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Odober 15,1997
Mr. Meryl S. lcove
Director, DisabiIIies Issues Task Force
2033 MStreet , NW
Washington, DC 20544

Subject: AITCS's (Automated Interactive Tete-eommunialUons Systems)
Dear Mr. lcove

I had been complaining about the poor quality and inaccessibility of the subject re voice menus for
quite a while. Then last April Iwas insInJrTtentaI in obt8ining 346 signatures on a petIion that asked for
the uriversel out (presS "0" if you vMh to speak to a human) espoused by SHHH, Inc and others. The
petition and requests Ihave made to eveIYOO8 I have contacted his alsO asked that where universal
outs ant not AIQUired or put in piece for any reason then such AITCS's should be required to have an
option whereby the messages on the menu &Ie spoken at least 50 peR:8I1t slower

It is especiafty believed the request to have a second set of slow messages is a reasonable one and is
readily achievable. This is so obvious to me but I will eIabonIte just in case some explanation is
appropiate. To have a second set of slow messages 'NOUId be simply to have the person speaking the
odginaI set to repeat 1hem much slower just as if heIshe is speaking other menu choices. While this
requires the AITCS's to ovet1lIIt take longer It shoukI be kept in mind that once reootded, there will be
no more time involved, just as for the saved time in having an AITCS,s in the first place. I would guess
that the original meS8lges wiD have been in writing for the person to read from so as to allow the
voiced second messages to be identical.

To emphasize the problems Involved with the AITCS tedmology I call your attention to a sentence in a
recent publication de8Iing with the subject: "most people with some degree of he8Itng loss find
telephone oonversattons are dItficuIt, but technOlogy can make It ...... The article was of coursa
referring to assislive listening devices. However another technOlogy AlTCS's is robbing us of the
benefits of ALD's. This is just not fair in addition to aduaIty making accessibIIty impossibte or near1y
so.

To hopefuIy have your organizIIlon be more concerned about the problems invOlved, the following
quale from a Robert Reno article who writes for N6\tJ8d8y: ~ deregulated telecommunications
wortd hils only begun to take form, and it is still a aaplIIhoot Whether It astonIsheS us with the benefits
of competition more than It bewilders us with Iife.oompIIcIti incomprehensibi and revenue
enhancing nonsense.· PIe8se keep In mind that Mr. Reno is talking to the general putJfic,
whereas the hafd of hearing are finding the AITCS.s more than bewildering.

As a result of my efforts I can fumlsh other articles that are concerned about the comprehenstilly of
voice menus.

I have found it difficult to Ie8m where I can best direct my eIfoIts to try to find a "IiItening. ear
concerning the issues that AlTCS's presents, having tried the Access Board and the ADA as well as
our Ohio Consumers Counsel and the Public UtIlIties Commission of Ohio. As a I18IIt of a two page
"complaint" (and copies of various documents) sent to the Depaftment of Justice I have received the
following response.

"The DlsabiIily Rights section of the CMI Rights Division of the Depaftment of Justice received your
correspondence. we appreciate your interest in writing to us to express your views.·

I did hope to receive a more helpful and or explanatory letter of response as to why It may be
unreasonable to make the universal out a requirement for organizltions having 50 or 100~,
and to require in f!N8fy case the second option for slow voices and or some combination of the two.
Please respond to this request in meaningful as possible. .f"l

Nu. oi Copies rec'd.__~ _
UstA Be 0 E
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Enclosures: Copy of Debra Kendrick's news artiCle pubfished by Columbus Dispatch Printing Co.

cc: by E-mail to Donna SorkIn, Director of SHHH, Incwho furnished your name as one to contact with
the FCC.
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For assistance,
please punch 1:
~'d love·to

A friend reg-aled a whole table full of us last
week with her tale!lof attempts to get information
from anauj;omated 800 te1ephone'nuniber to help
smokers quit.)~fW3Sa1l so fast, she said, she didn't
kriow'iflsne'presseo 1 or 2,'01' wh~er, she,Vv'3S '
beirig"rriailed information or a lifetime supply of
patches. '

We all could identify with the moment.'
I spent hours on the phone just before Labor

Day, 'beggirig, pleading, cajoling an airlines' reser
vationist ,to help change
rr:yflight. I had pm'Chased
my ticket through an auto- ,
mated interactive tele
phone communications
system, and' had 'selected}:
th~tl:'y.rrong day' for'depar-"':'
tnre.':;'Press 1 for Friday, ),i
2,J9r:"\Satnrday" the sys-o'"
t~m:prompted. I didn't·;
r,cillize "my error until the,
c'onfirmation was an-" DEBORAH
nounced; ,
":\Tpere ,was no, option, .K.E.N.D.R.I.C.·K_

forcohtacting a human be-,
ing"sl!d only the most resourceful traveler would,
,try"every' phone ,number listed anywhere until,
,t:r.pckin.g.~;p,Qwn ' a; real perso~ being capable of
making the 'change. 'i,' ,
, 'Any lof us who use voice menu systems for

banking;: airline', reservations, eredit-em'd informa
tion or a'host,of other services, probably lmows at
JeastorieotherperScin who can't seem to manage
them. Maybe it's an elderly person or a family
member', with a developmental disability. For
millions of people who are deaf or hard of bearing,
interactive phone. systemS are blatant examples of
excluSion';;' 0:; . .

,Tiul£Paul Stein of Sanm Clara, Calif. All he,
wantetbtii"do'(wai':tstraighten out. a bit of credit
c6nfusidiiNwith~rEquifax ',' Information Systems·
C9rP:;na'cr'ledit;~porting company, but .he couldn't
understand what the soft female vOIce on the
automated 'system 'was saying: So he called 'back
\vith at relay service -'a telephone service avail
able in every state that acts as 'a link between a·
spoken conversation on one end of the phone line .
anda pe11ll)n typinj:Lon a'ITY <te:<tteletype'Writer
for:the deat) ,at the ,other. , ",I"; .••.• '
~;,tiothing doing~',Therelay typist'couldn't keep

up with the' automated message and transmit the
information. Andagron;, there\v3s no option for
bailing out and contacting a live l-epresentative.

.Leo LaPointe? a Worthington retiree who has
a hearing disability,has been working hard to find,
someone who e:an.: enforce equal accessibility· to , '

'., ~utomatedsystems.for deaf and hard-of-hearing-'
PeOp}e.\He has; Written to the Department of I
Justice, 'the Pub~ic Utilities Commission of Ohio, '. '1
the National AsSociation of the Deaf Law Center
; a-~oi~ti~~~i? far, no one has rushed forward with

. --'

.. All' LaP0Dte and others with hearing'disabil
lties want busmesses to do is to offer what' is called
"universal out" (~'l O.for a live human being), or
a,m~ for slowmg the automated system's voice.
If .oBtions .were;uot spoken so rapidly, callers with
hearmg d~culties:would have a better shot, at· I

understand~g ,tJ;~:n:rordings, and relay'.' opera- .
tors wouldn t be:so likely to get lost. in the' fast '
shuffle.",,:,; ,

,.. ' .Paul Stein's prOblem - his ,credit wasrnixed
up with someonerp~lse's .of th~ same' name .::
should .~,,:e be~~ple enough to solve.,:After
severaLweekS,-,WfiS'still ;'only' partially: untiweled
because, Stem ,can't ,communicate with tile cclmpa~ ,\
ny.",'." ' i,', '. i

'., "A companY 'tl.Ie sire, of Equifax,. 18,000 em- "j

ployees, . car,t Certainly find the money. to riJak'e
commumcation: more' accessible to someone ,,'like '
me," Stein said:,"TheprobleIJ1, isn't finding'the
money or the technology. The problem is,thatthe
undel'sumding jilSt isn't there on the part of the
management." ,:'

,. . I called Eqllifax myself, to hear that' autOmat
ed system.,The ,yoice is 80ft and high-pitched, the
speech· rapld," and it was. clear' to me that, many
people.--: with 'hearing disabilities or without 
will probably need 'an alternative for clear com
m~cation .. ~oul?n't' it be lovely if companieS like:,
EquifaxdecJded, 'there. W'dS no need forotitside
pressure'to add 'slower speech or the universal out
of preS5ing ofor a live operator?

.,\V0uldn~t ':it '):>e,.' jUst the clearest and most
~we~'sort.?F me&<;age if this company 'and
ot.hE>l'S SImply picked up the ball and ran with it-
and j~t p~n did the right thing? '
. ,,;. Creek It,out for yourself at 800-865-1111. But
dojl;Ury 0)lpwthevoice dow,! ?r ~it up. And
don t press 0 to leave your'OpInIOn with a human
employee. There's no one there.

DebOrah: Kendrick is a Cincinnati writer and
ad\{)C<Jtefor peOple with disabifities. Her e-mail
address is 71340.473@compuserve.com


