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COMMENTS
WGBH National Center for Accessible Media

(NCAM)
The Carl and Ruth Shapiro Family National Center for Accessible Media at WGBH (NCAM) submits these comments in response to the Advanced Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (ANPRM) released by the Architectural and Transportation Barriers Compliance Board (Access Board or Board) to begin the process of updating its standards for electronic and information technology and its Telecommunications Act Accessibility Guidelines. 

BACKGROUND

The WGBH Educational Foundation is one of the country's leading public broadcasters and has long considered one of its central missions to be increasing access to technology and media for people with disabilities.  In 1971, WGBH established The Caption Center, the world's first captioning agency, to produce captions for TV programs so that deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers could gain equal access to those programs.  In 1990, WGBH established Descriptive Video Service (DVS)® to provide access to TV programs for people who are blind or visually impaired. Together, The Caption Center and DVS form the Services division of the Media Access Group at WGBH.

In 1993, the National Center for Accessible Media (NCAM) was founded as an R&D facility designed to extend WGBH's previous media access efforts into new media technologies and to further the availability of accessible technology in the home, classroom, workplace, and community. NCAM's R&D efforts extend into the accessibility of web-based information, online education and digital books, in-flight entertainment, mobile devices, accessible alert standards and systems, home media centers and digital radio.

SECTION 6 COMMENTS

NCAM's comments will focus on Chapter 6: Synchronized Media Content and Players. As subcommittee chair of the Telecommunications and Electronic and Information Technology Advisory Committee (TEITAC) which submitted its recommendations to the Access Board in April of 2008, NCAM was deeply involved in the effort to refresh the media provisions of section 508 regulations.

Use of terms
The ANPRM cites the Committee as recommending the use of the term "synchronized media" instead of "multimedia video" to refer to media which requires adaptations or enhancements to be accessible to people with disabilities. Whether synchronized with other forms of media (such as a video with an audio track) or as a standalone piece of media (such as a stream of audio with any visuals) media governed by these rules will need to be made accessible. Neither the "multi" nor the "synchronized" aspect of a form of media should define whether it needs to be made accessible, so a simple use of the term "media" may suffice. 
Functional vs. product-oriented approach
The ANPRM states that, "while much of the draft maintains a functional approach to the requirements, Chapters 6 through 9 adopt a more product-oriented approach and asks in

Question 21, "The Board seeks comment on whether this proposed approach is successful in making the document more understandable and useful. The Board welcomes alternatives to this organizational approach." NCAM believes that due to the nature of media and its reliance on hardware and specific platforms, taking a product-oriented approach makes sense and is useful.

Section 602: Video or Audio Content with Interactive Elements 
In this section, the ANPRM considers a new provision: "Video or audio content containing interactive elements shall provide a mode of operation that conforms to Chapter 4 (Platforms, Applications, and Interactive Content)," to address a form of web-based or otherwise digital media presentation that includes examples such as, "DVD menus and dynamic on-screen television program guides." We agree that these forms of media should be accessible in conformance with chapter 4 provisions.
 

Section 603 Captions and Transcripts for Audio Content 

This section of the ANPRM recommends that text transcripts should suffice for access to audio-only content, removing any requirement for synchronized or dynamic display of text (such as captions). However, in situations where a live audio presentation is made available to a deaf or hard-of-hearing person, to their fixed or mobile computer, a live stream of captions may be necessary instead of a static transcript delivered after the fact. An example of the need of a live stream of text is a speech to an agency by the head of that agency, whether in a physical space or online, that demands immediate attention or reaction. This could be an announcement of a new policy, an emergency, or other timely information presented as audio-only via an intranet (or public internet in the case of information for the general public) and should be made available immediately, in real-time, via a form of text display, such as captions.

Section 603.5 Real-Time Video Content

This section contained an exception that needs to be reconsidered. The ANPRM states:

Materials that contain real-time video content with audio information shall provide synchronized captions. Also see Advisory 603.4.

EXCEPTION: When real-time video is unattended and has the primary purpose of conveying a visual experience, and a text alternative that provides descriptive identification is provided, synchronized captions shall not be required.

However, this exception is overly broad and does not take into account whether an "unattended" real-time video contains narration, dialog, or other audio that requires captions for a deaf or hard-of-hearing person to be able to understand the content. Thus, the exception needs to be further defined.

Caption quality and error rates

In Question 22 the Board inquires if, "there is a voluntary consensus standard which could address some issues related to captioning quality, such as the degree of synchronization required and an allowable error rate." The question needs to be broken down into two separate requirements: for live or near-live media that requires real-time captioning and for pre-recorded media that is available for captioning more than 24 hours in advance of distribution. In the latter case, where a captioner has the time to properly perform quality checks for spelling errors, typos and timing issues, the requirement should be zero errors and exact synchronization to the audio with a tenth of a second. For live media that requires real-time captions (most frequently provided by specially trained court-reporters to achieve the highest level of accuracy), caption industry consensus demands better than 98% accuracy based on errors, omissions and additions that effect caption comprehension, and a delay or latency no greater than three seconds. Standardized means of measuring accuracy are in development
 and until such time as those means are publicly available, stenographic software measurements that are built into most such software and that count misstrokes and mistranslates, should be used.

Section 604.4 Real-Time Video

The ANPRM cites a recommended requirement and an exception that needs to be re-examined:

Materials that contain real-time video, with or without audio content, shall provide real-time video description. 

EXCEPTION: When real-time video is unattended and has the primary purpose of extending a visual experience, and a text alternative that provides descriptive identification is provided, video description shall not be required. 

In this example, a "text alternative," unless turned into audio, will not provide access to the visual images for people who cannot see. If the ANPRM is suggesting that this is a web-based video with a dynamic text equivalent that is accessible to a screen-reader, this is not a common practice and another alternative should be considered. The other example given in the ANPRM points out this problem:

Advisory 604.4 Real-Time Video Exception. An example of real-time video that is unattended and has the primary purpose of extending a sensory experience is an automated fixed camera that overlooks a national park and continuously broadcasts sights and sounds. 

A best practice to provide as much textual based information as possible, even when only descriptive identification is required. An example of this is adding current wind speed and temperature information to the text alternative associated with an unattended “beach cam”. 

A better definition of this exception would be a live or pre-recorded video image which does not contain "key visual information necessary for the user to use, comprehend or understand and take action as required by the video message." This is similar to the exceptions for use of "alt-text" tags on web pages for design elements that contain no essential information.

Advisory 604.5 Multiple Visual Areas of Focus
This section attempts to grapple with an interactive or visually rich media presentation wherein the screen contains a variety of information, including images and text, that all need to be provided in alternative forms in order to be accessible to people who are blind or visually impaired. Unfortunately, a suggestion is offered that contradicts known solutions and offers an approach not accepted or used in any such presentations:

A second method for meeting this requirement is to stream the audio information in two tracks that can be fed separately into the right and left ears. Since the video description stream can be closed, people without disabilities would not have to listen to the competing audio streams. People who are blind often have the skill to listen to two audio streams simultaneously or can be trained to do so.

This is not a recommended practice and is not an accurate depiction of the ways a blind person uses audio equivalents. Nor has any experience been shown in the "training" of a blind person to take in conflicting audio streams in each ear (let alone the possibility that one ear my not be useful due to a hearing impairment). This method should NOT be included in any final rules.

However, similar work for such solutions has been developed under a Federally funded R&D project,  "Access to Locally Televised On-Screen Information,"
 where multiple simultaneous audio presentations are managed via assigning of priorities to on-screen information and then processing and presenting that audio to the user as one mixed audio stream.

"Video description" vs. "audio description"

The ANPRM addresses the various terms used for this service:

The term "video description" was recommended by the Committee to replace the term "audio description." Video description is used to refer to the process whereby visual content is made accessible by the insertion of verbal or auditory description of on-screen visuals intended to describe important visual details. "Video description" is the preferred terminology.

We agree with this conclusion and note that the Federal Communications Commission and the U.S. Congress also employ the term "video description" in its communications.

Section 605: Caption Processing Technology 
In this section, the ANPRM makes reference to the passage of open captions from a video source device to a video display, as well as the passage of the caption data ("closed captions") from a video source device to a display that would process and "open" the captions at the display. The issue behind this question is the fact that the HDMI standard that is commonly employed to interconnect DTV displays with the source of TV signals (cable and satellite set-top boxes, DVD and Blu-ray Disk players, etc.) neglected to include support for the passage of caption data, and thus put a requirement on the video source device to decode (open) captions prior to a video signal being sent to a display via a HDMI-compliant cable. Whether this was a consumer-friendly decision by the developers of the HDMI standard is now a moot question as millions of HDMI-complaint devices are now on the market and cannot be retrofitted to support passage and use of caption data by displays. Other, lesser-quality, video interconnection technologies do support passage of closed caption data, but HDMI does not, and cannot be expected to do so at this point. The solution, thus, is to require that every video source device governed by these rules to have built-in caption decoding capability and/or that the media played on these devices and governed by these rules employ a supported subtitling format that contains captions written according to the needs of deaf and heard-of-hearing people (sometimes referred to as "SDH: "subtitles for the deaf and hard-of-hearing") and which contain the essential non-speech information necessary for comprehension of audible media by caption users (i.e., speaker IDs, sound effects, music lyrics, etc.). This provision would also serve the needs of people who use video projectors of captioned or subtitled media, as these products have not commonly included caption decoders (they are not required to by the FCC's rules under the TV Decoder Circuitry Act of 1990) and are themselves using the HDMI standard for interconnection.

Section 606: Video Description Processing Technology 

This section makes reference to the analog television audio service which previously supported delivery of video description to end-users:

606.2.2.1 Analog Signal Tuners. Analog signal tuners shall conform to MTS/BTSC Broadcast Television Systems Committee (BTSC) Multichannel Television Sound Standard (1984) (incorporated by reference, see “Referenced Standards or Guidelines" in 508 Chapter 1). Analog signal tuners shall be equipped with Secondary Audio Program (SAP) process circuitry as defined by the Broadcast Television Systems Committee (BTSC) Multichannel Television Sound Standard. 

As analog receivers are no longer available in the United States and as the government-subsidized TV converter boxes are able to receive DTV audio signals with video description without the use of the SAP and BTSC technology, this sections should be removed and replaced by reference to the DTV audio specifications A/53 and A/54, requiring support for the VI channel.

Section 608: Audio Track and Volume Control 
In this section, the ANPRM points to a feature of the digital television specification that allows for a separate audio channel that separates the main dialog of a TV program from the background music and sound effects that often make understanding the program difficult for hard-of-hearing people. This voluntary feature of  DTV audio (in the A53 DTV Audio specification, it is known as the HI channel) was recommended by advocates in the hard-of-hearing community and it is laudable that the Advanced Television Systems Committee (ATSC) included it in their standard. However, the feature has not been widely, if at all, included in any TV sets on the market today, and perhaps more importantly, producers of TV programs have not been mixing the audio of their programs so that the dialog portion is properly separated and tagged with the necessary metadata so that a DTV receiver that does support the HI channel can offer the user this option. As useful as this feature would be, the Board should carefully consider requiring support for the HI channel in hardware before considering the requirement for  a new form of TV production that would make it useful. 

SUMMARY

The Access Board in this ANPRM has, in most of its recommendations, successfully incorporated much of the work of the TEITAC's "audio/video subcommittee." Those changes still required need to be carefully examined to keep up-to-date with technology changes, user needs, and industry standards, both existing and emerging. Further iterations of the "refreshed 255/508" rules need to be circulated and examined prior to being finalized in Federal rules.
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� See U.S. Department of Education-funded "Caption Accuracy Metrics" project at:


http://ncam.wgbh.org/invent_build/analog/caption-accuracy-metrics


� http://ncam.wgbh.org/invent_build/analog/onscreen
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