Access to Media to Support Literacy
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"A person is only as disabled as the barriers before them."  Karen Peltz Strauss, Deputy Bureau Chief, Consumer and Governmental Affairs Bureau. Open Commission Meeting on February 20, 2014 Promoting Quality Closed Captioning to Make Television Programming Accessible to All. 

According to the Census Bureau, Hispanics are the fastest growing ethnic group in the U.S. and it is estimated that by the year 2050 they will they will represent a   quarter of the general population. There has been a considerable increment in  the  number of Hispanic students in the public educational system in the past 30 years   and it is predicted to increase to  over 25%  of kindergarten through 12th grade  students  by  2030  (Gibson  2002). Hispanic  parents, living in the United States, who are trying to navigate the educational system  are  often  faced  with  multiple  barriers  ranging  from  economic and  cultural  to  the  linguistic. These challenges are even more prominent for children with disabilities, where cultural perceptions   are varied with regards to education and where the need for parental involvement becomes crucial to bridge the gaps in the educational system. (Leary & Parker, 2010). It is important to recognize the need to create tools that support the educational development for Hispanics with disabilities. These tools should address their cultural and linguistic needs utilizing the native language of Spanish as a bridge to facilitate inclusion into the broader culture.  

Regulation on captioning and video description applicable to Spanish language content providers:

Current captioning regulations, as stated by the FCC, are mandatory for Spanish language content providers (FCC, 2015). Best practices and standards of quality, exceptions and waivers, are identical for both English and Spanish content providers. Deaf and hard of hearing populations in the Hispanic community, consuming Spanish language television have been considered and included for accessibility.  However, regarding description services providing access to blind or visually impaired consumers of Spanish language content, the FCC mandate does not include any current or future rules in its Video Description: Implementation of the Twenty-First Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act of 2010. 

The Act, at this time, only applies to English language networks. The Act rules are not extensive at this point to Spanish language networks, such as Univisión, even though in some markets, such as California, Univisión is one of the top four largest audience networks. The Act does not provide specifications on Spanish language networks affiliates, such as Telemundo, which is an NBC affiliate. Hence, the millions of Hispanics with disabilities whose language of choice or need is Spanish are left behind. 
In this regulatory reality, bringing high quality description to educational television for Hispanic children with disabilities will serve their needs for learning tools as well as executing their basic right to access. 

Accessibility features intended to serve people with disabilities as tools for education: 

According to the first principle for an effective Universal Design for Learning, multiple means of representation should be part of the design considerations. The use of descriptions to represent the visual elements in images or sequences of images leads to increased possibilities to acquire visual information for students in the classroom. 

Accessible educational television has been incorporated as a Universal Design tool to be utilized in the classroom. Specific cases of study where educational television was suggested to support teachers to overcome curriculum barriers are presented by Ralabate in "Universal Design for learning: Meeting the needs of all students" (Ralabate, 2011). Educational programs that include audio/video description allow access to those with visual impairments.

Researchers report on the benefits of using video descriptions as follows: Improvement in vocabulary acquisition and language development in both general and special education (Connor, Alberto, Compton, & O’Connor, 2014; Hoffner, Baker & Quinn, 2008; Telestream, 2014), knowledge of the visual world (Packer & Kirchner, 1997), progress in engagement and socialization (Ferrell, Finnerty & Monson, n.d.; Packer, Vizenor, & Miele, 2015), gains in knowledge and understanding (Frazier & Coutinho-Johnson, 1995; Katz & Turcotte, 1993; Packer & Kirchner, 1997) and information retention (Packer, Vizenor, & Miele, 2015).

The “Background of the Description Key” article written by Kay Alicyn Ferrell and Mary Ann Siller from the American Foundation for the Blind, summarizes the learning principles for children with visual impairments that have to be considered for effective creation of description. It discusses the fact that children with visual impairments learn inductively rather than deductively, that they need deliberate knowledge to add to the incidental knowledge that is learned by most children through sight, and that there are limited opportunities for imitation and practice. The authors, despite the benefits that descriptions of visual elements would bring for children, mention that: “Description of educational content is not an exact science – it is truly an art that requires perception, judgment, creativity, and commitment to concise and meaningful communication from the student's point of view.” (Ferrell & Siller, n.d).

Teachers of students who are visually impaired have verified the ability of described content to provide access to curriculum for students with visual impairments (Johnson, 2013).  In the same study the author discusses the importance to children with visual impairments of having independent learning opportunities, such as experiencing described content, in order for children to “receive equal access to school curriculum just like their sighted peers”.

One documented development to support the use of inclusive tools in the classroom is the software “Dibus for All”, developed by the University Carlos III de Madrid - UC3M and led by Angel García Crespo, Ph.D. that allows children with or without disabilities to produce by themselves captioning and audio description for a short animated video.
Among products related to this field is Benetech’s open source project “Poet Image Description Tool”; it is a web-based tool for creating descriptions for images in existing DAISY and EPUB books. Also, Descriptive Video Exchange (DVX), developed by Dr. Joshua Miele, Ph.D., is a web-based tool allowing sighted viewers to describe verbally what they see in a video, and those descriptions are available to be accessed on the Internet by any interested individuals.
Literacy Acquisition:  

According to Anderson’s learning theory of schema theory (Anderson, Rand, & Montague, 1977), the construction of meaning for typically developing children as well as those with visual disabilities relies on a “network of mental structures that represent one’s understanding of the world.”  These structures (schemata) are expanded, modified or replaced by new schemata based on new experiences, and how they relate to the existing structures.  Supporting evidence, found by Gutiérrez, García, Carriedo, Vila and Luzon, (2011), asserts that knowledge construction is based on two different elements: the process of information acquisition, and previous experiences. Improving either one of these elements will result in an enrichment of meaning comprehension.

When reading, children who are blind or who have visual impairments don’t acquire the information from their vision, but from a different sense (tactile or audible). As a result, their experiences and interactions with the words have been different from those without visual impairment. Therefore, their representation of meaning is different from the one created by their sighted peers. This relationship between previous experiences and reading comprehension is documented by Steinman, LeJeune, and Kimbrough (2006): “The point is that as children develop the vocabulary that they will use while learning to read, semantic representations may vary widely among them, depending on their experiences.” Described audiovisual in the classroom offers multiple representations to support meaningful new experiences among students.  
Reaching the Hispanic Population with disabilities in the US: 

Based on the unfamiliarity with description and captioning services from our   targeted audience- the  Hispanic  children  with  sensory  disabilities,  their parents  and  teachers;  and as part  of Dicapta’s activities in the period 2010-2015 for  the project Captions and Video Descriptions: Educational  Tools for Hispanic Children with Disabilities funded by OSEP, Dicapta and its advisors designed the workshop  “Let’s Go to the Movies/  Vamos al  Cine”.       

The main goal of the workshop was to inform parents and teachers and raise awareness on   the existence of captioning and video description services. It was  particularly  urgent  for   Spanish  dominant  parents  and  teachers  of  their  children, to learn about the services as well as provide a point of engagement  between  parents  and  teachers. DICAPTA  designed,  refined  and  has  conducted  over  a  dozen  workshops with  parents  and   teachers  reaching  teachers  and  parents  across  the  United States  including, California,  New   York,  Florida  and  Puerto  Rico. In a targeted workshop  with teachers  of  special needs at the  University   of  Puerto  Rico,  we  found  that the  majority  were  not  aware  of  the  existence  of  the  services   for  educational programs  and  much  less  of  its  possible  usage as an educational tool in the classroom. Despite plenty of   evidence suggesting the  benefits of using captions and descriptions  to  support language development, vocabulary  improvement, general  syntax (Rowland,  2007;  Jelinek  & Jackson,  2001) and  important  contributions to  social  emotional development  (Packer, & Kirchner,  1996)  this  technology  remains  underutilized in school   settings. Dr. Juana  Rodriguez,  interim  Dean  of Special  Education  at  the  time  the  workshops  were   scheduled, and organizer  of  the  event for  the teachers   in   Puerto Rico has been working on bridging this gap   by   developing   additional   training   in   collaboration   with   Dicapta  (Rodríguez,  Ortiz,  Diaz,  2013)  

The  “Let’s  Go  to the Movies/  Vamos al  Cine”  workshops continue to be a  major  component in Dicapta’s dissemination of information strategy. Based on the feedback, it is evident that Spanish dominant parents are more  receptive to in  person  workshops  and  more  likely  to engage  in  discussions  regarding their children’s  education. Efforts and research need to be conducted to find a  similar  strategy  to reach teachers in the use of video/audio description content to teach.  

Findings in the US about accessibility and its benefits for the Hispanic population with visual disabilities are valid to be applied in Latin America, where the lack of policies regarding accessibility in the majority of countries, prevent children of receiving the benefits of this kind of tools in the classroom. 
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