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Fig. 1 
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Fig. 2 
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Fig. 3 
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EMAIL TEXT CHECKER SYSTEM AND METHOD 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

0001. The present invention relates to authoring tools that 
can be used in connection with contemporary word proceSS 
ing programs. In particular, the present invention provides 
an author of an electronically drafted document with a word 
checker that checks for and identifies inappropriate word 
choices in Such document based on a Sensitivity Scheme of 
the user's choosing So that Such words may be modified if 
neceSSary. 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

0002 The prior art is replete with word processing pro 
grams, including a couple of contemporary favorites, 
Microsoft WORD and Novell's Wordperfect, that are used 
by a substantial portion of IBM-compatible computer users. 
These programs are used in known ways for permitting 
authors to create electronic text (and graphics) documents. 
AS a part of Such word processing program, a Spell-checking 
routine is almost always included to help authors reduce the 
number of unintentional text errors in Such documents. A 
number of prior art patents are directed to this feature, and 
a reasonable background of the same is described in U.S. 
Pat. Nos. 5,604.897 to Travis and U.S. Pat. No. 5,649,222 to 
Mogilevsky, both of which are hereby incorporated by 
reference. 

0003. It is apparent, however, that spell-checking rou 
tines associated with Such word processing programs have a 
number of limitations. Key among these is the fact that they 
cannot determine whether a particular word choice, while 
accurately spelled, is nevertheless perhaps inappropriate for 
the particular context within a particular document. AS an 
example, many words that may be intended by a drafter 
(such as the words “ask,"suit,"public,” etc.) can be trans 
formed into potentially offensive words merely by changing 
a single letter in Such words, transposing a few letters, or by 
mistakenly adding or dropping a letter. These transformed 
words, however, will Still pass the Spell-checking facility, 
because many of them include even a number of offensive 
words as part of their Standard dictionary. For example, the 
word “ask” may be inadvertently written as “ass,” and unless 
the message is intended to discuss issues pertaining to 
certain members of the animal kingdom, it is likely to be an 
inappropriate word choice. If these inadvertent mistakes are 
not caught by the drafter during a later review, they will be 
included in Such document and potentially communicated to 
one or more third parties. Depending on the Severity of the 
mistake, the receiving audience, and the Scope of the dis 
tribution of the document, the consequences may range from 
minor embarassment to Substantial financial loSS from lost 
future business with such third party. 
0004. The possibility of Such errors is increasing each 
day because of a number of driving factors, including the 
fact that Standard dictionaries for word processors are grow 
ing in Size to accommodate the largest number of words of 
course in a particular language. While one Solution may be 
to not include Such words in an electronic dictionary in the 
first place, this result makes the creation of Such dictionaries 
more complicated because an initial censoring must be done 
before the words are even translated into electronic form. 
Moreover, this solution does not help the user to identify 
inappropriate words that may be skipped over during a 
Spell-checking routine. 
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0005 Another factor leading to increase in electronic 
word choice errorS is the fact that many electronic docu 
ments are never reduced to a physical form before being 
disseminated. In many instances a glaring error is caught by 
a human inspection of a printed page before it is Sent out. 
The so-called “paperless office” while improving efficiency 
and reducing waste also naturally causes a larger number of 
inadvertent message errors in text documents. Additional 
errors can even be induced by Spell-checkers because when 
they detect a mis-spelled word, they will often provide a 
menu of potential word choices as replacements, and it is 
remarkably easy to Select an inappropriate word choice from 
Such menu, again merely by accident. Such errors of course 
will not be detected because the document is erroneously 
considered to be “Safe” by many users after Spell-checking 
has completed and they will not check it again. In other 
words, Some facility for checking the Spell-checker dynami 
cally is also desirable, but does not exist at this time. 

0006 There is some facility in the prior art for permitting 
users to create So-called “exclusion' dictionaries for ana 
lyzing text documents. An example of Such kind of System 
is illustrated in U.S. Pat. No. 5,437,036 to Stamps et al. 
which is incorporated by reference herein. A drawback of 
this approach, however, lies in the fact that it requires the 
user to both divine and manually input all the potential 
mis-spellings that could occur, and even if they had the time, 
there are obviously an endleSS Variety that might never be 
considered by Such user. For example, a user may not have 
the foresight to notice that a simple transposing of two 
characters (a common error) may generate a word that is 
extremely offensive. Furthermore Stamps et. al. do not 
appear to contemplate the possibility that the act of render 
ing a document “spelling error free may itself generate 
unintended word Selection errors. AS Such, therefore, Stamps 
et. al. is not truly a “word’ checker, but, rather, an enhanced 
Spell checker that has been Sensitized to a particular user's 
poor spelling habits. While it incidentally determines 
whether a word is perhaps not the intended choice of the 
author (i.e., that the word does not have a particular mean 
ing), it does not perform the important Step of determining 
the precise meaning of the word, and in particular whether 
the word also has a potentially inappropriate meaning as 
well. 

0007 A few methods for proof-reading electronic docu 
ments are also known in the art. A U.S. Pat. No. 4,674,065 
to Lange et. al., also incorporated by reference herein, 
describes a technique for detecting word context errors in a 
document. This technique Seems limited to homophones 
however (for example, it knows to see if a user intended to 
use the word “course” instead of “coarse') and is not 
generally applicable to the problem of determining inappro 
priate use of language in documents. For example, unless a 
particularly offensive word has a homonym, Lange et. al. 
would not even detect Such word as being a problem. The 
approach of Lange et. al. further requires a fair amount of 
computational complexity, Since it must analyze the text 
preceeding and following after a word and use a complicates 
Set of Syntax rules to determine whether the word is being 
used in context correctly. This fact alone makes it essentially 
unusable for most contemporary word processing programs 
which utilize background Spell checking, dynamic Spell 
checking, etc. 



US 2004/0107089 A1 

0008 Finally, a U.S. Pat. No. 4,456,973 to Cargren et al., 
and also incorporated by reference herein, discusses the use 
of an electronic word dictionary that has an associated code 
field for indicating the level of comprehensibility of Such 
word. For example, the word “abandon” is coded with a 
numerical designation 6, indicating that the word is probably 
understandable by children at the 6" grade level. Cargren et 
al., however, do not appear to address the more general 
problem of identifying text that has been inadvertently 
mis-spelled by an author, and which is likely to be inappro 
priate. In other words, the Cargren al. approach presumes 
that the user has correctly input the word in question, and 
unless the word is coded with a rating below that of the 
intended grade group of children, it is not flagged in anyway. 
It is apparent that this method of encoding is fairly imprac 
tical for use in an electronic dictionary intended to be used 
by an adult population, because adults are not classified in 
this way. In fact, if a target audience of a document is 
intended to be primarily adults, then the Carlgren et al. 
approach would not flag any words at all, because they 
would probably be presumed to be operating at the highest 
level of education (12), thus rendering this type of filtering 
essentially useless. In addition, there is no facility mentioned 
by Cargren et al. for detecting words that are likely to be 
offensive, even if consciously selected by the author. For 
example, the use of the word “dame' may be consciously 
Selected but nevertheless undesirable in communications in 
which the intended audience is primarily adult women. A 
drafter of an electronic document may desire to be notified 
of such potentially offensive words if they are known to be 
Sensitive. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

0009. An object of the present invention therefore is to 
reduce the number of unintentional inappropriate word 
choices within electronic documents that would otherwise 
go unnoticed using conventional word processing document 
checking tools So as to improve the integrity and accuracy of 
Such documents, 
0.010 Another object of the present invention is to pro 
vide a System and method that is easily and Seamlessly 
integratable into conventional word processing document 
checking tools So as to enhance the performance of Such 
tools, 

0.011) A related object of the present invention is to 
provide a System and method for filtering and Verifying the 
contents of one or more electronic documents to determine 
the presence of potentially inappropriate and unintended 
word choices, 

0012 Yet a further object of the present invention is to 
reduce the number of intentional but unknowingly inappro 
priate word choices within electronic documents that would 
otherwise go unnoticed using conventional word processing 
document checking tools, 
0013 A related object is to improve the performance of 
present day word processing document checking tools by 
providing an additional verification tool that confirms the 
appropriateness of the Selections made by Such prior art 
checking tools; 

0.014) Another object of the present invention is to permit 
a user of a word processing program to Selectively control 
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the level of sensitivity to be used for determining whether 
words in an electronic document are potentially inappropri 
ate, 

0015 Still another object of the present invention is to 
permit an author of an electronic document to have the 
words of Such document analyzed and processed by a 
number of context filters of the author's choosing to reduce 
the number of potential inappropriate words in Such docu 
ment. 

0016. These and other objects are achieved by the present 
invention which includes a word checking Software routine 
(implementable as a stand-alone program or integrated with 
a conventional spell checker) that checks the meaning of 
words in an electronic document authored by a user. When 
word-checking for the document is desired by the user, the 
words from the document are retrieved one at time, and 
checked against entries in an electronic dictionary to deter 
mine whether they have a particular meaning that has been 
designated as potentially inappropriate for use in a text 
document. The determination is made based on comparing a 
threshold sensitivity level (which can be controlled by the 
user) with an appropriateness rating found in one or more 
status fields associated with the word. If the word in question 
has a rating higher than the threshold Set by the user, an alert 
is provided to indicate Such result. 
0017. In another embodiment, multiple status fields are 
used. The Status fields can be used essentially as multiple 
context filters for assisting an author in reducing the number 
of potentially inappropriate words as they may be conveyed 
to multiple intended audiences. The ratings for the words in 
any of the Status fields can have any range of values and are 
preferably coded at the time the words are placed into the 
electronic dictionary. They can also be modified by the user, 
later, if desired. 
0018. The present invention is completely integratable 
with a conventional Spell-checking program, So that the 
Spelling of a word can also be analyzed before its meaning 
is also checked. When a mis-spelled word is found, a user 
can Select from a list of accurately Spelled Substitute words 
instead, but Such Substitute word is also checked to see if has 
a meaning that is potentially inappropriate for use in a text 
document. 

0019. Another variation of the present invention permits 
a user to Specify a Set of documents to word-check, and to 
generate an output indicating the results of Such check. 

0020. In yet another embodiment, the meaning of the 
words in the document are checked during an idle State of 
the word processing program, So that the operation of 
checking the entire document at the user's request at a later 
time can be reduced in time because it will already have 
been partially completed. 

0021. To further reduce errors, another embodiment of 
the present invention checks the meanings of words Sub 
Stantially immediate in time after they are input into the 
document by the user. This can ensure that a potential word 
problem is in fact brought to the user's attention automati 
cally and without the need for a further command from the 
USC. 

0022. The electronic dictionary used in the present inven 
tion includes a Series of records corresponding to words and 



US 2004/0107089 A1 

their associated Status field values. The data for these records 
are input in electronic form to create a set of words in 
computer readable form for the dictionary, along with Status 
fields associated for each of Such words. Again, as men 
tioned above, the status fields indicate whether Such word 
has a meaning that is potentially inappropriate for use in a 
particular context. AS the dictionary is constituted, any 
number of status fields can be used to correspond to different 
Sensitivity ratings for different target audiences. 
0023 The present invention can be included within a 
word checking software module that is itself embodied and 
transferred in computer readable form, Such as a floppy disk, 
a hard disk, a CD-ROM, a magnetic tape, or a non-volatile 
Semiconductor memory. In this way, a new type of computer 
System is effectuated which permits an author to perform a 
word checking operation on an electronic text document 
generated by a conventional word processing program run 
ning on Such System. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

0024 FIG. 1 is a simplified block diagram of a word 
processing System embodying the teachings of the present 
invention; 
0.025 FIG. 2 is a flow chart illustrating the operation of 
a document word checking tool implemented in accordance 
with the teachings of the present invention; 
0.026 FIG. 3 is a flow chart illustrating a variation of the 
present invention adapted for checking words in a number of 
electronic documents specified by a user. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE 
INVENTION 

0.027 FIG. 1 illustrates a physical implementation of a 
preferred embodiment of a System employing the present 
invention. A user can interact with a word processing 
program 10 loaded in a System memory of a conventional 
computing System, Such as a personal computer. Such pro 
grams typically include a spell checking routine or module 
20, broken out Visually in the present figure for clarification. 
The inventive routine of the present invention is also illus 
trated as word checker routine or module 30. 

0028 Both spell checking routine 20 and word checker 
routine 30 have access to and can Store/retrieve entries from 
a Standard electronic dictionary 40, which, again, is well 
known in the art. It is understood, of course that spell 
checking routine 20 and word checker routine 30 may be 
embedded as one Software module of program 10, or alter 
natively, may be constituted as Separate programs that 
interacts with program 10 and each other. Those skilled in 
the art will appreciate that a number of Separate modules 
(i.e., for controlling printing, document loading, etc.) of 
program 20 are not shown, but they are not material to the 
teachings of the present invention. A document 40 is also 
shown, and this item can be generated and controlled by a 
user using word processing program 10 in a conventional 
manner well-known in the art. 

0029 Again, while the present illustration depicts the 
various routines, documents and dictionaries as Separate 
entities, it is understood that this is a simplified description 
intended to convey the key concepts of the present inven 
tion. During normal operation of word processing program 
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20 these various entities are typically loaded from a non 
volatile memory Storage device (Such as a magnetic hard 
disk) and then coexist in a physical and logical Sense within 
the same System memory. 

0030) A flowchart of the operation of a preferred embodi 
ment of the present invention is depicted in FIG. 2. When 
word checker routine 30 is invoked at step 210, it begins to 
retrieve and analyse words from document 10 in a manner 
well-known in the art from Similar techniques used in 
conventional Spell-checkers. In one variation Spell checker 
routine 20 and word checker routine 30 are “integrated” in 
the Sense that they are invoked together and inter-operate 
with each other. In this variation, the word from the docu 
ment is first Spell-checked in the manner known in the prior 
art. For example, if the word is not found in electronic 
dictionary 50 at step 220, spell checker routine 20 is invoked 
at 225. Again, using conventional techniques, a Set of 
suitable alternative words are presented to a user at step 230 
as replacements for the unidentified word. 

0031. At this point the method of the present invention is 
not different in any material fashion from prior art Spelling 
programs. At Step 235, however, a Substantial difference is 
found in the fact that the present invention does not blindly 
permit the user to Select one of the alternatives presented at 
Step 230. AS mentioned above, there is a non-insignificant 
chance of error presented when large lists of words are 
presented to users during spell-checking routines. It is 
altogether too easy to Select the wrong word, and worse yet, 
a very inappropriate word. For this reason, at Step 235, the 
word Selected by the user is also checked to see if it is 
flagged as potentially context restricted. In this manner, 
errors are further reduced, and an additional level of accu 
racy is achieved. 
0032. In one implementation the information concerning 
a rating of the restricted Status for the word can be stored in 
an electronic field asSociated with a record for Such word in 
a dictionary database, as shown in the breakout of the 
diagram for dictionary 50. Each entry 51 in dictionary 50 
includes a word and one or more associated Status fields 
(SF, SF . . . SF), which, in its simplest form, can be a 
Single bit field that is either Set or not Set, depending on 
whether the word has been previously designated as poten 
tially inappropriate. This status bit can be set either during 
the creation of dictionary 40, or at the request of a user later 
on, much in the same way new words can be added to 
auxiliary or Supplemental dictionaries used in conventional 
Spell-checking programs. 

0033. In another embodiment, status field SF can be 
allocated Sufficient coding bits So that it may have any one 
of N possible values, where N represents a rating indicating 
a relative ranking of inappropriateness. This feature allows 
a degree of grading the words of a Vocabulary in Shades of 
grey So to Speak, and permits more precise control by the 
user of the level of inappropriateness that can be tolerated 
within any particular document. For example, using a Scale 
from 1-10, words that are known and commonly used in a 
Vulgar or offensive fashion can be given a 10 value rating, 
while words that are commonly understood in only harmless 
contexts can be given a 1 rating. Other words that are not as 
fixed in meaning or easily classifiable can be given value 
ratings in between this range, again, depending on their 
common usage within a particular target audience. ASSoci 
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ated Status fields SF, SF, etc., can be used to generate 
different and unique Sets of inappropriate words for different 
intended recipient groups. While only three Status fields are 
shown to Simplify the present discussion, it is understood 
that any number may be used in connection with an elec 
tronic dictionary. For instance, the ratings found in field SF 
can be based on word meanings for a typical U.S. based 
English Speaking audience, while SF might be used to 
indicate the rating for the same word for a different target 
audience (i.e., a different language speaking group, a dif 
ferent geographic group within the same country, or an 
audience with Specific Sensitivities to certain types of 
words). The ratings for status fields SF, SF, SF may be 
derived from Survey results, from polling the intended 
audience populations, from analyzing other published lit 
erature materials for Such intended groups, from organiza 
tions Specializing in advertising and marketing, etc. 
0034. One advantage of the present invention over the 
prior art lies in the fact that the ratings of dictionary words 
41 can be pre-programmed, instead of requiring a user to 
inspect each entry and designate the Status manually. It is 
expected that Such ratings could be generated by perSons 
skilled in the art of contemporary language usage, or perSons 
having particular knowledge or understanding of terminol 
ogy used in Specific fields, or by Specific target audience 
groups, using Some of the reference materials (e.g. Surveys 
and the like) described immediately above. The words and 
asSociated ratings can be put into computer readable form at 
the time of the creation of the dictionary by the vendor of 
word processing program 10, or by a Supplier of dictionary 
50 using a conventional database Structure with accessible 
records or the like. 

0035) It is equally feasible, of course, that an entirely 
Separate electronic dictionary 50' may be designated instead 
for potentially context restricted words. In this kind of 
approach Step 235 merely checkS Such separate dictionary 
50' to see if the word has been included in the class of 
potentially inappropriate words. In any event, a number of 
implementations may be employed for designating poten 
tially offensive words and the present invention is not 
limited to any of the examples shown herein. 
0036). In the event the present invention is not embodied 
in a routine that runs concurrently with Spell checker routine 
20, it is apparent that steps 220, 235 and 230 would not 
occur. In other words, in a Stand-alone implementation 
where word checker routine 30 is invoked as another typical 
word processing tool within document 40, the present rou 
tine progresses directly from step 215 to step 235 where the 
word is checked. The key aspect of the present invention lies 
in the fact that the meaning or Substance of words, not 
Simply the Spelling of Such words, are determined and 
Verified. In a preferred embodiment, a user of word process 
ing program 10 is able to control both: (1) the range of Status 
fields SF, SF, etc. to be checked, as well as (2) a threshold 
level value for such field that should be used in determining 
whether a particular word should be flagged. These control 
mechanisms for the user can take the form of menu choices 
implemented in well-known fashion in typical contemporary 
Spell-checking programs. In this manner, a particular user 
document 40 can be Subjected to a variety of language 
“filters” and with varying levels of sensitivity to provide 
additional functionality and benefits. For example, Some 
U.S. companies doing busineSS in foreign countries never 
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theless communicate and advertise in English to the local 
population, because of the ever increasing English fluency 
of Such countries. Documents intended for Such audiences 
can be Subjected to filtering not only for English words that 
are deemed inappropriate by U.S. citizens, but also which 
have a negative meaning when transliterated into the lan 
guage of the country in question. Other users may find it 
useful to designate one status field simply as a filter for those 
words that they know are prone to over-use or misuse to 
increase their writing clarity and proficiency. Accordingly, a 
user of program 10 can decide to utilize any one or more of 
Such filters in connection with the word checking of docu 
ment 40, and the selection of Such filters can be accom 
plished in any one of Several known ways (i.e., highlighting 
desired filters presented in the form of a list, Specifying them 
by name, etc.) In addition, the user can also determine (if 
desired) the threshold level of sensitivity to be used during 
the checking of words in document 40. In other words, when 
a particular status field SF can have a value ranging from 1 
to 10, the user can specifically indicate that only words 
having a Status field value in excess of 8 should be consid 
ered as potentially inappropriate. 
0037. In one sense, the present invention behaves as a 
Superior Spell-checker, because it catches even correctly 
spelled words that are nonetheless incorrect (from the user's 
intent perspective) because they are based on other words 
inadvertently mis-spelled originally by the user. In other 
words, the user had a word with Spelling "xyzzy' in mind, 
but this word was inadvertently input as “xyyzy.” If xyyzy” 
(the transformed embodiment of"xyzzy") is nevertheless a 
word in a spell-checking dictionary, the prior art techniques 
will never detect this mistake as a true error, even though it 
is undesirable from the user's perspective, and perhaps 
worse, may lead to Significant embarrassment if undetected. 
By permitting a user to designate Sets of words that should 
be screened (even if correctly spelled) the present invention 
affords a Significantly higher level of confidence to the user 
that documents will be generated error and embarassment 
free. This kind of tool is especially helpful because of the 
fact that electronic communications occur in rapid fashion, 
and dissemination of electronic documents can take place 
with little chance or opportunity for correcting mistakes. 
0038. In any event, should a match occur for the word in 
question indicating that it falls within the parameters of the 
user's Specification for what should be flagged as an inap 
propriate word, an alert is given to the user at Step 240. The 
alert can take the form of highlighting the word in the text 
of the document with an accompanying warning that can be 
either visual, audible or both. The alert can also indicate the 
identity of the filter that was triggered by the word when 
more than one Status field is used during the word checking 
process. Again, the precise implementation of the warning is 
not critical, and any one of many known methods in the art 
can be used. 

0039. At this point, the user can decide at step 245 
whether the word is truly inappropriate, and if So, the user 
can provide a Substitute word, or override the program to 
keep the word as is. The substitute word can be provided 
directly by the user, or a set of Suitable alternatives can be 
presented in the same way conventional Spell checking 
program 20 provides users with Such lists. Again, this 
Substitute Selection is nevertheless also inspected and Veri 
fied for its appopriateness by virtue of the fact that the 
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routine branches back to step 220. In this manner, the 
potential for erroneous inclusion of offensive or inappropri 
ate language is further minimized. 
0040. In the event the user decides to stick with the word, 
an option can be presented to the user at step 250 for 
reducing the value of the status field for the word so that it 
will not be identified as a potentially inappropriate word 
during a Subsequent check (unless a lower threshold is used 
of course). This might be desirable, for example, in certain 
fields of use where oStensibly inappropriate words may be 
nevertheless otherwise acceptable for use in common com 
munications. At Step 255, therefore, a user can modify the 
status of the word in dictionary 50 or 50" as the case may be. 
0041 Those skilled in the art will appreciate that the 
present invention can be used in a number of environments 
where documents are electronically drafted and have elec 
tronic text, including with spreadsheet programs, database 
programs, e-mail programs, etc. Many of these programs 
have Spell-checking capabilities built in, and the present 
invention can piggy-back directly on Such capability. 
0.042 Moreover the present invention can be used for 
batch inspection and Verification of electronic documents, as 
shown in FIG. 3. Instead of working directly with an open 
document 40, for example, an electronic file to be word 
checked can instead be specified at step 305 by a user. This 
type of capability is common in word-processing programs 
10 today, and permits a user to select a number of files that 
are to to undergo a particular operation without opening 
them. For example, from the FILE OPEN pulldown option 
in WORDPERFECT, a print operation can be effectuated on 
a user Specified list of files. In this Same way, the present 
invention as embodied in a word checker routine 30 can 
operate on a number of files at shown at step 310. As each 
word is parsed at Step 315, an optional Spell checking routine 
320 first determines if there is mis-spelling of Such word, 
and, if so, tags the word as such at step 325. If the word is 
otherwise identifiable because it is in dictionary 40 or 
alternate dictionary 40', it is context checked at step 330 in 
the manner described above and with the same degree of 
available control by the user. Each word identified as poten 
tially inappropriate is flagged and tagged at Step 335 before 
the routine returns to process the next word. At the end of the 
file word checking operation, a list of mis-spelled words and 
identified potentially misappropriate words is generated for 
the user's review. This list can be displayed Visually, gen 
erated as a text file, etc. So the user can determine whether 
there are potential problems in disseminating Such electronic 
files, and, take corrective action if necessary. 
0043. It will be apparent to those skilled in the art that the 
present invention can be implemented using any one of 
many known programming languages Such as C, C++, 
Pascal, etc. The details of the specific implementation of the 
present word checker will vary depending on the program 
ming language used to embody the above principles. Fur 
thermore, while the present discussion has revolved around 
IBM compatible machines it is equally clear that the present 
invention is not limited to Such environments and can be 
used with Apple compatible machines, or for that matter 
with any machine that includes a word processor, including 
personal digital assistants and Similar portable computing 
devices. 

0044. Yet another variation of the present invention 
makes use of a concept disclosed in the Mogilevsky refer 
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ence discussed above. In this manifestation, Spell checking 
routine 20 and word checker routine 30 (whether integrated 
or Standalone) can be implemented in a well-known fashion 
that improves performance by having them operate while 
there is no interaction going on between the user and word 
processing program 10. In other words, the routine can take 
advantage of otherwise idle time by checking the document 
and other open documents if the user is not actively engaged 
in an operation requiring immediate attention by word 
processing program 20. It is apparent that Such variations of 
the present invention could be beneficial in a number of 
environments. 

0045 Another useful variation of the present invention 
can be implemented to take advantage of another well 
known concept in the art, and that is the use of "dynamic' 
text checking. For example, the Travis reference above 
explains how words can be spell-checked on the fly, i.e., as 
the user is typing in many conventional word processing 
programs. This feature permits a user to enter a word, and 
then have it checked while he or she is still typing, and while 
their attention is still focused on the document. The spell 
checking routine 20 automatically Substitutes the closest 
choice it finds for commonly misspelled words, for example, 
the type word “teh' is changed rapidly to, “the” while the 
user is perhaps still entering text. In a similar vein, a 
dynamic word-checking feature can be implemented, and it 
will be apparent to those skilled in the art that this approach 
is merely a variation of the procedure described in FIG. 2, 
except that the words retrieved at step 215, are fetched in a 
background task which is running even while the user is 
engaged in normal text entry, editing, etc. From the user's 
perspective, the word-checker routine 30 merely appears as 
an add-on verification tool feature to spell-checker 20, with 
additional functionality and benefits for reducing document 
errors. To minimize errors, the result of the word-check is 
communicated as quickly as possible to the user, Subject to 
System performance limitations of course. In any event, with 
typical computing devices it is expected that Such result can 
be communicated before the user has finished completing 
data entry of another word that must be checked as well. In 
Some application environments it may be desirable to dis 
able further data input once it has been determined that a 
potentially inappropriate word has just been entered. 
0046) One environment where the dynamic variation is 
especially useful in e-mail Systems where people rarely 
Spell-check a text message after it is composed. Accordingly, 
the ability to identify and alert users automatically of 
potential errorS is particularly helpful in this area. 
0047. In a general sense the present invention can be seen 
as a useful tool for not only reducing unintentional errors in 
electronic text documents, but also Some intentional errors 
that are not necessarily understood or appreciated by the 
user of a word processing program 20. In other words, a 
word input by a user may be classified by in an number of 
ways including: (1) an intentional Selection that is appro 
priate; (2) an intentional Selection that is inappropriate; (3) 
an unintentional Selection that is inappropriate; or (4) an 
unintentional Selection that is appropriate (in the Sense that 
it is perhaps non-offensive even if it is inapposite for the 
context). Of these classifications, it is clear that the first 
category (1) do not require any remedial action. It is equally 
clear that the category (4) mistakes are perhaps undesirable, 
but are not easily identifiable, and the computational com 
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plexity involved in doing so may not be worthwhile. For 
example, a Sentence that reads "I gave my him jacket' 
instead of "I gave him my jacket' is not accurate but is not 
offensive. 

0.048. The present invention, however, is a simple, fast 
and cost-effective tool that can be used to easily identify the 
category (2) and (3) errors above. For the category (3) items, 
it is a rather Simple matter as described above to identify and 
classify entries in an electronic dictionary with varying 
Status field values reflecting their common usage in a 
particular context. Any number of potentially offensive, 
crude, Vulgar, obscene or inappropriate words are included 
in an electronic dictionary for the sake of completeness (and 
for ease of integration from text to electronic form) but it is 
rarely the case that they are desired to be used in commu 
nication and they can be identified by Setting the associated 
Status field to a high value. The category (2) items are 
Somewhat more Subtle, but it is apparent that Some words, 
even if consciously Selected, may nevertheless be inappro 
priate because of a number of cultural considerations, or 
Simply because they are generally misused by the general 
population of authors. AS an example, a considerable 
amount of attention has been focussed recently in the U.S. 
on eliminating gender Specific vocabulary except where 
absolutely necessary. A busineSS entity attempting to Sell 
products or Services to a primarily female based clientele 
may benefit from a word checking tool that is Sensitive to 
potential gender issues raised by language found in docu 
ments intended to be communicated to Such clientele to 
reduce the possibility of an miscommunication. Many ethnic 
groups have particular words or phrases that are considered 
inappropriate or offensive by them, even if they otherwise 
understood as inoffensive by other groups. For example, 
Chevrolet automobiles designated “NOVA' did not sell well 
in Latin American countries, because the term as translated 
into Spanish means “does not go.” In addition, many for 
eigners attempting to write in English often confuse hom 
onyms and Substitute the wrong word choice (for example, 
weather and whether). Similar examples from other fields 
will be apparent to those skilled in the art. For any such 
areas, it would be an easy task for a perSon Skilled in the field 
of contemporary language and familiar with Such potentially 
offensive vocabulary in Such specific area to flag. Such entries 
in electronic dictionary 50 by using one of the associated 
Status fields (SF, SF, SF, etc.), and/or to assemble and 
create a separate customized electronic dictionary of words 
that potentially implicate inappropriate language for a par 
ticular audience. These dictionaries could Supplement tra 
ditional electronic dictionary 50 and be invoked as needed 
by a user of word processing program 10, So that any one or 
more of a number of word checking verifications or docu 
ment filtrations could be performed depending on the target 
audience intended to recieve Such document. Such addi 
tional dictionaries, or additional Status field values for a 
particular filter, could be created in a number of ways, 
including as additional incorporations in the original dictio 
nary 50, or by the vendor or user of computer program 10 
modifying dictionary 50 at a later time. 
0049 Finally, word processing program 10, spell-check 
ing program 20 and word-checking program 30 described 
above can be embodied in well-known ways in an article of 
manufacture Such as in traditional computer-readable media 
commonly used to transport Such programs. These can 
include a floppy disk, tape, hard disk, CD-ROM or equiva 
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lent non-volatile Storage System. In this format, they can be 
transported easily and loaded via a host computer into 
System memory for execution. Alternatively in Smaller, 
Self-contained environments, Such as personal digital assis 
tants, the above routines can be implemented as part of a 
non-volatile Storage portion of a Stand-alone integrated 
circuit, or embedded as part of a non-volatile Storage Struc 
ture in an architecture of a typical microprocessor or RISC 
processor. The instructions for carrying out Such routines 
can be encoded or implemented in a Silicon Substrate as is 
done with other program ROMs, and using conventional 
manufacturing techniques. 
0050 Although the present invention has been described 
in terms of a preferred embodiment, it will be apparent to 
those skilled in the art that many alterations and modifica 
tions may be made to Such embodiments without departing 
from the teachings of the present invention. Accordingly, it 
is intended that the all Such alterations and modifications be 
included within the Scope and Spirit of the invention as 
defined by the appended claims. 

What is claimed is: 
1. A method of checking the meaning of a word in an 

electronic document comprising the Steps of: 
retrieving Said word to be checked from Said document; 
determining whether said word has been inadvertently 

included in Said document and has a particular meaning 
that has been designated as potentially inappropriate for 
use in Said document. 

2. The method of claim 1, further including a step of 
designating words that have a meaning that is potentially 
inappropriate by changing a value of a Status field for Such 
words in an electronic dictionary. 

3. The method of claim 2, wherein the status field for each 
of the words can have one of N values, where N>2. 

4. The method of claim 2, wherein those words that have 
a potentially inappropriate meaning can be identified with 
out input from a user of Such electronic dictionary. 

5. The method of claim 2, wherein an identification of 
potentially inappropriate words can take place at or about 
the time the electronic dictionary is first generated. 

6. The method of claim 1, further including a step of 
generating an alert indicating that Such word is potentially 
inappropriate. 

7. The method of claim 6, further including a step of 
permitting a user to change the value of the Status flag for 
Such word. 

8. The method of claim 1, further including a step of 
Verifying the Spelling of Such word. 

9. The method of claim 7, further including a step of 
generating a list of Substitute words in the event Such word 
is mis-spelled, and if a one of the Substitute words is Selected 
in lieu of such word, determining whether the substituted 
word has a meaning that is potentially inappropriate for use 
in a text document. 

10. The method of claim 1, wherein a list of documents is 
checked, and a list of potentially inappropriate words in Such 
documents is generated. 

11. The method of claim 1, wherein said word is checked 
Substantially immediate in time after it is input into Said 
document by a user. 

12. The method of claim 1, wherein said word has a first 
meaning in a first context, and a Second meaning in a Second 
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context, and further including a step of determining whether 
Said word has a particular meaning that has been designated 
as potentially inappropriate for use in either of the first or 
Second contexts. 

13. The method of claim 2, further including a step of 
Specifying a threshold value which the Status field must 
exceed in order for said word to be identified as potentially 
inappropriate. 

14. A method of permitting a user to Simultaneously check 
both the Spelling and meaning of words in an electronic 
document comprising the Steps of: 

a retrieving a word to be spell checked and word 
checked from Said document; and 

b) determining whether said word has been spelled 
correctly; and 

c) when said word has been spelled incorrectly, present 
ing a first list of alternative words to Said user as 
replacements for Said word, and permitting Said user to 
Select a first replacement word for Said word; and 

d determining whether the meaning of Said word or 
replacement word has been designated as potentially 
inappropriate for use in a text document; and 

e when said word has been designated as potentially 
inappropriate, presenting a Second list of alternative 
words to Said user as replacements for Said word, and 
permitting Said user to Select a Second replacement 
word for said word. 

15. The method of claim 14, further including a step (f): 
permitting Said user to Select Said word, the first replacement 
word, or the Second replacement word. 

16. The method of claim 14, further including a step (f): 
repeating Steps d and eas necessary So that a word is 
Selected that is not designated as potentially inappropriate, 
or said user is permitted to Select a word by manual override. 

17. The method of claim 14, further including a step of 
identifying those words that have a meaning that is poten 
tially inappropriate by changing a value of a Status field for 
Such words in an electronic dictionary. 

18. The method of claim 17, wherein those words that 
have a potentially inappropriate meaning can be identified 
without input from a user of Such electronic dictionary. 

19. The method of claim 17, wherein an identification of 
potentially inappropriate words can take place at or about 
the time the electronic dictionary is first generated. 

20. The method of claim 14, further including a step of 
generating an alert indicating that Such word is potentially 
inappropriate. 

21. The method of claim 14, further including a step of 
permitting a user to change the value of the Status flag for 
Such word. 

22. The method of claim 14, wherein said word is checked 
Substantially immediate in time after it is input into Said 
document by a user. 

23. The method of claim 14, wherein said word has a first 
meaning in a first context, and a Second meaning in a Second 
context, and further including a step of determining whether 
Said word has a particular meaning that has been designated 
as potentially inappropriate for use in either of the first or 
Second contexts. 

24. A method of word checking an electronic document 
generated by a word processing program under control of a 
user of Said program, Said method comprising the Steps of: 
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Storing word-checking Status information for said docu 
ment, including a table containing potentially inappro 
priate words used in Said document, 

monitoring interaction between Said user and Said word 
processing program to identify idle editing periods, 

locating potentially inappropriate words in Said document 
during the idle editing periods, and updating the word 
checking Status information in response thereto as 
needed. 

25. The method of claim 24, wherein the table includes 
information pertaining to the location in Said document of 
any words that are determined to be potentially inappropri 
ate. 

26. The method of claim 24, wherein a check of the 
Spelling of Such word is also performed. 

27. The method of claim 24, wherein said word has a first 
meaning in a first context, and a Second meaning in a Second 
context, and further including a step of determining whether 
Said word has a particular meaning that has been designated 
as potentially inappropriate for use in either of the first or 
Second contexts. 

28. The method of claim 24, further including a step of 
permitting a user to specify a threshold which must be 
exceeded in order for Said word to be identified as poten 
tially inappropriate. 

29. A method of automatically word checking an elec 
tronic document as it is generated by a user of a word 
processing program, comprising the Steps of 

monitoring data input by Said user during a data input 
period that is intended to be included as a word in Said 
document; 

determining whether the word is potentially inappropriate 
for use in Said document; 

when the word is determined to be potentially inappro 
priate, alerting Said user; 

wherein a result of Said word checking is communicated 
to said user with substantially minimal delay after the 
data input period for the word. 

30. The method of claim 29, wherein said result is 
communicated before Said user has completed data input 
during a Subsequent data input period intended for a Subse 
quent word to be included in Said document. 

31. The method of claim 29, wherein when the word is 
determined to be potentially inappropriate Said user is pre 
cluded from inputting additional words in Said document 
until corrective action has been taken for Such word. 

32. The method of claim 29, wherein a check of the 
Spelling of Such word is also performed, and wherein the 
result of this Spelling check is communicated to Said user 
with Substantially minimal delay after the data input period 
for the word. 

33. The method of claim 32, further including a step of 
generating a list of Substitute words in the event Such word 
is mis-spelled, and if a one of the Substitute words is Selected 
in lieu of such word, determining whether the substituted 
word has a meaning that is potentially inappropriate for use 
in a text document. 

34. The method of claim 29, wherein said word has a first 
meaning in a first context, and a Second meaning in a Second 
context, and further including a step of determining whether 
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Said word has a particular meaning that has been designated 
as potentially inappropriate for use in either of the first or 
Second contexts. 

35. The method of claim 29, further including a step of 
permitting a user to Specify a threshold which must be 
exceeded in order for Said word to be identified as poten 
tially inappropriate. 

36. A method of generating an electronic version of a 
dictionary comprising the Steps of: 

inputting data in electronic form to create a set of words 
in computer readable form for Said dictionary; and 

providing a status field associated for each of Such words, 
which status field indicates whether Such word has a 
meaning that is potentially inappropriate for use in an 
electronic document. 

37. The method of claim 36, wherein the status field is 
modifiable, and further including a step of modifying the 
Status field in accordance with the meaning of its associated 
word. 

38. The method of claim 36, wherein the status field can 
be modified to have any one of N possible values, where 
N>=2, and where N corresponds to a degree of potential 
inappropriateneSS for a word associated with Such status 
field. 

39. The method of claim 36, wherein each status field is 
asSociated with the meaning of Such word in a first context, 
and including a further Step of providing at least one 
additional Status field for indicating whether Such word has 
a meaning that is potentially inappropriate for use in a 
Second context. 

40. An electronic System for permitting a user to check the 
meaning of words in an electronic document, Said System 
including: 

a System memory for Storing a word checking Software 
module, 

a processing device for executing the word checking 
Software module, 

wherein the word checking Software module is configured 
Such that it can perform the following operations: 

(i) retrieving said words to be checked from Said 
document; 

(ii) determining whether said word has been inadvert 
ently included in Said document and has a particular 
meaning that has been designated as potentially 
inappropriate for use in Said document. 

41. The system of claim 40, further including an elec 
tronic dictionary for Storing Said words, and wherein the 
word checking Software module designates words that have 
a meaning that is potentially inappropriate by changing a 
value of a status field for Such words. 

42. The system of claim 41, wherein the status field for 
each of the words can have one of N values, where N>2. 

43. The system of claim 41, wherein those words that 
have a potentially inappropriate meaning can be identified 
without input from Said user. 

44. The system of claim 41, wherein an identification of 
potentially inappropriate words can take place at or about 
the time the electronic dictionary is first generated. 

45. The system of claim 40, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of generating an alert indicating that 
Such word is potentially inappropriate. 
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46. The system of claim 45, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of permitting Said user to change the 
value of the Status flag for Such word. 

47. The system of claim 40, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of Verifying the Spelling of Said words. 

48. The system of claim 47, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of generating a list of Substitute words 
in the event Such word is mis-spelled, and if a one of the 
Substitute words is Selected in lieu of Such word, determin 
ing whether the Substituted word has a meaning that is 
potentially inappropriate for use in a text document. 

49. The system of claim 40, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of checking a Set of documents, and 
generating a list of potentially inappropriate words in Such 
documents. 

50. The system of claim 40, wherein said word is checked 
Substantially immediate in time after it is input into Said 
document by a user. 

51. The system of claim 40, wherein said word has a first 
meaning in a first context, and a Second meaning in a Second 
context, and wherein the word checking Software module is 
configured Such that it can perform the additional operation 
of determining whether said word has a particular meaning 
that has been designated as potentially inappropriate for use 
in either of the first or Second contexts. 

52. The system of claim 40, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of specifying a threshold value which 
the status field must exceed in order for said word to be 
identified as potentially inappropriate. 

53. An article of manufacture comprising: 
an electronic dictionary including a set of words and an 

associated Status field for each of the words for indi 
cating a level of potential inappropriateneSS for Such 
word when used in an electronic text document; 

a word checking routine executable by a computing 
device and for checking whether words in the elec 
tronic text document are inadvertently included, and 
which routine is configured to perform the following 
operations: 

a retrieving a word to be word checked from an 
electronic text document; and 

b accessing the electronic dictionary to determine 
whether the level of potential inappropriateness of 
Such word exceeds a threshold value Specified for 
Such document; and 

wherein the electronic dictionary and word checking 
routine are embodied in a computer readable media. 

54. The article of claim 53, further including a spell 
checking routine for determining whether Such word has 
been spelled correctly. 

55. The article of claim 54, wherein the spell checking 
routine also presents a first list of alternative words as 
replacements for the word when it is mis-spelled, and 
permits a first replacement word to be substituted for the 
word. 

56. The article of claim 55, wherein the word checking 
routine is also configured to determine whether the meaning 
of the replacement word exceeds the threshold value for 
Such document. 



US 2004/0107089 A1 

57. The article of claim 53, wherein the word checking 
routine is also configured to permit a user of the routine to 
change the value of a Status field for any words in the 
electronic dictionary. 

58. The article of claim 53, wherein the word checking 
routine is also configured to check words Substantially 
immediate in time after they are input into the document by 
a SC. 

59. The article of claim 53, wherein the electronic dic 
tionary has a first Status field for indicating a level of 
appropriateness for a word in a first context, and a Second 
Status field for indicating a level of appropriateneSS for Such 
word in a Second context, and the word checking routine is 
configured to check whether any words have a particular 
meaning that has been designated as potentially inappropri 
ate for use in either of the first or Second contexts. 

60. The article of claim 53, wherein the computer readable 
media includes any of the following: a floppy disk, a hard 
disk, a CD-ROM, a magnetic tape, or a non-volatile Semi 
conductor memory. 

61. A System for permitting a user to check the meaning 
of words in an electronic document, Said System including: 

a computer readable Storage Structure for Storing a word 
checking Software module, Such module being incor 
porated as part of a word processing program that can 
be executed by a computer processing device; 

wherein the word checking Software module is configured 
Such that when it is executed by the computer process 
ing device it can perform the following operations: 
(i) retrieving said words to be checked from said 

document; 
(ii) determining whether said word is inadvertently 

included and has a particular meaning that has been 
designated as potentially inappropriate for use in Said 
document. 

62. The system of claim 61, further including an elec 
tronic dictionary for Storing Said words, and wherein the 
word checking Software module designates words that have 
a meaning that is potentially inappropriate by changing a 
value of a status field for Such words. 

63. The system of claim 62, wherein the status field for 
each of the words can have one of N values, where N>2. 

64. The system of claim 61, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of generating an alert indicating that 
Such word is potentially inappropriate. 

65. The system of claim 61, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of permitting Said user to change the 
value of the Status flag for Such word. 

66. The system of claim 61, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of Verifying the Spelling of Said words. 

67. The system of claim 66, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of generating a list of Substitute words 
in the event Such word is misspelled, and if a one of the 
Substitute words is Selected in lieu of Such word, determin 
ing whether the Substituted word has a meaning that is 
potentially inappropriate for use in a text document. 

68. The system of claim 61, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of checking a Set of documents, and 
generating a list of potentially inappropriate words in Such 
documents. 
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69. The system of claim 61, wherein said word is checked 
Substantially immediate in time after it is input into Said 
document by a user. 

70. The system of claim 61, wherein said word has a first 
meaning in a first context, and a Second meaning in a Second 
context, and wherein the word checking Software module is 
configured Such that it can perform the additional operation 
of determining whether said word has a particular meaning 
that has been designated as potentially inappropriate for use 
in either of the first or Second contexts. 

71. The system of claim 61, wherein the word checking 
Software module is configured Such that it can perform the 
additional operation of Specifying a threshold value which 
the status field must exceed in order for said word to be 
identified as potentially inappropriate. 

72. An electronic dictionary embodied in computer read 
able form for use in a word processing program, Said 
dictionary including: 

a set of words represented in computer readable form; 

a Status field associated for each of Such words, which 
Status field facilitates a determination of whether Such 
word, when inadvertently included in an electronic 
document, has a meaning that is potentially inappro 
priate for use in Such document. 

73. The dictionary of claim 72, wherein the status field is 
modifiable. 

74. The dictionary of claim 73, wherein the status field has 
one of N possible values, where N>2, and where N corre 
sponds to a degree of potential inappropriateneSS for a word 
associated with such status field. 

75. The dictionary of claim 73, wherein each status field 
is associated with the meaning of Such word in a first 
context, and including at least one additional Status field for 
indicating whether Such word has a meaning that is poten 
tially inappropriate for use in a Second context. 

76. A method of checking the meaning of a word in an 
electronic document comprising the Steps of: 

retrieving Said word to be checked from Said document; 
determining whether Said word has a particular meaning 

that is likely to be offensive to persons intended to read 
Such text document. 

77. The method of claim 76, further including a step of 
designating words that have a meaning that is likely to be 
offensive by changing a value of a status field for Such words 
in an electronic dictionary. 

78. The method of claim 77, wherein the status field for 
each of the words can have one of N values, where N>2. 

79. The method of claim 76, further including a step of 
generating an alert indicating that Such word is likely to be 
offensive. 

80. The method of claim 76, further including a step of 
Verifying the Spelling of Such word. 

81. The method of claim 80, further including a step of 
generating a list of Substitute words in the event Such word 
is mis-spelled, and if a one of the Substitute words is Selected 
in lieu of such word, determining whether the substituted 
word has a meaning that is likely to be offensive. 

82. The method of claim 76, wherein said word is checked 
Substantially immediate in time after it is input into Said 
document by a user. 


