Sicilian Parliament: between tradition and innovation.

Shorthand vs. voice-transcription? A brief history in process.

-------▓------
IPRS meeting – Beijing, August 2009 
Authorities, Mr. Chairman, Distinguished Colleagues, 

first of all, allow me to thank the President of IPRS and the Intersteno Organization for kindly giving me this opportunity. 

I also wish to convey the greetings of Sicily’s Regional Assembly, i.e. the Sicilian Parliament I’ve been working with since 2003 as a shorthand writer. 

I also want to apologize for my English: I’m aware my pronunciation is not perfect, but I hope you will understand me. 

I’m proud to be a member of Intersteno parliamentary reporters’ Section, an international body in which I find, together with you all, the authoritativeness of a profession, and the "mission" of reporting that, at the highest parliamentary levels, ensures the public knowledge of political debates: and, thanks to the latter, the fulfillment of democracy in our government systems.
My speech intends to show the state of the art on the project launched last year, at the Sicily’s Regional Assembly, directed to the use of speech-recognition technology in the Reporting Service for publishing parliamentary works.
The organizational model of reporting (practically unchanged since the origins of our Institution, for over sixty years) has fundamentally been based on the use of shorthand, through a résumé of the speech performed by two different staff categories: assistants and stenographers. The former  were traditionally involved in the transcription of debates, also through the help and by listening to the audio-recording, the latter  in the text’s further revision, so that it’s possible to publish a temporary report a few hours after the end of parliamentary works. That is the same model used in the two Parliamentary Chambers in Italy.
Since 2003, the director of the Report Service, currently the Secretary General of the Assembly, dr. Tomasello, saw the need  for “technological conversion”, in order to allow to fully take advantage of resources deriving from speech-recognition.  
I’d say that such an insight, did not only contain the contingent fact, i.e. the possibility offered by the speech recognition software that was mature enough to be used by professionals,  but a perspective of "survival" of parliamentary reports, and then, the necessity to guarantee a future to the historical debates memory. 
A "survival" that graphic shorthand - defined "the tradition" in my lecture - puts at risk. Shorthand, in fact, had been the victim of the “cut” inflicted, in the 1990’s, by the Italian Minister of Public Education: this ancient art was replaced by a new teaching subject, that is fundamentally “text-production” by using the PC.

Of course,  the value of Shorthand  was not under discussion at my Administration, I mean its performances: we are aware that Shorthand is an Art of the spoken word and culturally very sound, because Shorthand – I want to emphasize – is probably the  Queen in reporting, involving a lucid reduction of the word and its  faithful transposition. 
I personally keep on benefiting of it in my summary reporting of the Financial Committee at the Parliament. 
The Directorate of the Report Service was actually worried that the missing teaching of Shorthand at school might in practice compromise the future itself of the new qualified workers to be employed. Furthermore, it was clear that speech-recognition – "the innovation" in my lecture – showed, in my opinion, interesting results absolutely in synergy with shorthand, since the latter can be transcribed by speech-recognition software.

Therefore it was not a question of putting “tradition” against “innovation”. No revolutionary ideal was in the mind of the Administration. There was the awareness, however, that the previous technological investigations based on speech recognition were probably mature to be tried! The cultural and professional profile of employees - according to the relevant ‘traditional’ model  used, that is Shorthand – was not questioned: the Administration made the choice to undertake an experimental way that evaluated "technological innovation" as a possible support. 
Back in 2003, my Director asked me to approach a speech-recognition software, IBM Via-Voice, already used in the past 2 years  at the Chamber of Deputies in Italy. For me, a young parliamentary stenographer, that was an interesting perspective to enhance my skills. Such a technological platform would have brought in "innovation" – an added value – inside the "shorthand tradition": it would have been possible to read shorthanded notes by this software. A wonderful opportunity for “traditional” stenographers. The "shorthand-keyboard” relation, as observed several times, is nowadays slow and no longer competitive, whereas speech-recognition software allows the stenographer to read  the notes quickly. 
Also INTERSTENO, at a competitive level, since the edition of Rome in 2003, admitted such technology among the tools to compete with: this new rule approved by the élite of reporting  was a "professional recognition", I daresay. 
Three editions of Intersteno Congresses have passed by since Rome 2003 - 4 herewith - and we have seen important placing by using this new technological tool. 

I want to underline the results achieved by the practice of Sicily’s Regional Assembly, in using this technology. Last year, the Administration decided to start the testing of speech-recognition: this test only concerned the first passage, that is the transcription realized by the assistants indicated above. 

All the assistants were involved in a one-week training  in the use of the speech-recognition software, creating their own vocal profile, and in using a dictionary and an acoustic imprint, that is more sensitive to their respective features.
At the end of the training, all the assistants were able to test the use of the software in the résumé of 5 minute-speech assigned for transcription: we preferred 5 minutes of speech (to avoid any parliamentary formula) to better compare the results. Repetitive formulas could render the number of characters correctly recognized and transcribed by the software fruitless. Moreover, repetitive formulas, predominating in a few parliamentary passages, such as voting procedures or communications after the beginning of a session, are generally saved as "vocal macros" in the software.

Now I wish to underline the average results: a 5 minute spoken audio was transcribed in 26 minutes, thus obtaining a 5:1 ratio, quite interesting in my opinion. 26 minutes included time for revision the text. This result immediately shows that "innovation" hasn’t damaged the tested "traditional", process, at least as to the execution time, thus sweeping away all prejudice linked to the time spent for doing the job. 

But new prejudices emerged on the "quality" of recognition, with reference to the way of working, considered now "alienating" (because of the need to verify the quality of recognition after dictation), now "disqualifying" for colleagues who usually typed the text on a keyboard, an activity considered as “nobler” than speech-reporting. 

Here a brief overview on the criticisms moved by colleagues and personal remarks on this regard: 

1)
the "quality" of recognition was judged largely non-satisfactory, in some cases absolutely unreliable or misleading when corrected, showing mistakes which, combined together, made the text "plausible". Personally, I observed that the "quality" resented of a user’s profile still not adequately developed,  and that the "likelihood" of the text couldn’t neglect the much desired re-listening of the dictation, also in order to verify the words spoken by the speaker;

2)
on the speech transcribing working mode, they complained that editing times were "long" and "doubled"; the latter evaluation was linked to the fact, mentioned above, that it’s necessary to correct the text and therefore, divide the work into two parts: the first one, consisting in dictation, the second one in revision. Traditionally, instead, the assistants typed the text on the keyboard, contextually arranging for mistake correction. I argued that times were not "long", compared to the previous system (keyboarding); and also the correction by keyboard is "doubled", even though psychologically less appreciable. Indeed,  correcting a wrong beat by keyboard does not involve a "contextual" correction, because, inserting the right beat will require at least two "next" beats: one “backspace”, and the other one for correction. And the use of the mouse however follows transcription. 

Altogether, at sky-high levels, accuracy is certainly better – also based on my personal experience – in “traditional” typing than in speech-recognition. This is also demonstrated by competitors at Intersteno Championship: the threshold of penalties in the Intersteno competitions for "text production", still today, is too limited to compete by using speech recognition software. 

Of course, the benefits of speech-recognition are also linked to the possibility of being trained in a relatively short period of time, reaching an interesting speed as words per minute. These aspects are very important for any  organization such as a parliamentary Administration, concerned about time and costs of recruitment. And the speech-recognition, didactically speaking, seems easier depending on learning times. Obviously, it’s not possible to acquire professionalism immediately, but this happens also in other techniques: a good stenographer or stenotyper, however fast, is not a reporter tout court. 

Moreover, in the experience realized at the Regional Assembly, dictation times by using speech-recognition can be better when reaching a  1:1 ratio, i.e. a real time résumé , without "stops and go" in order to listen back to the recording. Interruption, as well known, is generally the cause of the same number of mistakes during recognition, and a dictation without pauses or hesitations is more reliable. 

I think, therefore, that the "tradition" of shorthand – and so the "traditional” typing of notes – doesn’t result compromised by "technological innovation", because, at a closer look, such menace would already have fully realized in at least 2 transitions, from the "tradition" of the mechanical typewriter to the "electrical"/"electronic" ones, thence to the revolution, of computers, now netbooks, with progressively more reduced writing spaces.
The "tradition" of shorthand can, for those who adequately know this art, only take advantage of "innovation" by using speech-recognition software, because the latter combines with the former, giving it an added value, that is a faster transcription of shorthand signs. But the "tradition" of shorthand for reporting is - and probably not only in Italy - more difficult at a practical diffusion level, for the same difficulty of all those who want to learn it: they are aware of alternative ways of capturing speech. Like it or not, speech-recognition was not only used for the second reading of shorthand signs, but also as a tool itself for a résumé of the speech! On the other hand, the philosophy subtended to the marketing of speech-recognition software was this, replacing beloved secretaries with less expensive (and less charming) virtual secretaries! For the happiness of managers' wives!

Speech-recognition technology still today represents a novelty for Sicily’s regional Assembly; also other Administrations seem to want to benefit of this "innovation", because otherwise they would undergo the effects anyway, but without initially having a full knowledge. 

Preserving "tradition", in any case, probably only transforms the thought into a "reactionary" attitude. The "shorthand" and "speech recognition" combination is winning, but it’s necessary to have a new generation ready to learn this message! To do that, Schools and academic institutions, together with the associations, firstly our Intersteno, will work to promote Shorthand as a current way to capture speech. 

Technology, in the meanwhile, continues its progress, and by speech-recognition it’s possible to summarise a text, at the speaker’s speed, in a manner largely similar - more or less reliable as to results, in the impression of colleagues  - to that of other tools, like shorthand or stenotyping. 
In other words, it’s necessary for reporting, that it’s our “vocation”, to find new valid professionals, it doesn’t care in what technique, which  assures the use of those expert mediations, able to ensure the diffusion of a political debate with new generations. 
This is the aspect in which our "tradition" resides, that is granting  “transcendence" of other people’s speeches to future generations. 
Thank you for your kind attention. 

Fabrizio Gaetano Verruso (I)
Email: a160575@inwind.it
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