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If anAmericangoesto Parisandcannot
speakFrench,istheAmericandisabled?She
is challengedat theveryleast. Putherona
telephonein the foreigncountry,needingto
communicatewithoutthebenefitofhandges-
turesor facialexpressions,andherhandicap
becomesgreater.

ForthemillionsofAmericanswithlearning
disabilitiesorfirst-generationAmericanswho
speakEnglishasasecondlanguage,thisfrus-
trationwith communicatingis experienced
repeatedlyonadailybasis.

TheUnitedStatesDepartmentofEducation
reportsthat 2.8 millionstudentsin public
schoolsarecurrentlyreceivingspecialeduca-
tion servicesfor learningdisabilitiesin the
U.S.Thisequatesto 52% of all students
receivingspecialeducationservicesthrough
thepublicschoolsasbeingidentifiedashav-
inglearningdisabilities.

Learningdisabilitiesincludedyslexia(diffi-
cultywithlanguageprocessingasit relatesto
reading,writingandspelling),dysgraphia(dif-
ficultywithwriting),AttentionDeficitDisorder
(ADDor"HyperactivityDisorder")andAuditory
Discrimination(difficultyin the perceptionof
the differencesbetweenspeechsoundsand
theabilitytosequencesoundsintomeaningful
words).Thesedisabilities,amongothers,are
neurologicaldisordersthatinterferewithone's
abilityto store,processor produceinforma-
tion. Theyaffectone'sabilityto read,write
andcomputemath,possiblyinterferingwith
thedevelopmentofsocialskills,andtheymay
putchildrenathigherriskofsubstanceabuse.

Noteasilyrecognizedandoftenmisdiag-
nosed,learningdisabilitiesarereal,as evi-

"

dencedby objectivetesting. Forexample,
brain-imagingstudieshaveshownbrainactiv-
ityinsubjectswithdyslexiatobemarkedlydif-
ferentthancontrolsubjectsduringspecific
testing.Whilethereis no"cure"for learning
disabilitiestherearetreatments,whichrange
from drugtherapy,counselingand support
groups,to alternativetreatmentsincluding
homeopathy.

Nowthereisaproductdesignedspecifical-
lyforthelearningdisabled,butalsoappropri-
ateforthosewho,becauseof languagediffi-
culties,requirevisualand/orauditoryassis-
tanceto recognizewords.TheReadingPenII.
withTIStechnologyprovidedbyScanSoft,isa
second-generationproduct from WizCom
TechnologiesInc.It is a fully-portablehand-
held scannerweighingonly three ounces.
Shapedlikean oversizedwritingimplement
withanLCDdisplayonthetop,it enablesthe
userto scantext in fontsizessixthrough22
andseethewordorwordsonthedisplay.One
canhearthe selectionreadbackthrougha
small.integratedspeakeror byusingdiscreet
earphones.Furtherprogrammingcanspecify
whethertheunitwill readthewordsautomat-
icallyoronlyuponmanualinstruction.

The prevalenceof readingdifficultiesin
thosewith learningdisabilitiesis significant.
The NationalInstituteof ChildHealthand
HumanDevelopmentclassifiesapproximately
85%ofall individualswithlearningdisabilities
ashavingdifficultiesintheareaof reading.

Assistingin compensatingfor this chal-
lenge,theReadingPenII,adjustablefor left-
andright-handedusers,allowsoneto obtain
worddefinitionsandsyllabicstructurebased

on the 200,000entries of the American
HeritageCollegeDictionary,ThirdEdition.Ifa
userdoesnotunderstandawordinthedefini-

tion,hecanseeandhearthemeaningof the
additionalwordswiththepressofa button.

If a studentgetsstuckwhilereadingshe
canscanthequestionabletextandcreatea
solutionindependently,withoutrelianceon
others.Thesamecanbesaidforanindividual

inasituationwhereit maybeembarrassingor
impossibleto requestassistance;perhapsfill-
ingoutpaperworkfora job interview,driver's
licenseorothergovernmentform.

The manufactureralso offers The

OuicktionaryII TranslationPen,whichrecog-
nizesmorethan300,000wordsandexpres-
sions,fortranslationintoEnglishof languages
includingFrench,German,Italian,Spanishand
Hebrew,amongothers.Thisproductisspecif-
icallydesignedforindividualslearningEnglish
as a secondlanguage,travelersandothers
requiringadditionallanguageskills.

We oftensee well-educatedindividuals
fromothercountriescometotheUnitedStates

withoutbeingableto speakfluentEnglish.
Surgeonsandlawyers,nolongerabletowork
in theirfieldsof expertise,cometo America
onlyto findtheymustworkinentry-levelposi-
tions,receivingminimumwageor littlemore.

Not that the ReadingPen II or the
OuicktionaryIITranslationPenwill puta for-
eigndoctorbackintothe operatingroomor
alleviatemillionsof learningdisabilities,but
the productmayassistin puttingself-confi-
denceandself-reliancebackintothepsycheof
itsusers.
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