Pro, Cakewalk Home Studio 2, or Propaganda (@ = Podcasting editing software). 

For example, in using GarageBand 3, students choose the New Podcast Episode and then click Record to record their podcast and click on Record again to stop recording. They can then edit out material they need to delete such as external noises or verbal flubs (for details on editing, see Toporek (2006b). Students can also add in jingles, music, raise or lower the voice sound, or add in sound effects. And, they can add in visual images that cue audiences about a podcast’s different segments.

Online music/sound effects. Students may also select some online music or sound effects to include in their podcasts, but they must pay royalties for copyrighted music/sound effects. For free music, students can go to Freeplaymusic (www.freeplaymusic.com) or for free sound effects they can go to PartnersinRhyme) (www.partnersinrhyme.com/pir/PIRsfx.shtml). They may also use free Creative Commons (creativecommons.org) licensed music that requires that they cite attributions to the musicians. To review legal considerations related to use of copyrighted material on their podcasts, students can go to the Creative Commons Podcasting Guide (wiki.creativecommons.org/Podcasting_Legal_Guide).
Students can use editing programs such as Audacity to fix any errors or repetitions, alter the volume levels, insert interview answers if they are using a “double-ended” technique, and/or add music. They can also create ID3 tags that provide listeners with a display the podcaster’s name, an image, podcast and episode title, date, and/or genre, and copyright information on an MP3 player (Morris & Terra, 2006). To add music or sound effects to a podcast using GarageBand (@ = Podcasting Editing Software). 

Publishing and promoting their podcast. They then compress the audio files using Audacity or iTunes for delivery over the Internet by creating them as MP3 or MPEG-4 files to publish on the Web. One free site for storing podcasts as well as vlogs is Ourmedia. After uploading your podcast, you then have a link and feed to add to any blog that can support MP3 files as attachments. (If students are using Blogger, they will need to actually create an RSS feed for their podcast using Feedburner (Feedburner.com) or podOmatic (podomatic.com). Once they link their podcast’s MP3 file to a blog’s entry, they can use Feedburner or podOmatic to create the RSS feed and then list the podcast on an aggregator such as OurMedia, podlot, podbus, audioblog, or CCPublisher or podcast directories such as Podcast, podcastalley, vaestro, podcastcentral, or iTunes. 

Finally, students need to have some publishing software such as Podifer (www.podifier.com) to create RSS feeds so that students can add their podcasts to podcast aggregators such as iTunes (www.apple.com/itunes), Juice (juicereceiver.sourceforge.net), or the Internet Archive (archive.org) (@ = Publishing and promoting podcasts).

Students can also create a show notes website, blog, or wiki that provides further information about episode schedule, topics, and links mentioned in a show. And they can promote their podcast through their blogs or adding tags (for information about podcast promotion: Van Orden, 2006).  Students can also create video podcasts or vodcasts that are similar to vlogs discussed in Chapter 6 in that they combine audio voice-over and video. Given the fact that iPods and MP3 players now have video screens, video podcasts have grown in popularity (@ = Video podcasts (see also Vlogs in Chapter 6). 

Using Digital Audio Production Tools with Students with Learning Disabilities


Another important use of digital audio writing tools has to do with working with students with learning disabilities who needs certain accommodations required by law to assist them in their writing (Graham, Harris, Fink, & MacArthur, 2003). One of the primary challenges in working with LD students, as well as other students who struggle with writing, is the disparity between their proficiency in oral versus written text production (Follansbee, 2003). While these students may be relatively proficient in speaking their thoughts, they experience difficulties in translating their speech into writing. If they have difficulty in handwriting, their hands movement may not be able to keep up with their thinking. If they have difficulty spelling words, they may struggle in writing words, leading to frustrations and lack of motivation to write.  You can therefore employ digital writing tools to help LD students address their difficulties in 

- generating or organizing ideas given their lack of organizational structures.

- planning for writing and shifting those plans.

- revising texts given inability to adopt audience perspectives or recognize errors.

- coping with handwriting or spelling.

- being motivated to write given their frustrations in producing writing (Troia, 2006, p. 329).

Given these challenges, Gary Trioia (2006) argues that writing instruction for LD students needs to:

- recognize individual differences in students’ particular strengths and difficulties.

- create meaningful writing tasks with real purposes and audiences.

- provide students with explicit instruction in writing processes and strategies.

- focus on students’ spelling and handwriting.

Legal accommodations. Given the mainstreaming of LD students in your classrooms, all of this requires that you work with you district to provide access to these technology tools which, by law, schools are obligated to provide for students. You may be concerned about the fact that when you assign students homework, they may not have access to this hardware or software in their homes. However, you should also know that schools are legally obligated to provide equivalent in the home so that students can complete your homework assignments so that you do not have to exempt students from doing their homework—a illegal denial of student access to instruction (Beckman, 2003). It is also the case that schools must provide support staff who knows how to employ this technology, foster collaboration between you and speech therapy staff, training for support staff in technology use, physical space that is not noisy for use of the hardware, and academic credit for students learning to employ these tools (Follansbee, 2003).
Consistent with the principles of what is know as Universal Instructional Design related to addressing differences in students’ needs and learning styles, digital text-to-speech and speech-to-text tools can help these students in moving between oral and written discourse. In the past decade, various organizations have created a range of software tools to assist students with learning disabilities in their literacy learning. (@=Learning disabilities software).
Text-To-Speech (TTS) Tools 

Text-To-Speech (TTS) tools transform print texts into audio for visually-impaired students or students who require who learn better from listening to than reading a text. It is also the case that students with learning disabilities are more likely to identify errors in their writing when they hear their text as opposed to just reading their text (Raskind & Higgins, 1995). For students who have difficulty writing, when they create texts using TTS tools such as Texthelp Read&Write (www.texthelp.com) or Write: OutLoud (www.donjohnston.com/products/write_outloud/index.html), they can then hear that text read to them; they can also use tools such as TextAloud (www.nextup.com) to create MP3 files and CAST’s eReader (www.cast.org) to insert links or clips or take notes as they read. Students can also select from a range of different voice types—melodic versus monotone—allowing them to then experiment with relationships between their writing and creation of different kinds of voices (Montgomery & Marks, 2006). (@ = Text to speech software). 

You can also provide students with audio versions of blog posts using what is known as autocasting software using Talkr (www.talkr.com), Bluegrind (www.bluegrind.com), Switch (www.nch.com.au/switch/), NaturalReader (www.naturalreaders.com), TextAloud (www.nextup.com/TextAloud), or Spoken Text (www.spokentext.net). One use of autocasting is to help students listen to their blog writing to attend to how it “sounds,” although it may often sound somewhat artificial. Students can use these audio versions of their blogs to edit their writing based on noting instances in which their were difficulties comprehending their writing.
You can also employ program such as Clicker 5 or Writing with Symbols 2000. When students select pictures, words, letter, or phrases from the screen, they hear the word and/or the word then goes to the Clicker Writer word processor; they can then hear what they have written with the Clicker Writer. They can then use Clicker Grids to create multimedia presentations.


LD students also benefit from word prediction software such as Co:Writer 4000 (www.donjohnston.com), Aurora (www.qurora-systems.com), or Word Q (www.wordq.com) to predict subsequent words based on word frequency and context (Barbetta & Spears-Bunton, 2007). Based on the initial letters typed, this software predicts the word a student is intending to type as well as sound out the words (MacArthur, 2006). And they provide students with word choice options of correctly spelled words so that they are not slowed down by word selection or frustrations with correct spelling (Montgomery & Marks, 2006).

They can also use TTS word-processing programs such as IntelliTalk 3 (www.intellitools.com), Kurzweil 3000 (www.kurzweiledu.com), WriteAway 2000 (www.specialneedscomputers.ca/c-wa.htm) to listen to their writing to detect editing/spelling issues (Barbetta & Spears-Bunton, 2007).  For students with dyslexia, you can use programs such as WriteAssist or DyslexiWrite that provide students with oral suggestions for words as they are typing these words. 
Given the cost of some of this software, it may be more cost effective to purchase inexpensive laptops such as the Alphasmart Neo (www.alphasmart.com/k12/) that can be combined with some of the software mentioned above such as the Write: OutLoud To Go combined with the AlphaSmart VoiceCard (www.alphasmart.com/k12/write_outloud_K12.html) for text-to-speech production or the Co:Writer SmartApplet, (www.alphasmart.com/k12/K12_Products/software/cowriter_smartapplet_NEO_K12.html) which adds word prediction and topic dictionaries to the Neo. 

For working with deaf or hard-of-hearing students, you can employ iCommunicator (www.myicommunicator.com) that translates their speech into text and text into speech, as well as provide video sign-language communication so that students can view a person signing their on the screen

Speech-to-Text/Voice-recognition/dictation Tools 

It is also the case that some LD students benefit from speech-to-text dictation tools. Voice-recognition or dictation tools assist students who have difficulty with editing/spelling issues by helping them focus on what they are trying to communicate. Students can use Dragon NaturallySpeaking (www.nuance.com/naturallyspeaking), which works in Windows only, and IBM ViaVoice (www.scansoft.com/viavoice) (Windows and Mac), iListen (www.MacSpeech.com)(Mac), QPointer Voice (www.enablemart.com), and CoolSoft Voice Recognition (www.coolsoftllc.com/main.asp). It is also the case that Windows XP and Windows Vista include Windows Speech Recognition (www.microsoft.com/enable/products/windowsvista/speech.aspx) (@ = Speech to text dictating software).

Educators have found that the Dragon NaturallySpeaking Preferred or Pro versions are particularly effective for use with LD students, in that they contain features such as verbal feedback for what they student uttered as well as synthesized reading back for what appears on the screen so that, as with text-to-speech software, students can hear the text they have produced (Follansbee, 2003). This means that as the student hears verbal feedback or the words they have created, they can then correct those words. 

When using the Dragon Naturally Speaking Pro dictation software, LD students can use the KeyStone ScreenSpeaker

(www.keyspell.net/catalog/product_info.php?products_id=30) in the initial training of the software to listen to their own words as they are read back to them rather than reading words on a screen so that can correct what they uttered all of which means that the initial training of the computer is improved for students who have fluency difficulties or speech impediments (Beckman, 2003). And, as words appear of the screen that they students dictated, they will also be read back to the student, as well as noting misspellings. As students are dictating, they can use the Kurzweil 3000 (www.kurzweiledu.com) or the Don Johnston Draft: Builder (www.donjohnston.com/downloads/templates/) to dictate according to well-defined organizational templates that serve to structure students thinking (Beckman, 2003).

While speech-to-text software is particularly helpful for LD students in terms of improving their writing quality (MacArthur & Cavalier, 2004), there are a number of challenges involved in using voice recognition software so that it may only work effectively for certain students. Students need to be fluent, articulate slowly, not have speech impediments, dictate punctuation, recognize that dictated speech in writing still need revision, and willing to devote time for training (Follansbee, 2003; Hecker & Engstrom, 2005). Although newer versions of software are more consistent with natural speech than older versions that required students to pause between words, the software may still lack accuracy, producing incomprehensible text (Hecker & Engstrom, 2005).

Translation software. All of this assumes that students are fluent in English. However, given the increasing percentages of ESL students in schools who are orally fluent in their native language, but who need assistance in acquiring both oral and written English. These students often have difficulty when trying to read web-based texts or websites that are only in English. To build their confidence in their, it is also useful to provide these students, as well as their parents, with documents written in Spanish or other languages. The free IBM ¡TradúceloAhora! (Translate Now!) software (www.traduceloahora.org/en/home.html) translates emails and webpages into Spanish (Murrey, 2007). There are also numerous other programs that can translate English in other languages, as well as translate students’ writing in their native language into English (@ = translation software).

Summary

The various digital audio production tools described in this chapter can serve to enhance writing instruction by providing students with a means for performing their writing to audiences and attending to the “sound” of their words, leading to further revision and editing. By creating podcasts or screencasts, students can share their productions with audiences on the Web. And, audio digital software can assist LD students in dictating their writing as well as providing verbal recordings of their texts. 






