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CAT Newsletter
Centre for Assistive Technology (CAT) Number 21, October 2009

CAT staff have been busy during the last few months updating the National loan pool.  We have now deleted some older software that is obsolete and added new options.  If you have an old list of the trial pool items please discard it and refer to the web for up to date options (see links below).

The focus of CAT continues to change as the technological capabilities and options improve.  We have now begun listing freeware, websites and download links for specific software trials, as these are more appropriate and convenient than specific software trials in some cases.

Our newest staff member, Melanie (Mel) Holland joined us in May after Naseem returned to full time work in a school.  Mel has a background in technology and web applications.  She assumes responsibility for CAT loan and advice services. Mel works 2 days a week and is based at the Ministry of Education National office.
CAT continues to offer advice regarding appropriate software and access devices for students with special needs.   To allow us to give appropriate advice please outline:

· student background including age and academic level

· educational goals for the student in relation to the request (as per the NZ curriculum)
· access and relevant information about the school such as computer type (PC/Mac/other or level of IT support).
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For individual advice, we can be contacted by emailing: CAT.help@minedu.govt.nz.
More information relating to Assistive Technology, including old CAT Newsletters and Fact Sheets can be found on the Ministry of Education website (search using the keyword: assistive technology)



Loan products

The following are short descriptions of some of the resources that are new to CAT since our last newsletter.

For more information on any item please visit the CAT Resources Database.
· Public access to the CAT database is on Inclusive (www.inclusive.org.nz/).  
· Ministry staff can visit the new CAT database on the Intranet (keyword: Assistive Technology).
· Alternatively you can visit the publisher’s website listed with specific products or contact CAT for the latest NZ supplier’s list.
TextHELP Read & Write Gold version 9.0 
This comprehensive program supports reading and writing by providing word prediction, read out-loud and a variety of other options.  Read&Write Gold is a “floating” toolbar that provides literacy support, with features such as speech feedback, phonetic spell checking, word prediction and homophone (e.g. here or hair) support.

Version 9.0 contains Daisy Reading technology and allows you to read Daisy Books while working within the Read&Write program.  Text files can be converted to .mp3, .wma or .wav files so that they can be listened to with portable digital audio devices.

SwitchIt! Wildlife Extra

http://www.switchitseries.com/
SwitchIt! Transport Extra
http://www.switchitseries.com/ 
SwitchIt! Sports Extra
http://www.switchitseries.com/
These three titles from the new SwitchIt! Series provide cause and effect (click and response) activities designed for younger students.  
Each program includes three basic activities designed to be used at different levels:

· Flash Cards - show pictures from the theme one at a time
· Picture Builds - students press the switch to build up a picture and get an animation

· Stories - simple stories (without words) are told by making a series of switch clicks.

Each program has added components such as saying “thank you” when getting off a bus, turn taking in sports, and life cycle and food chain awareness.  

This software also comes with a set of printable classroom resources, supplementary computer activities, and teaching resources on the CD.
Cam On
http://www.spectronics.co.nz/product/cam-on 
This cause and effect program uses a webcam (with optional switch input) to enable interaction with whatever the webcam is looking at (usually a student).  Students have six different styles to look at and interact with, from simple distortions (e.g. small and fat), colour changes, and images that respond to movement.
Images cannot be saved or used outside of this software (however ‘print screen’ can be used to save the image).
Wave Wireless Switch-Adaptive Trackball
http://www.inclusive.co.uk/catalogue/acatalog/OPTIMAX_Wireless_Rollerball.html 

This is an alternative mouse with a roller ball and separate mouse buttons.   The trackball requires only slight touch so is an excellent tool for students with limited hand control.

The light wireless version allows students to position themselves wherever comfortable without being cabled to a desk.  It can also be passed from one student to another during group activities.

Colour-coded buttons allow for left and right clicks as well as drag lock, giving students the ability to “lock on” to a screen object so it can be dragged without continuously pressing a button.
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Dragon Naturally Speaking (version 10) – Preferred
http://www.nuance.com/naturallyspeaking/products/preferred.asp
Dragon Naturally Speaking is voice recognition software that allows the user to enter text onto the computer by speaking.  The user speaks to the computer via a microphone (normally using a headset) and the computer types the spoken words.  This can completely or partially replace the need for typing.

As Dragon Naturally Speaking has been reviewed previously (see CAT Newsletter numbers 13 and 19), only the significant differences with this latest version will be listed here.

Dragon 10 is faster and has more accurate than version 9.0.  During CAT trials, significant improvements (up to 20 percent) have been observed.
Training on Dragon 10 has been simplified and streamlined.  Typically about 10 minutes of training will now allow a student to be able to work with Dragon with some degree of accuracy.  There are 3 types of training with this version:

· none – choose to skip initial training (not recommended)

· short – the student is guided through provided text providing some accuracy
· special – more comprehensive training, choose this option if the student has difficulty in speaking, a strong accent or speech impairment.

This version of Dragon copes better than other versions of Dragon with inconsistent speech as it allows for a ‘special’ user profile.  This should be chosen if a student has difficulty speaking, stutters, or has speech impairment or a strong accent.  
CAT recommends this type of software for older students who have good reading skills, high levels of cognitive functioning, clear continuous speech and who are computer literate.

The CAT trial version is set up on a laptop ready for use.



Making simple cause and effect activities

There are a number of commercial programmes that offer simple cause and effect activities, for example the SwitchIt! Series plus old favourites like Happy Duck and Blob.  Purchasing these pre-made activities means that the images and activities are set.  The upside of purchasing ready made programs is that there is no preparation time needed, the downside is that the student may quickly become bored with repeated images or activities.
Given the intent and flexibility of the new NZ Curriculum (2007), plus the philosophy of inclusion, it is often preferable to use programs that can be tailored to match the individual abilities of the user and be in line with current class or school themes.  For some students, personalised content can make the difference between engagement and indifference.
Early cause and effect programs typically include some or all of the following:

· simple cause and effect activities – the student presses a switch or clicks the mouse to get a result (usually an image or video which may or may not be accompanied by sound)

· switch build activities – where the student builds a picture by pressing the switch or clicking the mouse more than once.  The number of steps is usually customised (often three to five presses) and the final image often includes special sounds or animations

· simple stories – where the student presses a switch or clicks a mouse to move through a story.  Each page of the story can include images, words, sentences, animations and/or recorded sounds. 
PowerPoint

It is extremely simple to make customised cause and effect activities using PowerPoint.  This can be done using your own pictures or clipart images.  

If you are using a set of photos use the Insert → Picture → Photo Album for super quick cause and effect activities (refer to Newsletter 20).  
Using this technique, it is literally possible to make simple cause and effect activities or stories in less then one minute!  For more complex talking books refer to Newsletter 17.

Switch Build activities can also be created easily.  Three possible techniques are outlined here.

1. Insert a picture and copy it to make the number of slides required (e.g. three to five steps).  Use the black and white, and washout options to change the first few pictures: right click the image →format picture→ colour→ select your preferred option.  It is possible to move from a black and white image, to a washed out image and then to the final image thus creating a three step activity.

2. Use the crop feature to cut the image, adding more of the picture at each step: right click image→ show picture toolbar →find the toolbar and use the crop tool to cut some of the picture out.
3. Draw a simple picture one piece at a time and create slides as it develops.

Once the steps are made you can animate the final slide.  Use the custom animation options to add movement and/or sounds:

· add movement using custom animations: click on the image→ slide show→ custom animations→ add effect→ motion paths
· add sounds from clip organiser, file or record your own sounds or words: insert→ movies and sounds.  Adding the student’s favourite music or a familiar voice can be very motivating.
Finally, by clicking on custom animations again you can customise how each effect plays, including when they start and the speed of play.

Menu screens in PowerPoint

If the student can use a mouse it is possible to make menu screens and non-linear activities using PowerPoint (i.e. a screen that lists available activities which can be selected and used). Create a single page as the menu page → add a text box or image for each option→ right click the text box or image and add a hyperlink→ hyperlink to “place in this document”.

At the end of each activity return the student to the menu screen by adding an action button:  Slide show→ action button→ select button required (e.g. home to return to the first slide).  It is possible to make the whole page into the action button which further simplifies the task.
It is extremely difficult to create a menu screen for switch users in PowerPoint.  It would be so clumsy it is not discussed here.   This means that a switch user could not select activities independently.  Programs such as ‘Cross Scanner’ may allow this type of selection using switch access.

Using switches in PowerPoint

Most switch interfaces have switch actions that default to the space, enter key or mouse click functions.  These defaults act in the same way as pressing the mouse.  If you are using a programmable switch interface (e.g. Crick or Don Johnston Switch Interfaces) simply programme the switch to send the required function i.e. space, enter or mouse click. 
Alternatively, a switch adapted mouse can be used for a single switch, and this is sends a mouse click.
Switch It! Maker 2
Switch It! Maker is a commercial product that is designed specifically to create simple cause and effect activities.  

It is extremely easy to use because it takes the user through a series of steps to create activities.   The user simply selects format and activities through a series of options and the switch activity is automatically created.

Product comparison table – summary

This table compares the capabilities of SwitchIt! Maker, PowerPoint and pre-made cause and effect programs for creating simple cause and effect activities.
	
	PowerPoint
	SwitchIt! Maker
	Pre made cause and effect programs e.g. Happy Duck, Blob etc.

	Source
	Part of Microsoft Office

(Mac equivalent = Keynote) 
	http://www.inclusive.co.uk
Cost $200 (approx)
	Various 

	Cause and effect, and switch story activities
	Add customised images, videos and other content easily
	Add customised images, videos and other content easily
	Pre made but limited

	Switch Build
	Use image colour options or crop tools to create stages and custom animations to animate final stage
	Yes but work on images needs to be done in another program if required
	Pre made but limited

	Accessible menu page (to select activity or topic)
	Only for mouse access
	No
	Some

	Customised to

· individual 

· class & school themes
	Yes - totally customisable in any format with large numbers of options and templates available
	Yes - but limited number of formats available
	No

	Ease of use
	Easy but does need a small amount of practise to master using animation schemes
	Very easy - steps through choices for immediate use 
	Very easy immediate use

	Additional Resources
	Clip-art pictures, sample videos and music
	PCS & Rebus Symbols

Clip-art pictures, sample activities, videos and music
	Varies

	File formats
	Large variety of sound, graphic and video formats can be imported
	Large variety of sound, graphic and video formats can be imported
	Pre set

	Compatibility
	PowerPoint is available on most computers so students can take work home
	Needs special freely distributable “player” version so students can take their activities home
Can be used on both Mac and PC
Can be used with Intellikeys
	Varies.




Freeware
Wordtalk

http://www.wordtalk.org.uk/Home/ 

Wordtalk adds a text-to-speech toolbar to Microsoft Word.  It can speak as you type by letter, word or sentence and can speak any selected text.

Unlike many other free text to speech programs Wordtalk allows the user to save text as wave or mp3 files.  Saved files can then be used later or played on other devices (such as an ipod or mp3 player).  

It includes an excellent talking spell checker where suggestions and synonyms can be read aloud.
Portable Apps

Portable Apps are relatively new.  A Portable App or program is a piece of software that can be accessed from a portable USB stick/drive and used on any computer.  Hundreds of programs, including commercial software (such as Claroread and TextHELP Read & Write), freeware and open source software are now available in portable apps format.  A Google search will quickly locate a number of options.

The student’s data, settings and information are always stored on the stick drive so that when you unplug the drive, none of the personal data is left behind on the computer.  Portable Apps provide a way of accessing and using relevant software on any computer rather than being dependent on one computer.  

Applications do not need to be installed on the ‘host’ computer.  Likewise no permissions (administrator computer rights) are required in order to have the application available.

Things to remember:

· Ensure that you back up user files on the USB stick.  These must be duplicated onto a home computer drive, external hard drive, notebook computer, or other computer drive.

· USB drives can be lost, stolen, misplaced, left behind, erased etc.

· When choosing a USB stick drive, select a USB 2.0 drive with at least 4Gb capacity.
EduApps
http://www.rsc-ne-scotland.ac.uk/eduapps
This is a range of approximately 90 different applications for Microsoft windows which have been divided into three categories (with some duplication):
· AccessApps - this original set of portable applications provides a range of applications to support writing, reading and planning as well as sensory, cognitive and physical difficulties
· LearnApps - these programs are designed for student use and include software tools and some games for students
· TeachApps - these programs are designed for teachers, lecturers, trainers, school support staff and others working in educational settings.  These programs cater to people involved in accommodating students.
In this Newsletter, some of the programs in the AccessApps package have been reviewed.  LearnApps will be reviewed in future newsletters.


AccessApps

AccessApps is a portable apps package of over 50 open source and freeware Microsoft Windows applications that are specifically designed for special education. 
This brief summary gives a ‘taste’ of a few free resources in the AccessApps package that may be useful for some students with special needs.
Some programmes did not start correctly through the menu system of AccessApps but this was easily worked around by clicking on the .exe file in the applications folder.

1. OpenOfficeBasePortable

http://en.wikipedia.org
OpenOffice is a collection of applications that work together to provide the features expected from a modern office suite. Many of the components are designed to mirror those available in Microsoft Office. The components available include:[image: image4.jpg]= @
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· Writer – word processor

· Calc - spreadsheet 

· Impress – presentation program

· Base – database management program

· Draw – vector graphic editor

· Math – mathematical formulae
OpenOffice Writer (similar to Microsoft Word) is so incredibly similar to Microsoft Word that no major training is needed (see the screen shot below). 
2. Hott Notes

http://www.hottnotes.com/
Hott Notes is a sticky note reminder programme for the desktop.  You can create normal notes, checklists and/or scribble notes by using your mouse.  It also includes an alarm function.

These can be placed anywhere on your desktop, and act as good visual reminders for students.

Mind-mapping software

A mind map is a diagram representing ideas and related words or concepts.  It allows students to capture and visualize ideas, concepts, brainstorms, research or any other task that can benefit from a structured overview.

3. Xmind

http://www.xmind.net/ 

If you are familiar with mind mapping software, then this will be simple and intuitive to use.  Starting with a central theme/topic, you right click the mouse for a quick and easy list of options.  ‘Ideas’ are placed on the screen in an uncluttered way.  
Ideas can be simply captured and organised.  It is very easy to understand and can be used effectively after just a few minutes.
4. FreeMind

http://freemind.sourceforge.net 

Another mind mapping option that allows the user to add icons, clouds, notes and formatting for better presentation. Each theme can be expanded or collapsed, interactively linked to local files, other maps, online resources and much more.  

Reading and writing support

1. DSpeech

http://dimio.altervista.org/eng/ 

DSpeech is a text-to-speech tool that allows the user to have any text spoken aloud.  Files can be saved as wav, mp3 or ogg format to use later or transferred to other devices such as an ipod or mp3 player.

Selected text must be pasted into DSpeech window.  It does not highlight text as it reads and large sections are not visible in the window even when they are being read.
2. AMIS DAISY Reader

http://www.daisy.org/projects/amis/
AMIS is a talking book playback software program that plays DAISY 2.02 and ANSI/ Z39.86-2005 ("DAISY 3") books.  DAISY Digital Talking Books are aimed at people who are blind or visually impaired.  

3. Type Faster – Accessible – Typing tutor

http://www.typefastertypingtutor.com/accversion.html
This free touch typing tutor is specifically designed for people who are visually impaired or blind but would be appropriate for all younger users.

Visual support

4. Darkscreen – Monitor Glare Control

http://www.fxc.btinternet.co.uk/assistive.htm
Some computer users experience problems with glare from the screen.  Dark Screen sits over all windows and provides a means of dimming the output between 20 and 90 percent. 

Whilst testing this at CAT it worked well, but made the screen so dark that it became unusable – it was too dark to find the icon in the Taskbar to correct it!
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Desktop Zoom

http://users.telenet.be/littlegems/MySoft/DesktopZoom/Index.html
Desktop Zoom is a zoom/magnification program which can support users with low vision.  It has easy controls and can:

· zoom an area around the mouse, in a fixed window
· zoom the entire desktop 

· change colours to grey or invert colours 

· show the original screen with a transparency value between 0 and 100% 

· show a bigger mouse pointer and/or a crosshair

· provide basic speech support.
6. EnorMouse

http://www.fxc.btinternet.co.uk/assistive.htm
EnorMouse replaces the standard mouse pointer with an enormous mouse pointer. This may be useful for students who have difficulty tracking the mouse, or for early mouse users. 

It is easy to use but may need a restart to return to your original mouse settings. 
7. Sonar
http://www.fxc.btinternet.co.uk/assistive.htm
Sonar provides an expanded ring around the mouse pointer for users who have difficulty locating the pointer. Unlike the Windows XP version, this package places a permanent ring around the pointer.  You can also choose which colour, shape and diameter you would like the Sonar Ring.
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8. Virtual Magnifying Glass

http://magnifier.sourceforge.net/
Virtual Magnifying Glass is a screen magnification tool. It is simple, customisable, and easy to use.  It has:

· multi-monitor support 

· adjustable lens height and width 

· crosshairs now have tick-marks for scale factors at 4x and above 

· variable scale factor from 1x to 32x.
Keyboard/mouse alternatives

9. Click-N-Type – virtual keyboard

http://www.lakefolks.org/cnt/
This onscreen virtual keyboard has been designed for anyone with a disability that prevents them from typing on a standard keyboard.  As long as the student can control a mouse, trackball, touch screen or other pointing device, this software keyboard will allow you to send keystrokes to virtually any Windows application that can run within a window. 

The virtual keyboard can be set to either alphabetical order or QWERTY format.  This software comes with:

· word prediction and completion

· autoclick and scanning modes (for switch input)

· many language/keyboard packs 

· ability to create customised keyboards

· audible and visible feedback options, including spoken keys

· scan Mode for switch access.
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10. Dasher
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dasher
Dasher is an alternative style of onscreen keyboard.  It enables users to write using a pointing device such as a mouse, a touchpad, a touch screen, a roller ball, a joystick, a Wii Remote, or even a mouse operated by the foot or head.
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Dasher is confusing initially but once mastered Dasher could result in very fast typing (much faster than a traditional onscreen keyboard).  The user moves the mouse towards the initial letter and then “follows” the line to select the next letter.  Common combinations are more prominent than others.



Snippets
Setup text to speech in MS Word
Text to speech facility in Microsoft XP is very cool but can sometimes be difficult to find on your computer.  The following is a link to a video clip that shows how to set it up.
http://cjslearninglog.blogspot.com/2009/07/technology-in-schools-supporting.html 

Create images from your PowerPoint slides
PowerPoint has a ‘save as’ facility that makes every slide into an image with one button press: save as → JPEG file interchange format.  Once saved, you have a series of images that can be used to create videos or other resources.
Finally

As always, the staff at CAT have endeavoured to represent all products fairly.  If you have any further queries or information about products or ideas in this newsletter we would appreciate your feedback.

If you wish to unsubscribe to the newsletter or require further information, please email us.

Lynne Silcock & Mel Holland
CAT.help@minedu.govt.nz  
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