Computer Readers
in
exams
the big picture
To help examination and assessment centres make informed
decisions about whether to use human readers or Computer
Readers with text to speech software in examinations.
by Claro Software

An Awarding Body has to make reasonable
adjustments where a disabled person would
be at a substantial disadvantage.

Exam fever strikes every year and the stakes are getting higher. The current system puts
enormous pressure on young people, especially those who struggle to process large
quantities of written text.
Away from school and universities there has
been a major drive to make tests more
accessible to candidates. For example, the
theory test for a driving licence has been
designed to be taken by people who are
deaf, do not have English as their first
language and people with dyslexia or other
reading difficulties. However, all too often
exams for school leavers involve pen and
paper and are a test of reading and writing
as much as subject knowledge.
The Joint Council for Qualifications (JCQ) is
aware of the problem. The Equality Act 2010
means that an Awarding Body has to make
reasonable adjustments where a disabled
person would be at a substantial
disadvantage in undertaking an assessment.
The JCQ's view is that a computer reader
must only be available to a candidate who
is defined as disabled under the meaning of
the Equality Act. 'An awarding body will
accept an order for a non-interactive
electronic question paper where:
• The centre has an approved application
for a computer reader; or

• The candidate has a substantial and long
term vision impairment and prefers to
read on screen, rather than on paper, as
part of their normal way of working.'
JCQ AA Regs 2015-16 Section 6
The JCQ has issued guidance on reasonable
adjustments for candidates who have
disabilities or conditions which 'might
reasonably be expected to have a
substantial adverse effect'.
Among others, these include:
• Persistent and significant difficulty in
reading and understanding written
material where this is in the person's
native language, for example because
of a mental impairment, a learning
difficulty or a sensory or multi-sensory
impairment
• Persistent distractibility or difficulty
concentrating
• Difficulty understanding or following
simple verbal instructions.

The second most frequently granted access arrangement
is a reader - either a person or computer software that reads
out the questions to candidates with a learning difficultly.

Reasonable Adjustments
According to Ofqual, the most frequently
granted reasonable adjustment is 25 per
cent extra time. In the 2014/15 academic
year 138,550 requests were approved, a 5
per cent increase on the previous year.
The second most frequently granted access
arrangement is a reader - either a person or
computer software that reads out the
questions to candidates with a learning
difficulty or a visual impairment that affects
their reading. Some 58,950 requests were
approved in the 2014/2015 academic year.
If a student has trouble with reading, it may
be caused by visual discomfort and
distortion of print on the page or screen. A
white page may glare, causing eye-strain or
headaches - words may then appear to
move.
Text to speech may help candidates who:
• Read slowly or with difficulty
• Find they get visual stress when they read
large quantities of text
• Have problems concentrating when they
are reading
• Find it hard to follow lines of text with
their eyes

However, it is not just the needs of the
candidates that define what constitutes a
reasonable adjustment. An adjustment may
not be considered reasonable if it involves:
• Unreasonable costs
• Unreasonable timeframes or
• Affects the security or integrity of the
assessment.
This last is especially important. A candidate
must not secure an unfair advantage if they
are offered alternative access.
A candidate is entitled to a reader (human
or text to speech software) if they have
scored below the average range in a
standardised test of their reading. A
standardised score of 84 or less in one of
three reading assessments (accuracy,
comprehension and speed) is required.
To qualify as the candidate's 'normal way of
working', text to speech must be used in
routine schoolwork, class tests, end of year
examinations and mock examinations.

A

computer reader and a human reader do not interpret
text in the same way. A human reader may stress particular
words which could give an unfair advantage.
Computer reader versus human reader
In the year 2012 to 2013 candidates entitled
to a reader in GCSE examinations were
for the first time allowed to use computerbased text to speech to read out the
questions for English papers, if this is their
'normal way of working.'But they were
not allowed a human reader. This was
the example JCQ offered:
'A candidate with severe dyslexia
wants to take GCSE English
Language and GCSE Spanish but
cannot read or write adequately.
He cannot have an adjustment in
the form of a reader in the Reading
section of the GCSE English
Language paper and the GCSE
Spanish Reading paper, but may
use a computer reader. He cannot
have a scribe for GCSE Spanish
examinations unless he is able to
dictate each foreign word letter by
letter. It may be appropriate to
enter the candidate for GCSE
Spanish if, with extra time of up to
50%, or the use of a word processor
with the spelling and grammar
check disabled, he can access the
examinations independently. He
can have a scribe though in the
Reading and Writing sections of

the GCSE English Language paper.
However, where separate marks
are awarded for spelling and
punctuation these cannot be
credited.'

This was a landmark decision because it drew
a clear distinction between using a human
reader and using text to speech software.
A computer reader and a human reader do
not interpret text in the same way. A human
reader may stress particular words which
could give an unfair advantage to a
candidate or repeat phrases at different
speeds which could cause confusion. Rightly
or wrongly, candidates may sense irritation
or boredom in a human reader's voice or
feel uncomfortable when asking for the
same passage to be read yet again or they
may be distracted by some aspect of the
reader's presence at their side. These factors
could affect a candidate's response and
could compromise the reliability of the
qualification.
Computer readers recite the same text at the
same speed in the same voice time after
time with no variation. A computer reader is
an acceptable arrangement since it allows
the candidate to meet the requirements of
the reading standards independently.

A computer reader is permitted for both English Literature
and Language as it lets the candidate access the text
independently but a human reader is not allowed.
Detailed information about the use of
readers and computer readers can be
found at JCQ Adjustments for candidates
with disabilities and learning difficulties Access Arrangements, and Reasonable
Adjustments.
www.jcq.org.uk/exams-office/access-arrangementsand-special-consideration

A computer reader is permitted for both
English Literature and Language, as it
lets the candidate access the text
independently, but a human reader is
not allowed. Some of the questions in an
English examination are specifically
designed to test the reading skills of the
candidate. Candidates entitled to use a
human reader cannot have this help in the
questions that have been designed to test
reading. However, such a candidate can
use a computer reader in these questions.
The basis for this difference is explained in
JCQ's guidance by saying:
'A computer reader allows the
pupil to independently meet the
requirements of the reading
standards.'

The difference text to speech
makes to users
Sean Douglas was diagnosed with dyslexia
in his twenties and is the brains behind The
Codpast (www.thecodpastorg), a
multimedia, online resource with advice and
up to the minute news and views for
students and adults with dyslexia.
The fear of reading under pressure
is something that many dyslexics
know all too well,' said Sean.
'When you're in a pressurised
environment, and need to read
quickly and accurately, text to
speech can be a godsend. Every
time I hear of a student that's
answered the exam question they
thought they'd read, rather that
the question that was actually on
the paper, I wonder why text to
speech isn't more widely used
in exams.'

T

he British Dyslexia Association (BDA) welcomes
text to speech because it offers independent
access to users.
The British Dyslexia Association (BDA)
welcomes text to speech because it offers
independent access to users:
Neil Cottrell is a member of the British
Dyslexia Association New Technologies
Committee who has personal experience of
the difference between human readers and
text to speech.
'Relying on my parents like this was
very frustrating, especially when
they read out the wrong bit or at
the wrong speed. The lack of
independence and the extra time
that my homework would take
often made me feel stupid. In
school, I would ask a friend to read
things out to me but the constant
whisper would distract other pupils!
I was really struggling, and it
became clear that I needed a
better solution.
'I first started using text to speech
at home. This made such a big
difference to me - I could do
homework on my own without
relying on my parents. The text to
speech voices took a bit of getting
used to, but I could adjust the
speed and ask the PC to read
specific bits back to me.'

His experience shows very clearly that text
to speech needs to be used regularly so
the candidate is confident using the
software and accustomed to this different
way of working. Schools need to embed
this practice as early as possible and not
wait till the run up to exams when it would
place an extra burden on the student.
Once the student has become familiar
with the software it provides a consistent
experience and can be used across a
wide range of exams. This compares
favourably with a human reader because
it is rare for a candidate to get the same
human reader for every exam paper and
therefore they may well be learning to
interpret a different person's accent and
intonation as well as working out what
the question is asking.

A Computer Reader is permitted for both English Literature
and Language as it lets the candidate access the text
independently but a human reader is not allowed.
What Claro offers
ClaroRead SE Computer reader is one of the
best solutions for text to speech in
examinations. It is a simple yet highly
effective proof reader and visual aid that
enhances performance, saves time and
increases confidence. The SE version of
ClaroRead does not include a spell check or
homophone check, so is ideal for students
sitting exams.
A review of ClaroRead SE by Dr. Abi James
for the BDA says:
'ClaroRead SE is the cut-down
version of the reading and writing
support tool ClaroRead, containing
just the text to speech tools. It can
read aloud text with colour
highlighting in Word documents,
web pages and PDF files. It works
well with PDF exam papers. The
candidates place the cursor at the
point they wish to hear the text
from and then press play.
ClaroRead SE contains two high
quality voices and is a costeffective tool.'

Another advantage of ClaroRead is that it
helps candidates proof read their answers.
They can slow the voice of the reader which
can help students with slower verbal
processing skills. Try getting a human to read
aloud more slowly without changing their
tone of voice!
Arran Smith, Leicestershire Dyslexia
Association, believes that text to speech
changes people's lives because it gives
them the ability to read back and work as
an independent person:
'I use ClaroRead Assistive Software
for reading and spelling. The
benefit of the Claro Suite from an
educational point of view is that it
definitely is a brilliant way of
working and pupils will get the
same standard of help as using a
human reader/scribe. You can also
apply to the exam board under the
JCQ requirements to use this
computer reader. Please do note
though you have to get permission
to use this and you can only use
Claro SE as the software cannot
have a spellcheck built into it.'

Text to speech improves a candidate's ability to
work independently and can be used in more
examinations than a human reader.
The difference text to speech makes to schools and colleges
There are two key advantages. Text to
speech improves a candidate's ability to
work independently and can be used in
more examinations than a human reader.
The other factor is cost. An increasing
number of candidates require reading
support.
In 2015 in Scotland, there were 7,819 requests
for the use of a reader and 5,600 requests for
a scribe for Scottish Qualifications Authority
(SQA) exams. If schools used human readers
that would mean 7,819 exam sessions where
candidates were working in a separate
room with a member of staff reading the
paper, 5,600 instances of candidates
working in a separate room with a member
of staff scribing the paper and 13,419
occasions where invigilators were sitting in a
room with just two people. This is an
expensive option and many schools would
have difficulty finding enough rooms and
staff to meet the criteria.
Source - CALL Scotland
http://www.adapteddigitalexams.org.uk/about/

The number of candidates in England and
Wales is higher. JCQ commented:
'Requests

for the use of a computer
reader have increased at GCSE
and at A-level.'

Ofqual reports that in the academic year
2014/15 some 58,950 requests for a reader
were approved. Estimates put the cost of
human readers in England and Wales at
£5 million a year.
Text to speech is a money-saver for schools
since candidates using headphones can be
accommodated in the main examination
hall and there is no need to provide a
human reader and a separate invigilator.

Make it a normal way of working.
What schools do next
Plan

Assess learners

The JCQ stipulates:

Schools need to identify pupils who require
extra support in exams and train them as
early as possible, ideally from when they
join the school. If they are using Claro (they
could use it in class and for homework) the
younger the pupils are when they start using
the software the better they are able to
adapt to it.

• The Senco, fully supported by teaching
staff and members of the senior
leadership team, must lead on the
access arrangements process within
his/her centre.
• Teaching staff and members of the senior
leadership team must support the Senco
in determining and implementing
appropriate access arrangements.
• The Senco must work with teaching staff,
support staff (such as Learning Support
Assistants and Teaching Assistants) and
exams office personnel to ensure that
approved access arrangements are put
in place for internal school tests, mock
examinations and examinations.
• The centre must assess each potential
learner and make justifiable and
professional judgements about the
learner's potential to successfully
complete and achieve the qualifications.
Such an assessment must identify, where
appropriate, the support that will be
made available to the learner to facilitate
access to the qualifications.

Make it a normal way of working
It is essential that staff have a good
knowledge and understanding of how
text to speech software works and the
options that are contained within
feature sets.
Some schools set up a trial with different
year groups so the staff and learners have
the opportunity to use the software every
day in class, to become confident in using
all the features and to be at ease with the
reading voice. It's also essential that users
have the opportunity to use the software
under examination conditions. This alerts
staff to any potential problems such as
headphones not working, to make sure
that the exam runs smoothly.

'It's been really beneficial. They can
get it to speak text quickly, slowly
or repeat things.'
Try the software and decide
what the school will use
There are several different products on the
market. Some are computer based and
some tablet based.
ClaroRead at Hereford
Sixth Form College
It is important to find a simple cost effective
solution and to use it right across the whole
school or college. ClaroRead is a key
product for the Disabled Students'
Allowance (DSA) and because of the
number of students requiring reading
support an increasing number of universities
have now decided to deploy site licences.
Forward thinking colleges and secondary
schools are beginning to think about
introducing ClaroRead as early as possible
so that students learn to use it for all their
exams from GCSEs and A levels to
vocational exams and the International
Baccalaureate.
Hereford Sixth Form College has a group of
assessors to organise access arrangements
for students who need extra support. They
have started to use ClaroRead with students
who would usually have a reader in exams.
ClaroRead for Windows PC will read aloud
digital exam papers and read back users'
answers. The software comes with spell
check features, but these will be forbidden

in some exams. However, any school,
college or university that has a site licence
for ClaroRead can obtain a free copy of
ClaroRead SE. This does not have a built-in
spell check and so may be used in those
exams where ClaroRead would not be
allowed.
The assessors at Hereford Sixth Form College
bring out an exam paper from a previous
year, show students how ClaroRead works
and then let them play with the software for
themselves.
'Their faces light up when they see
what it can do,' said Learning
Support Assessor Shaneagh
Moriarty. 'After the first session we
send them away to play with it and
get used to it. All the students who
have tried it have been very
positive.'
At present 15 students are using it for class
tests and for the mock exams, and it will be
set up in Learning Support for the final
exams.
'It's been really beneficial. They
can get it to speak text quickly,
slowly or repeat things. It lets them
listen to the same words over and
over again if necessary, and gives
them total privacy.'

Further information
BDA
www.bdatech.org/what-technology/text-to-speech/exams
CALL Centre Scotland
www.adapteddigitalexams.org.uk/home
Claro Software
www.clarosoftware.com/exams
JCQ
www.jcq.org.uk/exams-office/access-arrangements-and-special-consideration
Scottish Qualifications Authority
www.sqa.org.uk/sqa/64698.html

More about Claro
ClaroRead can speak any on-screen text out loud, and
is perfectly integrated with Microsoft Word and Adobe
Reader. With ClaroRead Plus and Pro, scanned books
and documents are read back with complete clarity.
Available for Windows and Mac OSX, ClaroRead is easily
customised to suit individual needs - making it the ideal
companion for learning and working.
ClaroRead
Highlight in Word & PDF

Scan from Screen
Spell Check
Word prediction
Screen Ruler
Scan and convert
Scan and convert+
USB Version

INTERESTED IN A

FREE TRIAL?
1.Simply visit the
Claro website at
clarosoftware.com
and download a
free 30 day trial.
2. Contact Claro
about a free
90 day site
license trial.

ClaroRead in action
'

At Hereford Sixth Form College, students
who need extra support have started to
use ClaroRead.
Any school, college or university that has a
site licence for ClaroRead can obtain a free
copy of ClaroRead SE. This does not have
a built-in spell check and so may be used
in those exams where ClaroRead would
not be allowed.

'I really really love Claro
software because my students get
such good results. It works right
across the board and is very easy
to use. Often we see results within
one session.
ClaroRead totally engages students
and they believe that they can achieve.
It has been a massive success.'
Sarah-Jane Peake,

Assistive Technology Trainer and founder
of Launch pad Assistive Technology.

