ISCA DL Travel Report by Abeer Alwan

I spent six days in Brazil visiting two universities and one company.

1) Federal University of Rio de Janeiro (UFRJ)
Host: Prof. Paulo Sergio Ramirez Diniz 

Programa de Engenharia Electrica, COPPE/Poli/UFRJ
Caixa Postal 68504
Rio de Janeiro, RJ,
Brazil, CEP 21941-972
email: diniz@lps.ufrj.br
Web: http://www.lps.ufrj.br/profs/diniz
Prof. Diniz is well known for his work in signal processing and adaptive filtering and heads the LPS (Signal Processing Lab.)  There are 11 faculty members, 85 graduate students, and 70 undergraduate students who are affiliated with the lab. It should be noted that the department is one of the highest-ranked departments in the country. 

Prof.  Diniz invited me to give a talk in his department of Electrical Engineering and to visit with several other researchers, students, and professors.  The title of my talk was: "Dealing with Limited and Noisy Data in Automatic Speech Recognition: A Hybrid Knowledge-Based and Statistical Approach". I gave the talk on June 22nd, 2010, at 10 a.m.

Abstract:

In this talk, I will focus on the importance of integrating knowledge of human speech production and speech perception mechanisms, and language-specific information with statistically-based, data-driven approaches to develop robust and scalable automatic speech recognition (ASR) systems.

As we will demonstrate, the need for such hybrid systems is especially
critical when the ASR system is dealing with noisy data, when adaptation
data are limited (for the case of speaker normalization and adaptation), and when dealing with foreign accents.
Attendance was very good (the seminar room was near capacity with about 50-60 people). At least 6 faculty members were there and the remaining were graduate and undergraduate students some of whom were just starting to study speech processing and were very eager to learn.
After the talk, I visited Prof. Diniz’s laboratory and met with some of his students. I also met junior professors in the department who are interested in speech and audio processing  such as Prof. Fernando Gil Vianna Resende (https://www.lps.ufrj.br/professor.php?id=1252&pg=home&lang=en) who works in speech processing with a special interest in synthesis. He is working on a Portugese synthesizer. I also met Prof. Luiz Wagner Pereira Biscainho (http://www.lps.ufrj.br/profs/biscainho) and spend some time discussing audio-related research with him and his students. Discussions with faculty and students were very productive and we decided to keep in touch, exchange information, and possibly collaborate. 

I was also given a tour of the department and campus, and introduced to the administration such as the dept. chair and dean.
Besides the visit to the university, which was impressive in its size, facility and excellent people, Prof. Diniz invited me to join a social activity (boat ride) on a different day which was being organized by the IEEE Workshop on Multimedia Signal Processing held in Rio at the time of my visit. There,  I met more engineering faculty from other universities and disciplines and again, had very interesting conversations related to speech processing. I also met at least three women engineering faculty members who are very active in research.
In terms of expenses, the university paid for 3 nights at a hotel and also arranged for transportation between the university and the hotel.

2) Campinas. UNICAMP/FEEC/DECOM. 
Host: Prof. Fábio Violaro
Dept. of Electrical Engineering

State University of Campinas, 

Unicamp, Brazil
I visited UNICAMP, which is among the top 3 engineering departments in Brazil, on June 24th, 2010. First, I was invited to visit Dr. Edmilson da Silva Morais, who is the CEO of a startup company called Vocalize. The company is developing services using speech synthesis and speech recognition systems. I saw several of their demos and the work is very interesting. They clearly adopt a multidisciplinary approach to synthesis which carefully uses ideas from both engineering and linguistics. I spend several hours at this company and talked to the people working there. The company is a spinoff from the university. 

After my visit to Vocalize, I went to UNICAMP and had discussions with Prof. Volero and some of his students. I then had lunch with him and the chair of the dept., Prof. Max Costa, who is a well-known expert in communications. It was impressive to hear about the growth of the department and that they are committed to hiring more in signal processing and also having more women faculty. After lunch, I gave a seminar and there were about 40 people in the audience. The talk was similar to the one I gave in Rio. The audience there was more interested in noise-robust speech processing. At least 3 faculty members were there and the rest were graduate students and people from local industry as well as Brazilian Telecommunication.
We then toured the dept. and campus and I flew back to Rio in the evening. UNICAMP paid for the round trip airfare between Rio and Campinas, and also arranged for transportation from and to the Campinas airport. 
 
Overall, my visit to Brazil was excellent. I had very fruitful conversations, shared our knowledge and experience, and learned about what is going on in that beautiful country. I hope to have sparked increased interest in speech processing, and I did educate them about ISCA and its impressive role in promoting speech research worldwide. Thank you for the opportunity!
