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ABSTRACT*
‘;J
This report investigates the effects of noise on a speaker dependent,
isolated word recognition system. Correct word recognition in a noise-free
environment exists in a variety of present-day applications. However, when
the acoustic environment includes noise, the problem of correct word
recognition becomes more difficult. The noise interferes with the accurate

location of the word boundaries and also distorts the spectral representation

of the speech waveform.

A series of experiments were performed to determine (1) the effects of
using an energy-based endpoint detector and a conventional isolated word
recognition system when the input speech is noisy and (2) the effects of
placing a noise suppression prefilter in tandem with the word recognizer in
an attempt to remove the noise prior to recognition. It was found that the
system consisting of the prefilter working in tandem with the word recognizer

increased word recognition accuracy.

.”’/

*This report is based on a thesis of the same title submitted to the
Department of Electrical Engineering and Computer Science at the
Massachusetts Institute of Technology in February 1983 in partial fulfillment
for the degrees of Bachelor of Science and Master of Science.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Isolated word recognition systems attempt to recognize single words or
discrete utterances spoken by a talker. The recognition scheme must be able
to pick out the spoken utterance from some recording interval; that is to
differentiate the speech sounds from the non-speech sounds that comprise the
background noise. Accurately and reliably determining the word boundaries is
a critical factor in the performance of a word recognition system [l] and

significant research has been devoted to finding acceptable solutions.

The problem becomes more difficult when the acoustic environment includes
noise distortion, a situation that is much more realistic. Identifying the
word endpoints with background noise (especially when the more troublesome
features are involved, such as weak fricatives) requires more sophisticated
- processing techniques. The use of noise-cancelling microphones may provide
some degree of improvement, but they do not completely solve the problem.
These microphones fail to sufficiently resolve speech and noise 1in

environments where the signal-to-noise ratio is very low [2].

Background noise creates an additional problem in the form of spectral
distortion to the speech waveform. The noise is now coupled with the speech
signal and it 1is this noisy speech that the recognizer must analyze.
Depending on the spectral matching techniques that produce word recognition,

performance will generally degrade.

This report examines the idea of placing a noise suppression prefilter [3]
at the front end of an isolated word recognizer in an attempt to remove the
noise prior to recognition. By removing the noise from the speech signal, the
recognizer wili be able to analyze a cleaner representation of the spoken
words. Another benefit of such a system would be that the endpoint detection
process could be implementzd wusing existing algorithms, as 1if it were

operating in a noise-free environment.

Three experiments were performed that exploited the use of a flexible

prefilter and isolated word recognition system. The experiments used
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different combinations of the prefilter and the word recognizer to isolate the
effects of endpoint detection and word recognition accuracy in the presence of
noise. Figure l-1 presents a simplified block diagram of the overall system.
By controlling the switch settings at A, B, and C, it was possible to
configure well-controlled experiments to test the effects of noise on

recognition performance with and without the prefilter.

The first experiment was performed with the word recognizer alone. This
experiment determined the performance of the recognizer using noisy speech in
order to measure the extent to which the recognizer could operate in noise.
The next two experiments were conducted with the noise suppressor as part of
the system. The effects due to prefiltering the speech for endpoint detection
only versus the effects due to prefiltering the speech for endpoints and
recognition were examined. The results of the prefilter were then compared
with the results of the recognizer alone in the noisy environment to determine

what advantages such a system would possess.

For each of the experiments, a new set of reference templates was created.
This was necessary since each experiment altered the method in which the
recognizer processed the spoken words for recognition. In addition, the
reference templates were created from a noise-free environment since this
represents the optimum training condition that would be used in practice. The
procedure for training the recognizer and generating performance data was

identical in each experiment.

To summarize, the following experiments were conducted:

1. Unprocessed endpoints and unprocessed speech. 1In this case, the
recognizer was used alone to select a pair of word endpoints and to
analyze the noisy speech input.

2. Prefiltered endpoints and unprocessed speech. In this case, the
prefilter was only used to determine a set of word endpoints while
the recognizer analyzed the noisy speech input as in (1).

3. Prefiltered endpoints and prefiltered speech. 1In this case, the
prefilter was used to determine a set of word endpoints and to
process the noisy speech prior to recognition.
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Chapter 2 details the elements of the system that were used in collecting
data for the experiments, The type of e.:ech input to the system, the
recognition algorithm, endpoint detector algorithm, calibration and
optimization procedures, prefilter, and the details of the real-time system
are described. Chapter 3 presents the results of the experiments and the
conclusions based on the collected datal and Chapter 4 offers ideas for

further investigation.

1A brief summary of some of the research conducted in this thesis will be
presented in (4],
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2. EXPERIMENTAL SETUP

2.1 Introduction

The following sections detail the components of the prefilter and isolated
word recognition system. In addition, a signal-to-noise ratio is defined to
measure the different levels of background noise that were coupled to the
speech input. A signal-to-noise ratio calibration procedure was then followed
at the beginning of every series of experimental runs to insure comnsistency in

evaluating the results from one day to the next.

Two components of the system were optimized to obtain the best possible
performance in noise. The endpoint detector was optimized for each noise
level when the recognizer was used without the prefilter. This procedure is
described in Section 2.4.2. When the prefilter was used, the endpoint
detector was not adjusted. Instead, the prefilter was calibrated for the
noise according to its unormal operating procedure. This procedure is
presented in Section 2.5.2. Optimizing the recognition system in this manuer
allowed the system consisting of the prefilter and the recognizer to be

compared with the system using the recognizer alone in the presence of noise.

2.2 Format of Speech and Noise Input to the Word Recognition System

The type of input to the recognition system was high quality speech
recorded in a soundproof room using a Sennheiser HMD-224X, noise—cancelling
microphone. A typical experiment consisted of processing a pre-recorded
training or enrollment session followed by a recognition or test session.
Training required the talker to make a pass through the vocabulary so that the
recognizer could create the reference templates for the utterances in its
dictionary. The words used were from a twenty-word vocabulary used in
previous experiments [5], consisting of the digits O through 9 and ten command
words: start, stop, yes, no, go, help, erase, rubout, repeat, and enter.
This vocabulary remained fixed in the experiments. The test run consisted of
repetitions or tokens of the same vocabulary from which the recognizer

attempted to match the test template against the reference templates.
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This format was adhered to during the recording sessions by the talker and
was subsequently used to generate real-time data by the recognizer. For the
noise experiments, a single tape of Fl5 aircraft noise was recorded so that it
could be combined electrically with the taped speech and applied to the input
of the recognizer. Thus, once a tape had been made for the particular talker,

it was used as often as required for the different experiments.

The speech tape was produced using a single speaker and the data collected
from the experiments are based on this tape. The training portion of the tape
was generated by making three passes through random ordered lists of the
vocabulary (one pass was used for practice, a second pass was used for
training the recognizer, and a third pass was kept as a spare). These lists
appear in Table 2-1. Lists A, B, and C were used for training with List C
being used for practice. In creating the tape, the male talker was instructed
to speak crisply and clearly. Any gross error made in the utterance of one of
the training words was re-recorded. Adherence to these instructions was
required in order to generate a good training set so that the recognizer could
perform reasonably well on the test tokens. Only one template for each word
in the vocabulary was stored in the dictionary. The intent was to use an
acceptable data base to measure the effects o’ noise rather than to measure

the absolute performance of the word recognizer.

The test portion of the tape was generated on different days by making
several passes through random ordered lists of the vocabulary. This part of
the tape contains six repetitions of each word represented in the dictionary.
Two recording sessions were used, each consisting of three passes through the
vocabulary. In Table 2-1, Lists 1-6 comprise the test templates with Lists
1-3 being used during the first recording session and Lists 4-6 being used
during the second recording session. The final speech tape contains 140
words: the first 20 representing the reference templates used for training
the recognizer and the remaining 120 representing the test tokens used for

each recognition run.
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TABLE 2-1

RANDOM ORDERED LISTS OF VOCABULARY

List A List B List C List 1 List 2 List 3 List 4 List 5 List 6

erase help repeat 5 1 no 6 start no
no go 4 repeat 8 4  rubout 0 0

yes stop erase 9 5 3 yes yes start

7 8 9 go 7 7 enter 8 6

go 2 1 0 go stop 1 9 go

8 erase 2 enter repeat help 5 go yes

help 4 3 1 6 enter 8 enter help

9 6 6 start 9 rubout help erase stop
start 3 5 4 start 9 erase 3 7
stop yes help no 0 go start 1 8

1 9 0 help no 5 no stop 1

4  rubout 7 erase rubout 1 0 4 repeat
rubout enter 8 stop 4 8 4 help 4
2 1 stop 7 yes start repeat 6 3

0 7 enter yes help repeat 3 no 9

5 5 go 6 3 6 stop repeat 2

3 repeat rubout 3 erase erase 2 5 rubout

6 no start rubout stop 2 7 2 5
enter 0 no 8 2 0 go rubout erase
repeat start yes 2 enter yes 9 7 enter

° . v N Cyg s g s s .
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The recognition runs made with the test tokens proceeded automatically once
the tape was started. It took approximately fifteen minutes for the
[l! recognizer to complete one pass through these utterances. Twenty-five minutes
of noise was recorded on the noise tape and this was played simultaneously

- with the speech input. At the beginning of each recognition run, the noise

tape was started at randomly selected locations so that the same noise was not
associated with the same words. Each series of recognition runs for a given
experiment were repeated as many times as necessary until the results were
within 1% to 3% of each other. In general, five or six repetitions of the set

of test templates were sufficient to produce very consistent results.

2.3 Recognition Algorithm

The isolated word recognizer uses linear predictive analysis (LPC) to
estimate the parameters associated with the all-pole model of the vocal tract.
A set of autocorrelation coefficients (r”s) is used to determine the predictor
coefficients (a“s) of a 10th order inverse filter that defines the all-pole

transfer function.

The parameterization of the speech input is shown in Figure 2-1. The
sp2ech signal is sampled at an 8 kHz rate. The parameters are computed with a
frame size of 20 ms (160 samples) using a Hamming window and are updated with
a frame overlap of 10 ms. When a word is detected, the recognizer processes
150 frames or 1.51 s (150 frames x 10 ms + 10 ms) of speech. Thus, the

maximum length of a spoken word to be entered into the recognizer is 1.51 s.

Recognition is achieved using the Itakura distance measure with dynamic
time warping implemented using Itakura local constraints and fixed endpoints
{6]. The recognizer creates a dictionary by resolving a given set of words
into r’s and a“s on a frame-by-frame basis. The test wutterance is then
compared against each reference template in the dictionary until a best fit is

found according to the distance metric.
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Figure 2-1: Parameterization of Speech Input.
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2.4 Endpoint Detector

2.4.1 Description of the Endpoint Detector Algorithm

Several approaches to endpoint detection include silence matching
algorithms, voiced-unvoiced-silence decisions, and energy level techniques.
The purpose of this thesis is not to develop a new endpoint detector for noisy
speech, but rather to choose an endpoint detector that has already been
implemented, that works relatively well, and that has some provision to handle
background noise. The energy-based detector chosen meets these requirements
and was used in the word recognition system. This detector is of the explicit
type [7] in that a single endpoint pair is chosen and fed forward to the
recognition stage. The recognition algorithm then uses these endpoints to

make a best guess of the word.

The energy-based endpoint detector that is used in the experiments is based
on an algorithm originally described by Rabiner and Sambur [8]. This
algorithm used double thresholds to locate the word boundaries. The current
detector uses a triple threshold technique to measure the rise and fall of
energy levels to determine the word boundaries. For example, Figure 2-2

displays an energy contour of the utterance "six" recorded in a noise-free
environment. The beginning of the word is marked by an energy rise from Kl to
K2 and the end of the word is marked by an energy decrease from K2 to K3. The
gap between the two energy pulses has been smoothed out, thereby correctly
identifying the brief silence as part of the word. The important point of
this illustration is that the endpoint detector had no difficulty in locating

the word boundaries since there was no interference obscuring the energy

contour of the word.

The original algorithm by Rabiner and Sambur also used =zero crossing

information to further refine boundary locations for more difficult features,
such as weak fricatives and plosives. There are several reasons why a zero
crossing rate is not now being implemented in the detector. According to

Wichiencharoen [9], experiments were conducted showing that an energy

10
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Figure 2-2: Clean Speech "Six."
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threshold alone could be used to detect weak fricatives, although determining
fricative duration using this method may be suspect. It has also been shown
that for narrow-band applications the number of zero crossings 1is
significantly reduced, thereby minimizing its significance ([10]. More
importantly, there is the observation that a zero crossing rate becomes

ineffective in a noisy environment [1l1l].

The addition of noise in the recording environment complicates the word
detection process. The energy contour now includes legitimate energy pulses
generated by the speech sounds as well as background energy generated by the
noise. It was mentioned above that the endpoint detector has a limited
capability to adjust to background noise. This 1is accomplished by first
subtracting from the recorded energy interval a minimum energy (MINE) and then
forming a histogram of the lower 10 dB points of the energy contour. The mode
(MODE) of this histogram is subtracted from the energy contour, giving rise to
a final energy display that is processed by the endpoint detector using
absolute threshold levels. Thus, this adaptive level equalization procedure
[7] normalizes the recorded energy interval by two quantities: MINE, a
minimum energy, and MODE, the mode of the histogram. With background noise,
this adaptive scheme is necessary in order to compare the energy within the
recording interval to the absolute threshold 1levels used in the endpoint
detection process. Ia the case of low level background noise, the adaptive
procedure provides a convenient and acceptable means for locating the word
boundaries. However, as shown next for high level background noise, this
procedure can no longer discriminate the entire word from the noise. A
significant portion of the recorded word is incorrectly identified as noise

and is subsequently excluded from the spoken utterance.

Figure 2-3 illustrates the behavior of the endpoint detector when applied

to the utterance "six" that was recorded in a low signal-to-noise environment.
To better display the effects of noise in Figure 2-3, note that instead of

normalizing the energy contour by MINE and MODE, the absolute threshold levels

12
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are graphically shifted up by the same amount. The endpoint detector attempts
to adapt to the noise level by adjusting the energy interval according to the
adaptive level equalization procedure. The result is that the endpoint
detector fails to correctly locate the utterance “"six.” Only the peak of the
first energy pulse is found and the second energy pulse is completely obscured
by noise. The complete picture is seen when this endpoint information is
passed to the recognition stage and a best guess is attempted. The four best

candidates from the clean speech "six"” corresponding to Figure 2-2 appear in
Figure 2-4(a), for which the recognition was accurate. However, the noisy
speech "six"” corresponding to Figure 2-3 was so affected by noise that correct
recognition in Figure 2-4(b) was impossible; in fact, the scores exceeded the

scale.

The results illustrated in Figures 2-2 to 2-4 indicate how background noise
can degrade the accurate location of endpoints and can distort the original
speech waveform. This also illustrates the contention that the definition of

the word boundaries is a fundamental problem in a noisy environment.

2.4.2 Optimization of the Endpoint Detector for Use in Noise

The endpoint detector adapts to background noise by normalizing the energy
contour with respect to a minimum energy and the mode of the lower 10 dB point
histogram. This 10 dB value is variable and is defined as a maximum dB
histogram level (HISTLV). The HISTLV sets an upper bound on the histogram
formed by scanning the 150 frame energy buffer of the recording interval. The
MODE is then found and is used as the final normalizing quantity for the

energy contour.

The HISTLV is an ad justable level for adapting to background noise. To see
what effect this level has on recognition, several tests were performed with
the system configured as in Experiment 1. The objective of these tests was to
set the HISTLV at a value that optimized recognizer performance for a given

noise level.

Recognition accuracy was recorded for six sample HISTLV values at seven

14
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different signal-to-noise ratios. This data appears in Figure 2-5. Accuracy
was measured by having the recognizer attempt recognition on the identical
twenty words that were wused for training. The reason for matching the
training set against itself was to isolate the effects that noise had on the
HISTLV setting and not to include the effects on performance due to
repetitions with a larger test vocabulary. As can be seen in Figure 2-5,
varying the HISTLV does affect performance for signal-to-noise ratios below

24.6 dB.

To resolve the HISTLV setting at 34.6 dB and 24.6 dB, a second measure was
used to provide additional information. The average best score for the
recognition runs was examined. With a higher score indicating a better
candidate produced by the distance metric matching algorithm, Figure 2-6
illustrates how the two HISTLV settings were further refined. For example,
for a signal-to-noise ratio of 34.6 dB, a HISTLV=10 dB should be used to

improve performance.

Figure 2-7 shows the optimized WHISTLV values as a function of the
signal-to-noise ratios. As more noise is coupled to the speech input, one
would expect the optimized HISTLV to decrease to maximize recognition
accuracy. To see this, consider the case where no histogram is formed and
only a MINE normalizes the energy contour. As the noise level increases, less
speech energy will be seen by the endpoint detector (as illustrated in
Figure 2-3). Consequently, the MINE for the recording interval will increase

and the endpoints will move closer together, Now consider the case where a

P

MINE and MODE value normalize the energy contour. As one raises the HISTLV

0
A
el

setting, a greater probability exists to normalize the energy contour by a

RARERC
e

larger MODE value. If the MODE increases, then again the endpoints will move

ﬁ?

closer together. Thus, as more noise is added to the speech signal, one would
expect to see the HISTLV decrease so that more of the valid speech frames will

be detected.

o

Another consideration in evaluating the behavior of the HISTLV value has to
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do with the particular vocabulary that is being used. That is, these HISTLV
settings may be vocabulary sensitive (this would explain the slight excursion

in the HISTLV value at the 24.6 dB point in Figure 2-7).

The HISTLV settings in Figure 2-7 represent the optimized values for the
endpoint detector to achieve the best recognition in noise. Obtaining these
values required a laborious procedure and one would not want to repeat it for
each new vocabulary and for each new speaker. Moreover, these results are
based on a particular type of noise. Noise that exhibits large variations in
signal strength during the recording interval would produce a different
behavior in the optimized HISTLV values. The prefilter may provide an
advantage in useability by allowing the endpoint detector to be preset to one

specific HISTLV value for any noise level.
2.5 Prefilter

2.5.1 Description of the Noise Suppression Prefilter

One possible approach to the problem of operating in a noisy enviromment is
to remove the noise from the signal prior to recognition. If the noise were
removed, then the speech waveform could be processed in a conventional :anner,
simply by using the energy-based endpoint detector. This thesis exglares the
idea of placing the noise suppression prefilter [3] in tandem with the word
recognizer. The prefilter would essentially strip the noise from the signal
and pass only legitimate speech sounds to the endpoint detector and
recognition algorithm. To test this hypothesis, a preliwminary experiment was
performed using the noisy speech utterance of "six.” The same level of noise
as in Figure 2-3 was used, but the speech and noise were first passed through
the prefilter. The result of the endpoint detection stage is shown in

Figure 2-8. Not only is it apparent that a more acceptable set of endpoints

e was found, but it 1is also evident that much of the noise had been filtered
out. As shown in Figure 2-9, when these endpoints were passed to the

recognition stage, the correct word was identified. Thus, the potential for

YT
A

using the prefilter to enhance recognition in noise is worth exploring.

A
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Further experiments used a much larger set of words to assess the performance

of the prefilter.

The additional energy pulses in Figure 2-8 are due to the residual noise
that remains after the prefiltering process. To remove significant levels of
noise from the input speech, penalties are exacted in the form of new
distortions to the waveform. This effect must be considered in evaluating the

recognition process.

2.5.2 Optimization of the Prefilter for Use in Noise

The prefilter can be adjusted or optimized in the prescnce of noise.
However, the procedure is much simpler and more predictable than adjusting the
HISTLV in the endpoint detector. One of fifteen (1-15) noise suppression
factors (SFACTR) can be chosen to limit the amount of noise output from the
prefilter. For example, a SFACTR=l will pass the speech and noise to the
output of the prefilter unaltered, while a SFACTR=15 will attenuate the noise
as much as possible. As the SFACTR is increased, however, the speech signal
becomes increasingly distorted. One effect is that the additional energy
pulses noted in Figure 2-8 translate into a gurgling type of sound. This
residual noise or energy can be mistakenly included as part of the word by the
endpoint detector. A second effect due to increasing the SFACTR value is that
more of the speech is attenuated. This effect can also occur within the word

when multiple energy pulses make up the utterance.

Consequently, there is an optimum SFACTR setting that reduces the processed
noise and enhances recognition. Three criteria were used for selecting this
value: (1) recognition accuracy, (2) the average best score computed from the
distance metric, and (3) listening to the speech output from the prefilter.
(The human ear performs a remarkable job in selecting and confirming the
choice of SFACTR.) These criteria were used to examine data with the
recognition system configured as in Experiment 2. In a manner similar to that
of optimizing the HISTLV in the endpoint detector, recognition was based on

matching the training set against itself. If recognition accuracy could not
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resolve a SFACTR setting for a particular noise level, then the average best
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score was examined. Likewise, if both recognition accuracy and the average
best score proved to be inadequate in choosing a SFACTR value, then the output
of the prefilter was monitored. The results appear in Figure 2-10. Plotted
are the optimized SFACTR settings as a function of the signal-to-noise ratios.
When the prefilter is used in conjunction with the word recognizer, these

SPACTR values will be employed to collect performance data.

A final calibration was required to use the prefilter with the word
recognizer. The HISTLV in the endpoint detector had to be fixed at some value
in order to operate the prefilter independently of the recognizer. Examining
the output data at a signal-to-noise ratio of 34.6 dB revealed that the
highest MODE in the tested set of words was equal to one. A HISTLV=3 dB was
chosen as the fixed, preset value for the endpoint detector. Thus, in
Experiments 2 and 3 using the prefilter, only the SFACTR was varied according

to its optimized settings.

2.6 Signal-to-Noise Specification and Calibration Procedure

The signal-to-noise ratio is defined on an average frame energy basis. The
twenty-word vocabulary used for training the recognizer is the control set
used in this energy calculation. The average frame energy enables the user to
accurately determine the start-up signal-to—-noise level prior to the daily
experiments. Once the calibration level is set, data could then be collected

at different signal-to-noise ratios.

The average frame energy 1is computed in the following manner. The
autocorrelation value r(0) represents the energy in a particular speech frame.
The total energy in a given word is found by summing each r(0) corresponding
to the speech frames of the word. The energy in each word is then summed over
the entire twenty-word vocabulary. The average frame energy (AFE) is computed
by dividing the total energy in this control vocabulary by its corresponding
total number of speech frames. Expressed in mathematical terms, the AFE is
given by

24




...........
____________________

-
O
-

1

l

| |

° ° 14.6 8.6
oL _1 ! I N |
34.6 246 17.6 11.6

SIGNAL-TO-NOISE RATIO

T 7T 1T 1T 1T

OPTIMIZED SFACTR

Figure 2-10: Optimized SFACTR Settings for Prefilter.

. '.I H- A g
. L] RN A
. - L S T
. .

v

\al 2 AR A N )
K l._._-_.’a

25

P 1#]1"-‘ vy
: a
e

PRSI PP RE WL I I e

rm e al.m_ & m - A & amialal . om aTo e e



it Jet—Sugen “Shuit ShlCvaaien Jnie Jhetee Shie Eenc e i i eI N i R i D S A b S A e S R

‘.",.. v~v“‘v‘,'

LA BOMMNEOREN I Akt

..,..,.
Gl T e

BN

¢
e

-

TN TS T y
LI D

.

n  mj

1¥i sti ry;(0)

n
PIN m,
i=1

Average Frame Energy = AFE =

where,

n = the number of words = 20

m, = the number of speech frames in the ith word

rij(o) = the energy in the jth frame of the ith word

Using this procedure, an average frame energy can be computed for the

speech signal (AFE .. ) and for the noise signal (AFE;,5ge). Thus, the

signal-to-noise ratio is defined as follows:

AFE h
SNR = 1010g10 AFES 2o

2-1) .
noise ( )

To calibrate the system according to these definitions, it is necessary to
examine the electrical connections to the input of the recognizer.
Figure 2-11 shows the configuration for the speech and noise input to the
recognizer. Basically, the speech and noise are passed through two isolation
amplifiers, providing gain and impedance matching, and are then combined

electrically before being input to the recognizer.

The noise input level is calibrated by using this configuration with the
speech tape turned off. 1In this case, the endpoint detector forces a "word"
detection of length 50 frames so that an energy calculation can be made for a
hypothetical twenty-word vocabulary of noise.2 The only criterion used in
setting the gain levels of the system devices was that there bde a wide enough
range of noise available at the input of the recognizer to simulate a low
signal-to-noise ratio environment as well as a high signal-to-noise r :io
environment. Using the noise tape, a 50 dB calibration setting was chosen for

the HP-350D attenuator which, when one listens to the tape output, produces a

21 calibrating the noise and speech inputs, a HISTLV=10 dB was used.
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low noise level. The average frame energy for noise was computed to be

AFEno18e = 2,637e-06 .

Thus, a 40 dB at.cnuator setting, for example, produces a 10 dB increase in

noise from the calibration setting.

In a similar manner, the speech tape is calibrated with the noise source
turned off. The criterion used in setting the gain controls was that the
speech have a maximum gain at the input to the recognizer without overdriving
the analog—-to-digital converter. The average frame energy for speech was

found to be

AFE = 7.564e-03 .
speech

Thus, according to equation 2-1,

SNR 7.564e-03

cal = 1010810 37g37a-06 - 34-6 dB .

This value represents the calibrated signal-to-noise ratio used at start-up.
The different signal-to-noise environments are simulated by varying only the

noise level of the attenuator from the calibration setting.

As a consistency check on this procedure, one can examine the maximum
signal-to-noise ratio obtained with the noise attenuated as much as possible.

In this case,

7.322e-02

SNRyax = 10108y 75555007 = 47-7 dB .

i

The analog-to-digital converter produces sixteen bit samples. At 3 dB/bit,
one would expect a maximum accuracy of about 48 dB. This agrees with the

experimentally determined value.

b
3
ez
1
3

2.7 Electrical Signal Combiner

The electrical signal combiner is used to combine the speech signal with

E! the noise signal for input to the word recognition system. The schematic for
%- 28
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this device appears in Figure 2-12. 1t 1is a passive circuit which weights the

inputs equally by the formula

Vout ® +33(vy + v2).
Impedances are matched such that the recognizer sees a 600 ohm source.

2.8 Real-Time Implementation of the System

The recognition algorithm, endpoint detection scheme, and the prefilter
exist completely in software and are run on a Lincoln Digital Signal Processor
(LDSP). An outboard memory providing up to 128K is accessed by the LDSP and

is used for storing and retrieving the dictionary required during recognition.

To permit the collection of a large amount of data, the system is capable
of running in real-time. Utterances need only be separated by a few seconds
of silence before the recognizer begins scanning for a new word. As mentioned
in Section 2.5.2, a port is accessible for listening to the output of the
prefilter as it is being input to the recognizer. Similarly, one can also
listen to the output of the word recognizer, which reproduces the input signal
until a word has been detected. Thus, the user can acoustically monitor the

processing of the spoken words.

The LDSP is connected to a host PDP-11/45 computer through an I/0 port.
This connection allows continucus and real-time monitoring of the performance
of the word recognizer. The output of the endpoint detection stage, including
endpoints and energy normalizations, as well as the best four candidates from
the recognition stage are monitored. This data is displayed visually on a
VT1l graphics terminal and a VI52 data entry tétminal. The prefilter software
is run in a second LDSP. Using coax cables, the prefilter is connected to the
front end of the recognizer, enabling the data collection facilities to
operate exactly as before. All of the information is automatically stored in

files for future hard copy and processing.
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3. RESULTS AND CONCLUSIONS

3.1 Type of Data Collected

Four statistics were measured during the experiments: performance, the
difference in the endpoints (word length), the best score, and the difference
in the two best scores. The performance of the recognizer, with and without
the prefilter, is expressed as a percentage of the words recognized correctly
from the 120 test tokens used during recognition. The difference in the
endpoints, as determined by the endpoint detector, is measured in speech
frames. The best score measures the accuracy of the match between the test
token and the best choice from the dictionary of the recognizer. A higher
score indicates a better match. The difference in the two best scores can be
loozed upon as a type of quality measure for performance. The greater the
difference between the first candidate and the second candidate, the less

likely the recognizer will confuse two words.

For each of these statistics, an average for the entire 120 word
recognition run was taken. Since five or six repetitions of this run were
performed to complete a portion of the experiment, a final average was
computed over the repetitions. All of the data were collected at the six
signal-to-noise ratio points of 34.6 48, 24.6 dB, 17.6 dB, 14.6 4B, 11.6 dB,
and 8.6 dB. In the experiment using the recognizer alone, an additional data

point at 5.6 dB was collected.

3.2 Performance Evaluation of the Prefilter and the Word Recognizer

Table 3-1 lists the performance results for the three experiments defined
in Chapter 1. These data are plotted in Figure 3-1 as performance curves for
the different signal-to-noise ratios. The curve representing the prefiltered
endpoints and prefiltered speech experiment begins at a noticeably lower
accuracy than the other curves for the 34.6 dB calibration point. The reason
for this is that only one template for each word in t... vocabulary was stored
in the dictionary of the recognizer. When unprocessed speech was used, this

method was acceptable. However, when prefiltered speech was used, generating
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TABLE 3-1

RECOGNITION ACCURACY FOR EXPERIMENTS

Unprocessed Prefiltered Prefiltered
Endpoints Endpoints Endpoints
Signal-to-Noise and and and
Ratio Unprocessed Speech Unprocessed Speech Prefiltered Speech
(dB) %) (%) (%)
34.6 98.3 99.2 96.6
24.6 96.5 97.1 96.9
17.6 94.9 95.6 97.1
14.6 90.3 91.8 93.0
11.6 78.0 80.5 81.4
8.6 53.8 62.5 67.1
5.6 34.4
32
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a good dictionary became more critical since a few of the words were distorted

by the prefiltering process. The recognizer may have found it more difficult

. '.4 ';‘ [

to match some of the test tokens with only a single representation of this
word in its dictionary. This could cause recognition performance to be lower
in the absence of noise. When a small amount of noise was added to the speech
signal, the noise actually smoothed out some of the utterances. At the
signal-to-noise ratio of 24.6 dB, this smoothing may have improved performance
to the point where the results were again consistent with the other
experiments. For the performance results described below, the first data

point at 34.6 dB is excluded from the calculations.

- Following are several conclusions which can be drawn from the data in

Figure 3-1.

1. Given the three experiments conducted, the best possible performance from

the recognizer is achieved when prefiltered endpoints and prefiltered speech

f; are used. By placing the prefilter in tandem with the recognizer and allowing
it to process the noisy speech prior to recognition, recognition accuracy
improved over that of using the recognizer alone or using the prefilter just
to find the endpoints. The average improvement in performance over the

recognizer alone, taken over five signal-to—noise test points (24.6 dB -

8.6 dB), is 4.4%.

o This improvement was attained with no attempt at modifying the original

g‘ prefilter or recognizer (other than optimizing the SFACTR in the prefilter and

W
'

the HISTLV in the recognizer). The distortion to the speech waveform

introduced by the prefiltering process was still inherent in the system.

DS 2 e e i )
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Particularly, it was noted that the prefilter produced additional energy

pulses surrounding the word or embedded within the word. These pulses became

DR AR
N

more visible in terms of frequency of occurrence and greater amplitude at
higher suppression factor settings. This type of distortion may have negative

affects on recognition accuracy. The pulses surrounding the word interfere

3

Ei with the accurate location of the word boundaries while, within the word,
=
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there are distortions to the spectral representation of the speech.

B

‘

An attempt was made to remove these extraneous energy pulses from the

endpoint detection process by setting a level which the peak in each detected

%"~ SN

pulse must exceed in order for it to be declared a legal pulse. This

’
il

'l"T‘r‘r

modification was made in the endpoint detector in the recognizer. While the

pulses generated by the prefilter were not actually removed from the systenm,

it was hoped that the endpoint detector would not include these pulses as part

n_'z
o

of the word.

Using the modified endpoint detector, a fourth experiment was performed and
a substantial improvement in performance over Experiment 3 was observed. The
new data is listed in Table 3-2 and plotted in Figure 3-2 with the previous
performance results. The average improvement in performance over the
recognizer alone, taken over the same five signal-to-noise test points, is
7.0%. It is also interesting to note that performance remained essentially
constant down to a signal-to-noise ratio of 14.6 dB before dropping off.
Apparently, the additional energy pulses adversely affects the selection of

the word boundaries and, subsequently, recognition accuracy.

One must take care in concluding that the system using prefiltered
endpoints and prefiltered speech is the best possible system. Of the three
principal experiments conducted, this is true, but the experiment using
unprocessed endpoints and prefiltered speech was not performed. This

experiment would need to be performed to draw the general conclusion of an

overall best system.

S

}

:fi 2. Given that the recognition system is operating with unprocessed noisy
:2f - speech, 1t 1? better to use prefiltered endpoints rather than unprocessed
E! endpoints. Experiment 2 used the prefilter to process the input speech to
;}; only determine a set of word endpoints. The recognizer then used these
;ﬁ endpoints to extract the word from the original noisy speech waveform. This
&ii proved to be a better approach than allowing the recognizer to select its own

T
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TABLE 3-2

RECOGNITION ACCURACY WITH MODIFIED ENDPOINT DETECTOR

Prefiltered Endpoints

Signal-to-Noise and
Ratio (dB) Prefiltered Speech (%)
34.6 94.7
24.6 96.6
17.6 96.0
14.6 96.2
11.6 88.1
8.6 71.8
36
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endpoints as in Experiment 1. The improvement in recognition accuracy over

five signal-to-noise test points is 2.8%.

»; 3. Given that the recognition system is operating with prefiltered end-
points, it is better to use prefiltered speech rather than unprocessed speech.
Experiment 3 used the prefilter to not only select the word endpoints but to
- process the noisy speech as well. The recognizer then used the prefiltered
: speech in its spectral matching algorithm. It was found that this approach

worked better than allowing the recognizer to analyze the unprocessed speech

as in Experiment 2. The improvement in recognition accuracy over five
‘Qj signal-to-noise test points is 1.6%. For Experiment 4 using the modified
‘f_ endpoint detector, this improvement is 4.2%.
e 3.3 Evaluation of the Difference in the Endpoints

The results of the variations in endpoint locations due to the additive

noise are displayed in Figure 3-3. As predicted in Section 2.4.2 for the

experiment using the recognizer alone, the addition of noise caused a

t reduction in the difference between the endpoints. As the noise increased,
the energy contour was normalized by a greater minimum energy. Table 3-3

shows this effect on MINE in Experiment 1 for the different signal-to-noise

ratios. Since more of the valid speech frames were blanketed by noise, the

word boundaries shifted closer together.

- The prefiltered endpoints react quite differently to the increased noise
levels. For the prefilter, the difference in endpoints remains essentially
constant down to 14.6 dB. The curve characterizing the prefilter and the
modified endpoint detector remains extremely flat down to 11.6 dB before

dropping off.. The fluctuations in the prefiltered endpoints are most likely

- due to the tradeoff between the suppression factor setting and the resulting
ii. residual noise and attenuation that a higher setting produces. For example,
ili consider Experiments 3 and 4 using prefiltered endpoints and prefiltered
]ﬁ speech. Between 34.6 dB and 14.6 dB, the residual noise produces additional

energy pulses that the endpoint detector locates and includes as part of the
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TABLE 3-3

AVERAGE MINUMUM ENERGY FOR RECOGNIZER ALONE

Signal-to-Noise Ratio (dB) Average MINE (dB)

34.6 33.1
24.6 36.0
17.6 100.9
14.6 127.9
11.6 155.7
8.6 190.7
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word. The result is that the word boundaries move further apart as the noise

increases and higher suppression factor settings are used. Notice that the

(AR
[

modified endpoint detector performs a much better job in eliminating these
extra energy pulses. Beginning at 14.6 dB, however, the prefilter begins to
noticeably attenuate the speech signal as well as the noise input. Despite
the fact that additional energy pulses are present, more of the speech signal

is suppressed and, thus, the word boundaries again move closer together.

Ideally, the desired result would be no change in the endpoints as the

noise is increased. This would indicate that the additional noise is having

- no affect on the endpoint detection process. Any degradation in recognizer
performance would then be due to the spectral distortion of the speech

waveform. The prefilter, when used in conjunction with the modified endpoint

detector, comes very close to realizing this goal.

3.4 Evaluation of the Best Score

The results of the best score as a function of the signal-to noise levels
are presented in Figure 3-4. No one curve exhibits a clear advantage over the
others in terms of having a better or higher score for all of the test points.
The only exception would be with Experiment 4, using the prefilter and the
modified endpoint detector, where the curve does seem to offer a slight

improvement in the best score. In general, all four curves produce

3 increasingly worse scores as additional noise levels are added to the speech

signal.

The merits for using this data may be in setting a threshold for false

alarms. That is, if the guesses made by the recognizer begin to exceed this

PR IR

threshold, one would reject the input and request another repetition. This

would have the effect of maintaining a desired recognition performance, but at

kSRR
-

- the expense of increased repetitions.

Ef 3.5 Evaluation of the Difference in the Two Best Scores

;: The results of the difference in the two best scores as a function of the

-4

o signal-to-noise ratios are plotted in Figure 3-5. As mentioned in
41
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Section 3.1, one would ideally want this difference to be as great as possible
so that the recognizer would be less likely to confuse two words. This
appears to be true in comparing Experiment 3 with Experiment 1 which shows
that the difference in the two best scores is much greater when prefiltered
endpoints and prefiltered speech are used rather than when the recognizer is
used alone, The average improvement, taken over six signal-to-noise test
points (34.6 dB - 8.6 dB), is 20.8 scoring points. The average improvement
for the prefilter and the modified endpoint detector over the recognizer alone

is 22.5 scoring points.

The increase in this difference is reflected in the improved performance of
the recognizer. The performance in Experiments 3 and 4 using prefiltered
endpoints and prefiltered speech was substantially better than that observed
in Experiment 1 using unprocessed endpoints and unprocessed speech. Care
should be taken in interpreting this quality measure. The results show that
an increase in the difference between the two best scores also corresponds to
an improvement in performance. However, the converse is not necessarily true,
as Experiment 2 demonstrates. An improvement in performance may not

correspond to an increase in the difference between the two best scores.
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4. IDEAS FOR FURTHER INVESTIGATION

Working with the noise suppression prefilter and the word recognizer has
suggested new ways in which the two systems could be linked together to
provide better recognition performance and ease of use. With minimal work, a
software system similar to the one used in this thesis could be configured to

explore new ideas. Following are additional ideas for further research.

1. One idea would be to apply some weighting function to emphasize frames in
higher signal-to-noise areas over those frames in lower signal-to-noise areas.
Weighting the frame scores could be a first—cut approach to this idea. Frames
with little signal energy and an equal or greater amount of noise energy would
be scored lower than frames with a large amount of signal energy. A
signal-to-noise ratio would have to be determined for each frame, perhaps by
using simple energy calculations as in the endpoint detector. The weighting
function could correspond to a vertical energy scale in much the same way the

absolute energy thresholds for the endpoint detector are set.

This approach might yield better performance for two reasons. First,
assuming that the word endpoints are not perfect and are off by some number of
frames, the frame scores near the word boundaries would not contribute a
significant error to the overall word score. The frames near the word
boundaries would naturally be located in the lower signal-to-noise areas.
Second, it is anticipated that in the frames where the signal energy is much
greater than the noise energy, the recognition analysis and spectral matching
process will perform better and result in more useful scores. The first step
in gaining a better understanding for this research idea would be to trace
through typically recognized words, frame by frame, at various noise levels

and see what kind of scores are generated.

2. 1In conjunction with (1) and to improve the location of the word endpoints,
it might be a good idea to average the frame energy among several neighboring
frames. This would present a smoother energy contour to the endpoint

detector. If (1) were implemented, this smoothing might produce an
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improvement in performance by affecting the way in which the signal-to-noise
ratio is determined for each frame. Likewise, the beginning point and the
ending point of the word would change slightly since the energy rise and fall
would be more gradual. In general, the energy pulses detected in the word

would be smoothed.

3. Another research idea would be to use a filter bank front-end in the
recognition analysis instead of the present Itakura-based LPC technique. This
would allow many features of the prefilter to be incorporated directly into
the recognition scheme. A much simpler prefilter and recognizer could be
produced since much of the analysis would now overlap. For example, the
method the prefilter uses in determining the signal-to-noise level in each
filter by applying suppression curves is directly applicable to an endpoint
detection process. The combined signal energy in all of the filters would be
used as a basis for making an endpoint decision on that frame.
Signal-to-noise frame weighting as described in (1) could also be easily

implemented.

Another consideration is the new type of spectral matching for the distance
measure that would be employed. It might be that this measure will be more
robust in the presence of noise than the linear predictive analysis and

Itakura distance metric.
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