Premier Assistive Technology Inc. Receives Accolades from the United States Department of Labor for Best Of Practice.

During the period of April 11-13, 2006 United States Department of Labor/Employment and Training Administration (USDOL/ETA) conducted a review of your [The Arnold Center] organization’s Work Incentive Grant. The enclosed report outlines the scope of the review and identifies positive observations, compliance findings, required corrective actions, and opportunities for improvement. It is based on information and documents provided as of the date of the review. The report will also be shared with the Older Workers/Disability Unit, Division of Adult Services and the Civil Rights Center in the National Office. 

· The grantee is using innovative technology created by Dr. Steven A. Timmer and Premier Assistive Technology, Inc. that helps persons with disabilities utilize computer programs to develop skills and improve job search and secure employment.  [page 3]
In addition to the resource manual used to sustain the program, the Arnold Center incorporated a major computer software system into the service centers in Bay, Midland, and Saginaw Counties, the Premier Assistive Technology, Inc: Accessibility Suite, which includes: 

· The Universal Reader is used to compliment all computer applications such as email, Internet, word processing, etc., and it has a multilingual function
· Universal Reader Plus
· Talking Checkbook

· Ultimate Talking Dictionary

· Scan and Read Pro

· PDF Magic Pro

· Text to Audio

· Talking Word Processor
· Talking pointer that lets you read text and symbols

· Adjustable voice functions

This innovative technology was pioneered by Steven A. Timmer, Chairman of Premier Assistive Technology and has a tremendous impact on the computer use of those customers who are served. Service Center staff market the tool to all customers by posting signs at computer work stations and the customer service desk. This is a new approach to assistive technology and is different from the more common software JAWS that is widely used for persons with disabilities. Customers that have hidden disabilities and learning barriers are more inclined to use the computer for job search, resume writing, and other applications that will increase their chance of obtaining employment.  [Page 6]
The Research behind the Development of the Technology.  

What worked and what did not work and the rational behind the designs.

The research in the grant started with getting an understanding of the individuals who were being served by the Arnold Center and Michigan Works!  This may seem like a common sense approach, but unfortunately it is not that common.  Most organizations buy technology then try to adapt the person to fit it.  Our approach was to look at the individual and see what could be done to help them.  This approach has lead to the development of some of our most unique technologies.

One of the examples learned from Michigan Works! is that the IT staff did a great job of researching the best screen reading technology for the blind.  From their existing information and a purely technical perspective, they made the right choice.  However, they failed to realize that the Michigan School for the Blind does not teach their students on that same screen reading technology.  It takes most individuals 3 to 6 months to become proficient enough with the technology to navigate the computer efficiently. In effect, this means that the typical blind Michigan resident can’t just sit down and use any screen reader.  Therefore, even though the organization has assistive technology available, if the constituents do not know how to use the technology, then is it really accessible?
It is very important to understand the individuals who are in the Work First programs at Michigan Works!  Forty-three percent of the individuals who come through the door have not graduated from high school, and eighty percent function at a literacy level of 2 or below.  There is a direct link between literacy and employment.  Understanding the demographics of the job seekers is very important.  Individuals who have difficulty reading are also likely to have very little or non-existing computer technical skills. 

Michigan Works! has a series of public accessible workstations that are connected to the Michigan Job Talent Bank.  This online talent bank provides local job postings for individuals.  In order to search and apply for jobs, there are two requirements: First you have to be able to read, and secondly you have to know how to surf the web.
To solve a problem you have to identify the problems or barriers and establish the goals.
Goal:
In five minutes or less, have the individual job seeker effectively using the talent bank, regardless of the literacy skills, computer skills or primary language

The Goal Reviewed 3 Primary Challenges:
1. You cannot make the assumption that the person walking through the door can read. People with print related challenges do not carry a white cane, sit in a wheel chair, nor have a mark on their forehead.  In fact, most individuals have spent years hiding it. We needed a way to help everyone.  For example, not everyone who uses “automatic doors” is in a wheel chair. However, if an organization practices universal design and make things accessible for all, it does not matter whether or not individuals are in wheel chairs.
2. Most of the individuals who seek help at Michigan Works! are unemployed or underemployed. Frequently, they have limited or no access to computers, so you cannot expect them to have a high degree of technical sophistication. 
3. The talent bank is full of employment opportunities. However, the job listings are written in English, and not all individuals can read English.  In some areas of Michigan, up to 50 percent of the individuals seeking employment cannot speak English.  Hence, refer to my previous question, if the opportunities exist but you can’t access them, are they really opportunities?
To solve these challenges, many different technologies were reviewed to see if off-the-shelf application would work and several approaches were taken. 
Two products where initially tested for this project – WYNN from Freedom Scientific and the K3000 from Kurzweil Education. After a short period of time, it was realized that neither one of these products solved the challenges listed above.  The reasons why these technologies did not fit the need are as follows:

· Both products’ focus was around scanning, and that was rarely if ever a requirement.  

· The clients needed technology that was able to edit, save, and print standard MS Word documents without converting them, which frequently removed the formatting.

· Required a substantial amount of training for both the staff and the end users.

· Both would not read the Michigan Works! Talent Banks which was the primary goal. 

· Neither solved the language barrier.
· The cost for these technologies was a considerable factor.  The goals of the project were universal design and to make every workstation accessible to the maximum number of individuals. With expensive products, it would be limited to just a few workstations. Think of it this way, what if you had a workstation for “Blacks only”.  Michigan Works! is an Equal Opportunity Employer and this means equal in all respects. By having a single workstation that is accessible only to persons categorized with a learning disability, it is like putting up a sign stating “illiterates only.” If we can not separate by color, we should not separate by disability.

It is important to note that both products did do a good job of scanning and reading, but neither one of those features were in large demand.
In addition, another technology that was considered was voice recognition.  The two products that were evaluated included Dragon Naturally Speaking by Nuance Communications and IBM via Voice from IBM.  Both products work well for their designed purpose, but again, did not solve the three main objectives.  They could not be used unless individuals are given a significant amount of training on the equipment.  They also did not read the talent bank nor solved the language barrier.
As an engineer you learn to try to solve the problem with the tools at hand before you begin to build your own tools. This is how the tools evolved to meet the challenge. 

Challenge #1 - Reading the Talent Bank.
The primary goal was for individuals to find a job.  Therefore, they needed to be able to read the talent bank.  A traditional screen reader like Jaws or Window Eyes works well for the blind because it reads and describes everything.  That was also the problem. These applications read everything.  For a sighted person with a reading challenge, it was more confusing than using nothing at all.  What a job seeker needed was to be able to selectively read the talent bank. That means that individuals needed to be able to select what they wanted to read and have the application read only that part.
For that purpose, we developed the Universal Reader.  It is what we call a selective screen reader.  Users use the mouse to select what they want read, press a hot key, and then Universal Reader would read only that selection.  This helped but it did not solve the problem. Like with any technology it may be simple in design, but it still required some training. An easy to read manual was created– now think about that – a manual created for individuals who can’t read. To solve that problem, we integrated training videos right into the program with audio narration so that individuals could see how to use the product.  This approach was successful; however, it did not completely solve the challenge.  We wanted individuals to be up and running with the talent bank in 5 minutes and this approach took longer.
Therefore, job seekers were observed again. As the job seekers arrived and were placed in front of the talent back, the first thing they did was to begin to move the mouse around. Nearly everyone could manage making the pointer go where they wanted it.  They may not have known how to select, click, or double click, but they could move the mouse.  The idea of making the mouse talk originated from this observation.  

Job seekers led us to one of our favorite creations, the Talking Pointer.  All the job seeker has to do is point at something and the application reads it to them.  Minimum training was required - just point and listen. With minimum training by showing the user when to click with the mouse, the average user was up and running within the first 5 minutes.  Simplicity is the solution. If individuals cannot use it, then does it really exist? The universal design means that every mouse on every public workstation reads to you and if you don’t want to hear it, then don’t put on the head phones.
The Talking Pointer solved the first two challenges, but it did not solve the third.  Yes, it did read to you, but it only read the text in English.  Hence, we solved the problem by adding translation technology to both the Universal Reader and the Talking Pointer.  We understood that just a word by word translation would not work. We needed a concept translator that would translate the concept of what was written so it made sense to the job seeker.  This is how the Intergalactic Translator technology was created.  It currently supports 8 languages including: French, Spanish, German, English, Italian, Portuguese, Chinese, Japanese and Korean with more languages added as they are completed.
The Talking Pointer with Intergalactic Translator provides equal opportunity for all.  Simply, individuals take the pointer to select the language needed, point at the job description, and have it read to them in the primary language selected.  Speaking and understanding a language are vastly different then from being able to read and write a language.

After solving the first three challenges, we soon discovered that in the process of eliminating these barriers to employment, we ran into several others.  Other challenges included: filling out a job application, literacy requirements in the work place, and employment certification requirements.
Challenge #2 – Filling Out Job Applications.

Nearly all employers require job seekers to fill out job applications.  That is easy if you can read and write.  Premier Assistive Technology has been helping students with reading and writing challenges for over 7 years, so we simply employed the same technology to help job seekers be independent.  We also added OCR technology to Universal Reader, creating Universal Reader Plus. This allows job seekers to place a job application on a scanner. Then, it will scan right into MS Word so job seekers can use the tools to fill it out.
Challenge #3 - Literacy Requirements in the Work Place.

One of the latest developments in the labor market is testing and certification.  Even entry level jobs require literacy proficiency. For example, Home Depot tests every new employee’s literacy skills. We solved the problem of individuals finding a job but the same challenges they had in finding the job also can keep them from getting the job they found.  This led to the development of Key to Access.  This product is a new approach to software technology.  All the above mentioned tools are pre-loaded on to a small USB thumb drive.  All the software run from this drive and does not require any installation.  This will allow the users to insert Key to Access into any computer. They will have instant access to the technology that they need to take a test or to effectively read safety, employee benefit, and operational instruction manuals.
Challenge # 4 - Employment Certification Requirements
Solving the above challenges uncovered a new challenge.  Many of the certifications for employment required testing, and many of the tests were not accessible for reading technology.  High low drivers to exterminators require testing to obtain the necessary credentials to work in those occupations.  The discovery of this barrier led to the development of Premier Test Builder.  It is a program that runs within MS Word. You do not need to know accessibility, nor do you need to understand universal design. Users just create a test which by default is accessible.

Additional Notes on the Challenges of This Grant.

One of the inspirations behind this grant is to reconnect with the individuals that had been pushed through our school system or did not qualify for help while they were in schools.  Many educators fail to realize that the children who have challenges in school grew up to be adults with the same challenges.  Many schools help individuals through school, but they don’t prepare them for life.   This grant gave us the opportunity to ask these individuals, “What would have helped you stay in school?” From this, we develop technologies that would help them through school and also prepare them for life.  Many of the technologies that are currently used to help students through school are not always effective for employment.  
When the above question was asked, a wide variety of answers were received.  However, they all had one underlying theme – unanimously almost all had literacy challenges.  In the past 1980’s and 1990’s, once an individual made it through school, many of the assistive technology used was not needed because it was only for the theoretical purposes.  That is no longer true.  The literacy requirements for employment have changed significantly.  In just two decades, the literacy requirement for an auto mechanic went from a fourth grade to eighth grade or from a literacy level of 1 to a literacy level of 3.  Currently, if you can’t read, then you can’t work.
Many educators need to focus on teaching independence and show individuals how to succeed in life.  A book on tape may be great for a history class, but how does that help someone read email or a health benefit manual for a job.  Show students how to read electronic documents using reading technology. That is a skill which can be used beyond the classroom.   
The full research project will be published in an upcoming book:
Life After IEP’s

Preparing a student for when there is no more resource room, extended time, or reduced work load.
Steve Timer, PhD

Premier Assistive Technology

R & D Lab

13102 Blaisdell Dr.

DeWitt, MI 48820

Phone 815-927-7390

Fax 815-722-8802

Steve@readingamdeeasy.com
steve@readingmadeeasy.ca
www.readingmadeeasy.com
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Mr. Michael Shea

President 

Arnold Center, Inc.

400 Wexford Avenue Midland, MI 48640 

RE: Work Incentive Grant, # WI-14229-04-60

Dear Mr. Shea:

During the period of April 11-13, 2006 United States Department of Labor/Employment and Training Administration (USDOL/ETA) conducted a review of your organization’s Work Incentive Grant. The enclosed report outlines the scope of the review and identifies positive observations, compliance findings, required corrective actions, and opportunities for improvement. It is based on information and documents provided as of the date of the review. The report will also be shared with the Older Workers/Disability Unit, Division of Adult Services and the Civil Rights Center in the National Office. 

Please submit a response to the findings outlined in the report to the Regional Office within 30 days of receipt of this report. While you may also respond to any observations or comments listed in the report, such a response is not required. 

We hope that our .review bas been helpful to you. Please express our appreciation to your staff and the project operator for their cooperation and. assistance during this review. 
If you have any questions, please feel free to call me or DanieIle Pleas at (312) 596-5539. 

Sincerely,
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YRON ZUIDEMA
Regmnal Administrator




Enclosure

cc: Andrea Bridgewater, Service Director 
