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Language problems in persons who are blind are well known and mainly concern pragmatics and semantics. Typical problems such as stereotyped speech and echolalia are often only manifest in childhood and disappear thereafter. More permanent problems are behaviours and facial expressions that are not adequate to the communicative context. Speech characteristics of people who are blind might be one of these problems. From clinical experience we had the impression that the speech of persons who are blind can be characterised as fast, loud, monotonous, short pauses between words and sentences, oldish and sometimes lacking substance ( i.e. they seem not to have a clear understanding of what they are talking about). Given the often mentioned social problems of persons who are blind we were interested whether their speech might contribute to these problems in a subtle way. At the same time we realised that our impression could be solely based on some remarkable speech samples that are not necessarily representative of all people with blindness.
 In contrast to language, speech characteristics in combination with language have hardly been studied in persons with blindness. There are some reports of problems with loudness (Brieland, 1950) and monotonous speech (Brieland, 1950; Davidson & Nesker-Simmons, 1992), but most reports deal with stereotyped speech and verbalism (Perez-Pereira & Conti-Ramsden, 1999; Warren, 1994). Overall, both language and speech characteristics make a strange en unwise impression (Davidson & Nesker-Simmons, 1992).
Aim of the current study was to describe possible speech characteristics of people who are blind.

Methods

In an experimental study the clinical impression that blind people show remarkable speech characteristics (oldish, hasty, monotonous, and lacking substance) was tested with speech samples from 11 blind and 16 sighted participants. The persons who were blind had light perception or no vision at all. The participants ranged in age from 21 to 59. Persons who were blind and sighted did not differ in mean age, educational level, nor in the distribution of men and women. All participants who delivered the speech samples were asked the same questions (see table 1). Questions were chosen that would not result in answers hinting that the person was blind.

Table 1

Questions for speech samples

	General questions
	What is your name?
	What is your age?
	What is your gender? 
	What was your education? 

	Specific questions
	Can you explain what a submarine is?
	Does a submarine contribute to environmental pollution

	Specific question regarding a piece of news 

A news item concerning the benefits of  breakfast was read aloud. 

	Could you tell me what the news was about?
	Do you find breakfast to be important
	Why?


These samples were scored by 20 naïve laymen reviewers, who had no experience with blindness or speech language pathologies. There were 10 men and 10 women. There was no difference in the mean age of the men( 34.7 years) and the women (35.8 years) nor in the distribution of educational levels of the male and female reviewers.
All reviewers rated all the speech samples. After each speech sample the reviewer answered 31 Likert scale items concerning speech characteristics. They were also asked whether they thought the speech sample was produced by someone with a illness, disorder or handicap.
Table 2
Sample questions for reviewers
	What impression did the speech sample make to you?

	wise
	1 
	2 
	3 
	4 
	5 
	dumb

	oldish
	1 
	2 
	3 
	4 
	5 
	youthful

	vulgar
	1 
	2 
	3 
	4 
	5 
	posh

	depressed / down
	1 
	2 
	3 
	4 
	5 
	lively

	humorous 
	1 
	2 
	3 
	4 
	5 
	boring

	sympathetic
	1 
	2 
	3 
	4 
	5 
	unsympathetic


Results

None of the raters found out that 11 of the speech samples were from persons who are blind. They did not even mention that one was from a person with an illness, disorder or handicap. Reviewers thought the speech samples from participants who were blind were easier to understand and better articulated. They also rated the participants who were blind as being younger than they actually were.
In general more differences between speech samples from male versus female participants were reported by the reviewers than differences between person who are blind versus the ones that can see. Males laughed more, spoke more monotonously and less lively, sounded oldish, less cheerful and modest, and more wise. 

Given these sex differences the results were analysed again but now for men and women separately. The reviewers rated the speech samples from males who were blind compared to males who can see as more vulgar, F (1) = 21.532, p < .001. The reviewers were more irritated by the speech of males who could see, F (1) = 15.780, p < .001. Furthermore, they indicated that males who were blind had better audibility and articulation, F (1) = 19.549, p < .001, and F (1) = 12.907, p < .001, respectively. For females who were blind the reviewers rated them lower on pitch than the women who could see, F (1) = 21.526, p < .001.
Discussion

Most of our clinical impressions about the speech of people who are blind proved to be wrong. Just a few differences were found by laymen reviewing the speech of people who are blind or sighted. Not one of the reviewers mentioned that the speech samples were derived from people who cannot see. So, if there exits something like typical blind-speech than it is preserved to some persons who are blind, but it is not a general characteristic of people who are blind.
What we did find was that persons who are blind articulate better than people who can see. Better articulation is in accordance with the clinical impression that blind persons act oldish. However, they were also rated younger than they actually were. If persons who are blind sound oldish than this should have led the reviewers to rate them older than they actually are. The fact that they were rated younger than they were might confirm the impression that their language lacks substance. No other differences were found. 
To put the results in perspective, the differences between men and women were larger than those between blind and sighted individuals.

It would be interesting to see whether the reviewers would be more accurate if we would have asked them whether they thought the speech sample came from someone who was blind. A second question would be whether people who have experience with persons who are blind are better judges than laymen.  
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