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Free Software Projects

An up-to-date look at free software and its makers

PROJECTS ON THE MOVE

Should free development be a part of free software, or is Apache pioneer Roy Fielding asking too much of

Sun? Besides looking at the commercial side of free software, this month’s column investigates synchroniza-

tion of speech and text. BY CARSTEN SCHNOBER

creator of the world’s most widespread
web server, Apache [2], is turning his
back on the Sun project and the discus-
sions surrounding it [3].

Ideals, Religion, and
Business

Roy Fielding accuses Sun of enticing him
with the promise that development of
OpenSolaris, which was placed under a
free license in June 2005, also would be
free. In fact, Sun can prescribe the path
taken by the distribution because it
owns the OpenSolaris brand, and can
thus dictate the content of the releases.
Fielding points out that he is not an ide-
ologist who is looking to free the whole
software community - and with it many
other areas - of economic constraints.
“Open Source is a business decision, not
a religion,” he writes in his blog.
Consequently, Fielding must answer
questions concerning the motivation for
voluntary work on a free software proj-
ect if it is simply an efficient business
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behavior by equating open source ideol-
ogy and religion. In Fielding’s case, there
also seems to be an element of personal
insult because, from his point of view,
Sun has not kept the promises it made.

In the past, talented programmers
would collaborate on developing soft-
ware in their free time, often producing
results that put their commercial com-
petitors to shame, but this age seems to
be passing.

From the amateur programmer’s per-
spective, taking part in a project con-
trolled by a software giant like Sun is
somewhat similar to an internship —
instructive and probably fun, but at
the end of the day all that unpaid work
belongs to a corporation.

On the other hand, some companies
remind us that the ideals of the free soft-
ware pioneers are still alive and kicking.
These companies treat the community
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Dle to achieve
w1th0ut commltted and paid program-
mers. Most of the major free projects are
in the hands of foundations that take
care of collecting donations and coordi-
nating development work.

Gnome for All

One of these foundations, the Gnome
Foundation, has launched a promotional
program to support the Gnome Accessi-
bility project, which ensures that users
who have difficulty using legacy com-
puter input devices, such as the key-
board, or reading texts on screen be-
cause of physical challenges can still
work with the Gnome desktop. Thanks
to sponsors, the Gnome Outreach Pro-
gram [4] has a budget of about US$
77,000, which the Gnome Foundation is
investing to give developers an incentive
to put more work into this field.




e long term and is not just inter-
ested in short-term enhancements of an
existing Gnome version.

Praat

Although I'm sure many developers
would be interested in earning money by
working on open source software, there
are still many noncommercial, free soft-
ware projects, such as the Praat phonet-
ics program [5] (Figure 1).

In linguistics, phonetics is the disci-
pline that investigates the sounds of
human speech, and the Praat program
uses the computer as a tool in this field.
Scientific investigation of the spoken
language is just one of the software’s ap-
plications, and using the program for
your own experiments does not require
expert knowledge.

When launched, Praat first needs
some sound files on which to work. The
Read | Read from file... menu tells the

software to read files in the WAV, MP3,
AIFF, AIFC, Next, Nist, or Flac formats.
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Read from special

Sound file lets
users open A-Law-
encoded sound
data.

If you need to
open a large-vol-
ume file or do not
have sufficient
memory re-
sources, you can
select Read | Open

long sound file...

to open the sound s
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file. This tells
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Praat not to pro-
cess the whole
sound file in one

Figure 1: Sound and text are often linked. Praat synchronizes these
two aspects of human speech.

piece, but to load
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it into memory
chunk by chunk.
To map a sound
recording to the
matching text, you

first need to create
a file by selecting
New | Create Text-
Grid.... The text
grid can be split
into segments,

which facilitates i
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the process of

mapping individ-
ual sentences or
words to specific
time intervals.
Praat offers many methods for more
detailed analyses of speech recordings,
including graphical analysis (Figure 2).
The human ear uses formants, the peaks
in frequency spectrums caused by reso-
nances, to identify parts of
speech, and they also
play an important role
in speech recognition
applications.
Development work on
Praat is progressing rapidly.
The two main developers, Paul
Boersma and David Weenink, from
the Institute of Phonetics at the Univer-
sity of Amsterdam, released no fewer
than eight new versions of the free soft-

__.:—._:w_are' in the first two months of this year.

= ““User Friendly
~ Because of its slightly old-fashioned

LessTif (a Motif clone [6][7]) interface,

~ Praat is unlikely to win any design
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Figure 2: Praat is suitable for linguistic analysis of recordings. It
creates spectrograms and other phonetic diagrams.

awards, but at least it is user friendly.
The developers have not restricted their
work to the Linux version; the software
has been ported to FreeBSD, Mac OS X,
Windows, SGI, Solaris, and HPUX. If you
are interested in porting Praat to a sys-
tem that is not currently supported, you
just need the compiler and the LessTif
library for the graphical interface. M

[1] Roy T. Fielding’s blog:
http://roy.gbiv.com

[2] Apache http Server Project:
http:/httpd.apache.org

[3] OpenSolaris:
http://www.opensolaris.org

[4] Gnome Outreach Program:
http://www.gnome.org/projects/
outreach/ally

[5] Praat: http://www.praat.org

[6] LessTif: http.//www.lesstif.org

[7] Motif:
http://www.opengroup.org/motif/
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