How Does Speech-to-Text Work?

A Speech-to-Text Reporter uses an electronic shorthand keyboard. They have undergone at least three years’ intensive training in order to produce over 200 words per minute with an accuracy rate of around 98%.  Several letter keys are pressed at once (a bit like piano chords) which represents a syllable or a whole word or sometimes a short phrase.  The shorthand keyboard is connected to a laptop, where specialist software registers the chord strokes and finds a matching chord, or string of chords, which has an English counterpart.  The software then displays the English counterpart on screen for someone to read.  The text is displayed either on the screen of a laptop for a sole user, or projected onto a large screen or a series of plasma screens for a larger number of users. 
Why do some deaf people need to use Speech-to-Text and not others?

There are over seven million people in the UK with some degree of hearing loss, from mild to profound.  The vast majority of this seven million cannot use British Sign Language but need access to communication in written English.  The STTR profession was developed as a response to that need and AVSTTR aims to continue to develop those skills through CPD and through sharing technological innovation amongst our members.  Remote STT is a relatively new area and we are constantly looking for ways to improve the experience of the end user.

What is the Difference Between Speech-to-Text and Palantype/Stenography?

Palantype and Stenography are both methods of machine shorthand.   Operators use one method or the other; it is extremely rare for an operator to be able to use both to the same standard.  When the operator is trained and qualified to work as communication support for deaf or hard of hearing people, both Palantypists and Stenographers are known as Speech-to-Text Reporters when working in that role.

What other work might Palantypists or Stenographers Do?

The vast majority of Palantypists and Stenographers in the UK were originally trained to work as Court Reporters in the legal system to record proceedings and provide transcripts when requested. They may also have been working in ‘realtime’ ie providing a live running transcript in the courtroom in more important or expensive to run cases.  They are therefore used to working under high pressure and in an environment where confidentiality is key.  The skills developed in this area have made Court Reporters invaluable in the field of communication with deaf and hard of hearing people, as they are used to producing work to an extremely high degree of accuracy and acting with complete discretion at all times. 

Several STTRs do both Court Reporting and STTR work.

Why are there no STTRs in Scotland?

The Scottish Legal System differs to the rest of the UK and there was never a requirement for Court Reporters in Scotland, hence there was nobody to train for STT work.  Many STTRs enjoy the opportunity to travel north of the border to work in Scotland! 
What is the Difference Between STT and Electronic Notetaking or 

Speedtext?         

An STTR produces a verbatim, ie word for word, account of what is said at speeds in excess of 200 words per minute  An STTR expects to reach consistent levels of accuracy of 98% and above.

Electronic notetaking is not designed for verbatim speeds but is used to produce a summary or précis of what is being said. 

What can I expect to see on the STT screen?

Every word that is spoken will appear on the screen in an accessible format, although you can request a change in the colour and font size.  As well as every word spoken the words "NEW SPEAKER:" will appear to denote when the speaker changes.  If you send the STTR the names of people attending your conference or meeting before the event, they can be programmed into the software making it easier for you to recognise who is speaking.  Please remember that the names must be supplied before the meeting. Other phrases, in curly brackets, may also appear such as {laughter}or {applause} to denote relevant events.
What equipment would I need to supply as a user or facilitator?

For a small meeting or training session an STTR will bring their own equipment with them. You will only need to provide a power supply, a table and a chair. 

If you are hiring one or two STTRs for an event where the text is to be projected onto a large screen, you will need to arrange for projectors and screens to be provided at the venue.  Please check with the STTRs booked that they will bring a switching box to enable them to co-work.  Most STTRs can bring their own switchers 
Why do words not come out properly sometimes?

To produce text in excess of 200 words per minute the STTR may be hitting 300-400 chords per minute.  A chord can be from 1 to 10 keys being pressed at the same time.  If we average this out to 5 keys x 400 chords this equates to 2000 keys a minute, or 33 per second.  Working at such high speeds inevitably produces errors.  STTRs are only human!

Another reason might be that the terminology has not been supplied to the STTR in advance of the booking.  Every English word in an STTR’s dictionary has to be entered individually with its corresponding keystrokes.  An STTR’s dictionary is their most valuable working tool, built up over many years and unique to each STTR.  

By supplying as much information as possible before the meeting the STTR has the opportunity to prepare their dictionary and enter words that may not be in there already. 

Where can I train to become an STTR?

Unfortunately, AVSTTR do not have the resources to provide initial STTR training.  There are various on line courses for Stenography which can be found through Google.  There is a dearth of Palantype training but Mary Sorene may be able to provide you with more information: www.sorene.co.uk  

Why can’t I book an STTR just to take a record? 
If you purely want a record of your proceedings you need to book a Court Reporter.   Some STTRs choose to work solely as communication support for deaf and hard of hearing people.  As STTRs are in short supply, many prefer not to be using their skills for record taking when it means that a deaf or heard of hearing person may be deprived of communication support elsewhere.  Please check in advance with the STTR or contact the British Institute of Verbatim Reporters to find a Court Reporter.   If there are no deaf or hard of hearing people present and the STTR was not made aware of this in advance they are entitled to leave and the booking must still be paid for.
