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Media Access Australia - Inclusion through technology

‘We believe that all Australians have the right to access all forms of media and information, through technology, so they can participate fully in society.’

Media Access Australia is Australia’s only independent not-for-profit organisation devoted to increasing access to media for people with disabilities. 

At the core of our work is the understanding that exclusion from mainstream audiovisual media has profound effects on educational outcomes, workforce participation and social inclusion.

Access to media through technology empowers people to be independent, gain knowledge, make their own choices, and be active members of our society.

Our expertise

We promote inclusion by providing expert knowledge and advice on existing and emerging mainstream technologies to government, industry, educators, consumer organisations and individuals. 

We demonstrate how media accessibility can be improved in practical ways, by piloting innovative ideas and major projects.  

We work as a catalyst for change in areas of access that include television, DVD, cinema, the arts, education, computing and the Internet, with a primary focus on people who are blind or vision impaired, or Deaf or hearing impaired. 

We seek to improve national and international Internet accessibility standards as a member of the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), an international online community where the general public and organisations work together to develop web standards.

We are a national organisation, based in Sydney, with a satellite office in Perth.

Our heritage

Media Access Australia was formed out of the Australian Caption Centre, a not-for-profit organisation co-founded by Adam Salzer and Alexandra Hynes in 1982. 

The Centre aimed to promote and produce captioning for Deaf or hearing impaired Australians. At the Centre’s inception, captions were non-existent, however, over its life the organisation grew to provide captioning services on TV, video and DVD.

In 2005, the Centre sold its commercial operations including captioning services to Red Bee Media, and became Media Access Australia. We no longer provide services to business, allowing us to focus on promoting inclusion without the conflicts of commercial operations. 

As Media Access Australia, our focus broadened to include people who are blind or vision impaired and others who are disadvantaged in access to media. We recognised that, while some needs are different between disabilities, there are important similarities in terms of solutions, technologies, industries and regulation. By focusing on these similarities we can achieve better results for all.

Disclaimer

Statistical information published in The Media Access Report is derived from public sources such as television listings and websites. It has been made available for general use only and is provided without warranty as to its accuracy or currency.  

Submissions

We are interested in receiving submissions for publication in the Media Access Report, including accounts of media or events and news items dealing with captioning, audio description and other access services. If you have any material you would like to submit, contact Chris Mikul on (02) 9212 6242, or email chris.mikul@mediaaccess.org.au

The Media Access Report is published by Media Access Australia, Level 3, 616-620 Harris Street, Ultimo NSW 2007. Phone/TTY: (02) 9212 6242, Fax: (02) 9212 6289. www.mediaaccess.org.au

If you would like to be put on the mailing list to receive future issues of The Media Access Report, email info@mediaaccess.org.au
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_________________________________________________________________________

MEDIA ACCESS NEWS


Canadian access company rebrands its services as AMI

Accessible Media, the not-for-profit organisation which operates The Accessible Channel, is rebranding all its media operations under the name AMI as part of a strategy of branching out into new media.

Accessible Media, which was originally called the National Broadcast Reading Service, provides services for Canadians with vision or hearing impairment, learning disabilities and language barriers. The Accessible Channel or TAC-tv, which launched in 2009 and is the world’s only channel on which all programming is captioned and audio described, will now be known as AMI-tv. Accessible Media’s radio service, VoicePrint, will be rebranded as AMI-audio next month.

Peter Burke, Vice President, Marketing and Communication for Accessible Media, told the Marketing website that the rebranding “enables us to much more efficiently cross-promote our services”.

“Our goal is to make all media accessible to all Canadians,” said Mr Burke, “so as people increasingly watch video on their mobile devices and tablets, we want to ensure that the media distributed through those services is also accessible.”  


New Zealanders demand closed captioning for Deaf MP

Over 5,000 New Zealanders have signed a petition calling for closed captioning to be provided for the country’s first Deaf MP, Mojo Mathers, during question time in Parliament.
Parliamentary Speaker Lockwood Smith came in for much public criticism when he earlier told Mathers, a Greens MP who was born profoundly deaf, that she would have to pay for note-takers out of her office budget. The cost for this would be NZ$20,000 to NZ$30,000. 

Prior to her election in 2011, Mathers told a reporter that she would probably need “a combination of electronic note taking, which basically they already do with the Hansard”, as well as a sign language interpreter. New Zealand Sign Language is the country’s third official language, but unlike English and Maori, has never been represented in Parliament.
Merrin McLeod, who created the petition, said, ''I can't see any way that it is morally or legally defensible to not provide fully for Mojo Mathers. Captioning would solve that problem and provide accessibility for others.'' In her petition, she notes that, “The New Zealand Parliament has an obligation to make debates accessible to the people it represents and the representatives who serve them.”
The matter will now be referred to the Parliamentary Services Commission on 7 March. For more information, see the article in the Dominion.Post.
 
Mojo Mathers is not the first deaf politician who has faced the challenge of keeping up with parliamentary debates. In the late 70s, the British politician Jack Ashley used a system devised for him by Independent Television in which a stenographer, using a phonetic keyboard and computer, typed House of Commons debates as they were in progress. The text would then appear on a small television screen in front of Ashley. This was the prototype for live ‘stenocaptioning’, which is now used around the world on television and for conferences and other events.     


_________________________________________________________________________

TELEVISION


Audio description trial on the ABC announced

On 23 February, the Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy (DBCDE) announced that Australia’s first audio description trial will be held on the ABC. The long-awaited announcement is a result of many years of advocacy by Media Access Australia, Vision Australia and Blind Citizens Australia, and is a step towards bringing Australia into line with international standards.

Audio description, which adds an audio track to a program describing the on-screen action, is essential for blind and vision impaired people to fully understand video content. The DBCDE has committed to 14 hours of audio described drama and documentary content per week on ABC1 for a 13-week period during the second half of this year.

Media Access Australia CEO, Alex Varley, endorsed the announcement. “This is great news for blind and vision impaired people. Audio description will provide access for the growing population of seniors, as vision impairment increases greatly as we age.”

“Captioning has been a fundamental element of television broadcasting since the 1980s. Audio description needs the same recognition and support from the federal government,” said Mr Varley.

Audio described television is available in New Zealand, Western Europe and North America. It is hoped that this trial irons out any technical issues involved in delivering audio description and leads to the government legislating for audio description to become a permanent fixture on Australian television.

The announcement has been welcomed by many prominent community groups including Vision Australia, Blind Citizens Australia and the Australian Communications Consumer Action Network.

Michael Simpson, Vision Australia’s General Manager of Advocacy, said, “Vision Australia is excited that the trial of audio description on television will commence soon. This will bring a whole new meaning to ‘watching’ TV for people who are blind or have low vision.”

Only people with a suitable digital receiver will be able to access the audio description during the trial. It is known that there are some TVs already on the market in Australia that are capable of playing receiver-mixed audio description. In the lead-up to the trial, the government has engaged Australian Digital Testing to investigate and report on exactly which models will do this, and this report is due in March. Bush Australia last year launched the Bush Talking Set Top Box which, in addition to having talking menus, program guides and other features, is able to play audio description. It is believed that another AD-ready set-top box will be available by the time the trial starts. 

The trial is detailed in a media release from Senator Stephen Conroy, Minister for Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy.

Audio description awareness campaign launched in the UK

UK broadcasters have launched a campaign to raise public awareness of audio description, with promotions for the service to be shown on 60 channels over four weeks.

Audio description is well established in the UK. The main channels must do a minimum of 10% of programs, although some, including Sky and Channel 4, have volunteered to do 20%. It is a free service available to anyone who has subscription television or a digital TV or set-top box enabled to receive it. 

Public awareness of audio description remains low, however, with a 2009 survey by the UK communications regulator Ofcom finding that only 45% of viewers had heard of it.


Free-to-air TV requests temporary caption exemption

Australian free-to-air TV broadcasters, including the commercial networks, ABC and SBS, have applied to the Australian Human Rights Commission (AHRC) for a temporary exemption under the Disability Discrimination Act, with regard to the provision of captions.

Exemptions which were previously granted to the broadcasters by the AHRC expired on 31 December 2011. In the new application, the broadcasters advise that they have complied with all the terms of the current exemptions, which include meeting staged increases in captioning levels, consulting with deafness community groups and reporting on the consultations to the AHRC.

The undertakings which the broadcasters have committed to should the application be successful include increasing captioning to 90% of programs shown between 6am and midnight on their primary channels by 31 December 2012. This is consistent with proposals made by the Federal Government’s Media Access Review, according to which the increased caption levels would be included in amendments to the Broadcasting Services Act. It is expected that these amendments will be legislated in 2012.

The application also includes an undertaking by the ABC to caption approximately 1,000 hours of pre-school and children’s programs annually.

The application can be read in full on the AHRC’s website. 

New Zealand working group calls for increased captioning

A new working group, composed of members of the National Federation of the Deaf (NFD) and Deaf Aotearoa, has been established to push for compulsory captioning on New Zealand television. 
A press release from the NFD notes that “New Zealand TV captioning is among the worst in the western world with even Uganda having a better service than us. While some captioning is funded by NZ On Air and a high quality captioning service is provided by TV1, TV2 and TV3 it amounts to less than 10% of total TV hours each week across all free to air and subscriber pay channels.”
A survey conducted by the working group earlier this year found that New Zealand’s Deaf and hearing impaired community “felt a strong sense of injustice and frustration” at the lack of captions on TV and video and in cinemas, and 86% of respondents favoured compulsory captioning on TV.
In Australia, the Broadcasting Services Act requires broadcasters to caption all programs between 6pm and midnight, and all news and current affairs programs, on their primary channels. The Federal Government’s Media Access Review has recommended that the act be amended to include mandatory captioning levels leading to 100% of programs screened on the primary channels between 6am to midnight being captioned by the end of 2014. This legislation is expected to be passed early next year, but it will still leave Australia behind the UK and US, where captioning on the major channels is at or close to 100% over 24 hours.

Canada leads the way in innovative audio description

Accessible Media Inc (AMI) is a Canadian access company which owns The Accessible Channel, the world’s only channel on which all programs are captioned and audio described. Recently, AMI has pioneered the audio description of live television events, as well as producing the first TV program where the audio description was integrated at the production stage.

Audio description usually involves the writing of a complete audio description script which is then recorded so that the descriptions always fall within gaps in the dialogue. It was believed by many that the unpredictable nature of live TV means that audio describing it was impractical if not impossible.

AMI’s first described live event, the Royal Wedding in April 2011, demonstrated that, with careful preparation, a live event could be successfully audio described. The program was screened on the public broadcaster CBC with closed audio description (which could be switched on or off by the viewer), and simulcast on The Accessible Channel with open audio description (heard by all viewers). Since then, AMI has ‘live’ audio described several other events, including  the Canadian Federal Election and the Canada Day Ceremonies, and a 17-part reality show, Battle of the Blades. 

While most of The Accessible Channel’s programing derives from other networks, it does run some original programming, including a documentary looking at medical and scientific research into vision loss in Canada, A Whole New Light, which went to air on 3 December. This program represented another first for audio description, as the description was integrated into it at the production stage. (In other words, instead of being added as an extra voice after the program was completed, all necessary description was contained within the narration and other dialogue.)

The Accessible Channel, which was launched in 2009, is available as part of the basic packages of all satellite, cable and licensed IPTV services in Canada. 


Blind Citizens Australia calls for an accessible FOXTEL

Blind Citizens Australia (BCA) has called on subscription TV provider FOXTEL to make its equipment and programming accessible for people who are blind or vision impaired.

Amanda Heal, a FOXTEL subscriber, has been in negotiations with the company for two years, after lodging a disability discrimination complaint against it with the Australian Human Rights Commission. So far, however, FOXTEL has failed to commit to the development of an accessible IQ box with audio features such as talking menus and program guides, or the introduction of audio description on its programs. 

“My choices are to continue to pay for a service which is only partly accessible to me or to miss out entirely,” said Ms Heal. “People should not be forced to take a matter to the Federal Court in order to access a basic service.”

Recent advances in text-to-speech technology have opened the way for digital receivers and other equipment to be made much more accessible for the blind and vision impaired. In 2011, Bush Australia released its Talking Set Top Box, the first in the country to have talking menus and other on-screen information including program guides. 

In the UK, FOXTEL’s counterpart, BSkyB, has developed a product called the Sky Talker, a small box which connects to Sky digital boxes and reads out program synopses and navigation functions such as play, pause and rewind. Sky also provides audio description on many programs.

Robyn Gaile, Executive Officer of BCA, said, “Whilst we appreciate that FOXTEL may be looking into these issues as part of their future development of their services, current subscribers who are blind or vision impaired are receiving a second class service which is discriminatory. “

BCA’s media release notes that it has been approached by six other individuals wanting to make disability discrimination complaints against FOXTEL, and these will be lodged in early 2012. 

SKY New Zealand launches captions

On 1 February, New Zealand’s main subscription TV provider, SKY Television, introduced closed captioning on 13 of its channels: Animal Planet, Disney Channel, Disney Junior, TCM, TV1, TV2, TV3, Cartoon Network and Crime & Investigation.

“I know this new service will be very valuable to the Deaf and hearing impaired – while it is a niche audience, it's a step towards more equal access and we are delighted to offer it," said SKY’s Chief Executive, John Fellet.

Captioning on New Zealand free-to-air channels including TV1, TV2 and TV3 is funded by New Zealand on Air, which is in turn funded by the New Zealand government. SKY initially sought funding from New Zealand on Air for its captioning service.

Captioning levels on free-to-air TV are lower in New Zealand than in Australia, and there was no captioning on SKY until now. In December last year, a Captioning Working Group was formed, composed of members from The National Federation of the Deaf (NFD) and Deaf Aotearoa, to push for compulsory captioning on New Zealand television.

Louise Carroll, NFD's Chief Executive Officer and Captioning Working Group Chairperson, said, "We are absolutely delighted with SKY's decision to provide captioned programmes on 13 channels. This is a huge step in improving access to over 700,000 hearing impaired and Deaf people in New Zealand.”


American churches apply for caption exemptions

Around 80 churches have filed new applications with the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) for an exemption from the closed caption rules, following a change to the way the FCC treats these applications.

In 2005, The Christian Angler Outdoors Television Show applied to the FCC for a caption exemption which was granted on the basis that it was a non-commercial program which did not attract any revenue. Following the so-called Anglers Order, a further 300 organisations were granted exemption from the captioning rules.

Deaf and hearing impaired advocacy groups objected strongly to this, arguing that the FCC had created a new category of exempted programming, and that all an organisation had to do to be eligible for an exemption was to state it was not-for-profit.

In October 2011, the FCC issued a new ruling overturning its previous one, stating that it should have considered “all of the petitioners’ available resources…not just the resources allocated for the programs for which the exemptions were sought”. All applications will again be decided on a case-by-case basis, with applicants having to provide documentation of finances, the cost and nature of captioning, the impact on the organisation, and any attempt that has been made to raise funding or assistance for the captioning. 

The new ruling made void all the exemptions granted since the Anglers Order came into effect, with organisations asked to submit new applications by 18 January. Those which failed to do so were obliged to commence captioning the following day.  

The Coalition of Organisations for Accessible Technology (COAT) has commended the FCC “for having the courage to reverse a bad order and that will further pave the way to ensuring more ubiquitous captioning in the future”.

The full text of the October ruling can be read on the FCC website. 


Proposed new Irish access rules provoke fierce criticism

In December 2011, the Broadcasting Authority of Ireland (BAI) launched a consultation process on new rules it is proposing regarding the levels of captioning, audio description and Irish sign language which broadcasters must provide. In their submissions to the consultation, Ireland’s access advocacy groups have been highly critical of some of the proposed changes.

As in many countries, Ireland has a system of access targets for different channels which generally rise by a certain percentage each year. One of the proposals in BAI’s Access Rules Review Public Consultation is that, instead of having a single target for each year, there be a range of targets. 

The BAI notes that, “There is much more home-produced Irish programming and more live programming and this has implications for the type of subtitling used and the skills and costs involved.” (Note that in Ireland, as in the UK, captions are called subtitles.) It suggests that the access rules “should do more to encourage broadcasters to focus on not just availability of subtitles but also the reliability and quality of subtitles”. In other words, if a broadcaster concentrated on improving quality, or began to caption a live program, it should be allowed to aim for the lower end of the target range.

TV Access, a coalition of organisations in the disability and ageing sector, strongly disagrees with this proposal. “We think it is fundamentally wrong to play off quality against quantity in this way. The effect of this may be to make the higher targets meaningless since all broadcasters will likely claim that they are working hard to improve quality.”

TV Access notes that none of Ireland’s six main channels have met their access targets in the last three years. It is equally scathing about another BAI proposal, that there be a new set of targets “based on average increases in subtitling achieved over the last number of years”, which would see targets fall by up to 47%. “It is shocking that the existing targets, though far lower than in many other countries…have not been met by broadcasters and that the BAI’s proposal is to reduce them rather than increase them.”

Only RTÉ, Ireland’s public broadcaster, has been set targets for sign language and audio description. BAI notes that these targets, which currently stand at 1%, have not been met, and proposes they be increased to 2% by 2016. In its submission, the National Council for the Blind in Ireland (NCBI) notes that BAI has not asked for comments about the proposed audio description targets. “We can only conclude that either the BAI has already made up its mind prior to the consultation or that the BAI considers this issue so unimportant that it has forgotten to ask the question!” TV Access finds the omission “shocking and alarming”, and calls for audio description and sign language targets to be set for all broadcasters. 

BAI’s Access Rules Public Consultation can be read here: http://www.bai.ie/?p=2023

TV Access’s submission, along with those of several other organisations, can be downloaded from the TV Access website. 
  

Red Bee Media develops new live captioning system

The UK access company Red Bee Media has developed a new live captioning system, called Subito, which will use speech recognition technology to align pre-prepared captions with the audio of a program.

David Padmore, Director of Red Bee’s Access and Editorial Services, noted that, “In a news scenario, for example, quite a high proportion of words are pre-scripted or repeated from previous half hours so it’s possible to use audio and other metadata to automatically repurpose and transmit text that already exists. This will reduce the delay in delivering subtitles on the screen and increase the accuracy of realtime captioning.”

Speech recognition is increasingly used in live captioning, both overseas and in Australia. The technology is not yet at a point where it can take the audio of a program and automatically convert it to readable captions, so captioners are required to re-speak the dialogue as a program goes to air. As with captions created by stenocaptioners using phonetic keyboards, there is an inevitable delay before the captions appear on screen, which is something that many Deaf and hearing impaired viewers find problematic.
Red Bee Media supplies all the captions for the BBC and its online iPlayer service. Its Australian branch, Red Bee Media Australia, provides captions for SBS and the Seven, Nine and Ten networks.

Red Bee is also a partner in an EU-funded project which is looking at developing automatic speech recognition and realtime translation in multiple languages. For more information see the TVBEurope website. 

The Australian Communications and Media Authority (ACMA) is currently developing criteria it can use when assessing the quality of captioning, including live captioning. This follows the recommendation of the Federal Government’s Media Access Inquiry that the Broadcasting Services Act will be amended to include for the first time a reference to captions being of an “adequate quality”. 

_________________________________________________________________________

DVD


Access on new release DVDs

Access to new release DVD titles during January 2012 stood at 34% for audio description and 75% for captioning.

One title, Pinnacle’s Larry Crowne, was captioned and audio described internationally but not released here with access features, and a further seven titles were captioned internationally but not here.

The DVD titles released in Australia since November 2011 with audio description include:

Bad Teacher 
Captain America 
Cedar Rapids 
The Change Up 
Conan the Barbarian (2011) 
Cowboys and Aliens 
Final Destination 5 
Friends with Benefits 
Green Lantern 
The Hangover II 
Hanna 
Horrible Bosses 
Jane Eyre (2011) 
Johnny English Reborn 
Monte Carlo 
One Day 
Priest 
Red Dog 
Rise of the Planet the Apes 
The Smurfs 
Spy Kids 4 
Submarine 
Super 
Win Win 
Zookeeper
_________________________________________________________________________


EDUCATION


Campaigns promote captions in schools in 2012

As the use of audiovisual resources in mainstream classrooms increases, so does the need for captions to be used as a learning tool for all students. A number of school-based campaigns encouraging teachers to turn on captions have been successfully launched around the world and continue in 2012.

One such program, Read Captions Across America (RCAA), celebrated its annual ‘Read Captions Across America Day’ on 2 March. Run through a partnership between the Described and Captioned Media Program and the National Education Association, RCAA raises awareness of the effectiveness of videos with captions in encouraging and fostering reading skills in children.

Bill Stark of the Described and Captioned Media Program notes that there are still barriers, though. “New laws around accessibility may have been enacted in recent years but there is not one that directly dictates that captioned educational media must be used in a classroom,” he said.

Across the Atlantic in the UK, the National Schools Film Week for 2012 has been set for 16-26 October in England, Wales and Northern Ireland and for 1-9 November in Scotland. Run by Film Education, a not-for-profit group supported by the UK film industry, the event promotes the use of film within the curriculum and includes captioned and described movies at all sites.

On Australian shores, Media Access Australia’s annual cap that! campaign is in the final planning stages for 2012. After a successful first year, cap that! will continue to promote the benefits of captions to educators around the country in 2012.
 
_________________________________________________________________________

CINEMA & THE ARTS


Report on 2011 rollout of accessible cinema locations in Australia

2011 was a year of progress in accessible cinema as the Federal Government's rollout of captions and audio description across the four cinema chains of Hoyts, Village, Event/Greater Union/Birch Carroll & Coyle and Reading came into action.

The indicative plan to 31 December 2011 provided access to 61 screens across 31 locations. Media Access Australia can report that 58 screens across 29 locations were in operation by the given date. Of the 58 screens in operation, 39 screens showed both captions and audio description and 19 screens showed captions only.

The delay in the rollout of audio description on caption-only screens was due to initial Doremi Fidelio systems being sent to Australia set up for the USA market. Adding to the delay was the certification process the system needed to go through with Standards Australia. The roll-out of the Fidelio system is now taking place in several Melbourne cinemas.

There were two variances to the Plan: Village Cinemas, Southland in Melbourne was not operational with captions on two screens by 31 December, but is now (and also has audio description); and Event Cinemas Castle Hill in Sydney is yet to indicate a new commencement date.

There are a few interesting facts in the rollout of accessible locations to 31 December. Firstly, Event Cinemas' Marion Megaplex in Adelaide has four accessible screens – one more screen than the complex is required to have. A downside of this is that there are only seven caption and audio description units, as opposed to the required five per screen (20 in total). Cinema management advise that more are on order to correct this. At Event Cinema’s Myer Centre in Brisbane, one of the three accessible screens is a VMax screen, providing movies on a bigger screen, with a superior sound system and bigger cinema seats for patrons. Similar to the Myer Centre, Reading Cinemas at Charlestown has rolled out an accessible screen on one of its Titan XC screens.


Audio description introduced in four Melbourne cinemas

Village Cinemas has commenced audio description in four of its suburban Melbourne complexes, greatly increasing the number of accessible cinemas for people across the city who are blind and vision impaired. 

The Village complexes of Knox, Crown, Southland and Jam Factory have all in recent weeks installed the Doremi Fidelio audio description system to complement the Doremi CaptiView system for captioning. Accessible movies with both components are now shown on a number of screens at each location, depending on the number of screens in the entire complex. Knox, Southland and Jam Factory show captions and audio description on three screens each and Crown shows them on two screens. Being a complex of 13 screens in total, Crown will roll out one more accessible screen before the end of 2014. 

The installations are part of the Federal Government’s Cinema Access Implementation Plan, which outlines a four-year strategy to ensure people who are Deaf, hearing impaired, blind or vision impaired can enjoy the cinema experience with family and friends.

Doremi’s Fidelio audio description system has recently been given Standards Australia certification, giving the go-ahead for cinemas currently showing captions only to also install the audio description component.


US independent cinema chain commits to closed captions

The USA’s largest independent cinema chain, Landmark Cinemas, has agreed to implement closed captions in conjunction with its conversion to digital cinema. Plans for converting to digital will be finalised by mid-2012 and may not include all of Landmark’s locations but the chain will investigate alternative captioning possibilities for the remaining analogue sites.

In making the commitment, Landmark emphasised its focus on arthouse, avant-garde movies that may appeal to more mature audiences, which naturally includes an older population with a greater prevalence of hearing loss. Landmark CEO Ted Mundorff believes that the move may benefit Landmark significantly more than it would benefit the typical suburban cinemas that cater more to younger audiences.

Landmark will experiment with closed caption devices but is testing Doremi’s CaptiView at a small number of venues. There are plans to obtain Sony’s subtitle glasses to also test them. For locations that won’t convert to digital, Landmark will look at the possibility of installing Rear Window Captioning devices. 

The commitment by Landmark heralds the first move by an independent chain to implement digital captioning worldwide. There has been no word on the introduction of audio description in this agreement. In Australia, independent cinemas through the Independent Cinemas Association of Australia are in the process of negotiating a sector move to digital. It is expected that an access strategy for both captioning and audio description will be part of the transition. 


Audio description at the Sydney Festival

Vision Australia provided audio description for the first time during the Sydney Festival in January. Three diverse events offered patrons who were blind and vision impaired the opportunity to listen to audio description delivered live, describing the visual elements of the performances.

The three performances were Buried City at the Belvoir St. Theatre, Beautiful Burnout at the Seymour Centre, and West Side Story at the Concert Hall of the Sydney Opera House, with the Sydney Symphony Orchestra playing Leonard Bernstein's classic score live, while the newly remastered film was shown in high definition with the original vocals and dialogue. 


Morocco’s film festival supports audio described movies

For the second year running the Marrakech International Film Festival (FIFM) has showcased audio described movies for its blind and vision impaired patrons. Featuring eight movies in total, from 1950s classics to local Moroccan productions, the described program is the first of its kind in Africa. 

With support from the FIFM Foundation, audio description of movies for Moroccan audiences will continue through the year with a further six movies slated for the service.

The eight movies described for the festival included classic movies The African Queen and East of Eden, as well as modern movies such as the French musical comedy 8 Women and Moroccan production Lalla Hobby. The audio described program adds another facet to the already diverse annual festival, which in its tenth year featured 83 movies from 21 countries. Australian movie Snowtown was amongst the official selection for the feature film competition.


_________________________________________________________________________

DIGITAL TECHNOLOGY


New app enhances communication for hearing impaired 

A yet-to-be-released iPhone app called Deaftel will let people who are Deaf or hearing impaired make phone calls to hearing people without a third person acting as a relay operator. By providing a service where a person’s voice is converted to and sent as text, the Deaftel app will improve the ability of Deaf and hearing impaired users to communicate on iOS devices. 

Developed for iOS, the mobile operating system for the iPhone, iPad and iPod touch, the app uses similar technology to Siri, the in-built voice recognition software assistant for the iPhone 4S. Deaf or hearing impaired users can type a message which is then converted to a voice message and delivered to the hearing person on the other end. Hearing users are then able to respond verbally and voice recognition technology will convert and send the message to Deaf or hearing impaired users as text.

The Deaftel app will be a more private alternative to relay operator services, such as the National Relay Service, which are required for Deaf, hearing and speech impaired people to make calls.  

The app is currently in testing phase and has not yet been released. According to the Deaftel website the service will be available to users who have US, Canada or UK phone numbers.


Braille keyboard for iPhone developed

Researchers at Georgia Tech have developed BrailleTouch, a prototype iPhone app that allows people who are blind or vision impaired to send text messages using an onscreen Braille keyboard.

A Braille keyboard allows users to enter Braille characters by pressing several keys together, like playing a chord on a piano. There are six keys on a Braille keyboard, each of which equate to one of the six dots that make up a Braille character.

BrailleTouch uses the same six-key configuration, with three keys represented as dots located down the left-hand side of the touchscreen and three keys down the right-hand side. Users can hold their device with the screen facing away from them, supporting the screen with the thumb and little finger while typing with the rest of their fingers. Users press multiple keys at once to type the desired Braille character just like on a Braille keyboard.

Early studies have shown that vision impaired users proficient in Braille typing can input up to 32 words per minute with 92% accuracy, which is six times the number of words per minute compared with other eyes-free methods of text input. The research team is also exploring how sighted users could use BrailleTouch as a replacement for the standard QWERTY keyboard.

BrailleTouch’s developers are not the first researchers to investigate alternatives to the QWERTY keyboard for touchscreen devices. The Stroke Dialler is an alternative to the onscreen QWERTY keyboard for Android users that is based on a standard phone keypad interface [1-9]. The Stroke Dialler is used in a number of different Android apps available from the Android MarketPlace.

For more information about BrailleTouch, see the media release from Georgia Tech: http://www.gatech.edu/newsroom/release.html?nid=110051



Microsoft announces Windows 8 accessibility improvements 

Microsoft has announced a number of significant accessibility improvements to its upcoming Windows 8 operating system. This is further reassurance that the software giant has considered the needs of people with a disability in the development of its latest product. 

Microsoft has been working towards improving a number of built-in tools already found in Windows such as Narrator and Magnifier, while also adding in support for Windows to be installed and set up by people with disabilities. 

The features which Microsoft is working towards include: 

	A redesigned Narrator screen reader to improve performance so that it quickly reads out what the user has selected

More language and voice options for Narrator
Updated components and features within Windows to leverage UI Automation (UIA) that allows them to be read by Narrator
Updated UIA with more text patterns and document content so that Narrator can use it to read the outputs from applications

These will help ensure that the accessibility features are compatible with the new Metro-style touch screen interface, and make the in-built assistive technologies more usable. 

While many of the new features will be present in the upcoming consumer preview of Windows 8, the accessibility team are continuing to develop the interface, and additional improvements will be present when Windows 8 is launched possibly in the second half of the year.

The full announcement can be found on Microsoft’s MSDN Blog: http://blogs.msdn.com/b/b8/archive/2012/02/14/enabling-accessibility.aspx


Phone support now offered for NVDA users

NV Access, the organisation behind the NVDA screen reader, has announced it will provide phone support for its services. The NVDA screen reader is free, open source screen reader software for Windows computers. The software can be downloaded to a USB and used on multiple computers.

The NV Access phone-based support will provide training on how to use the screen reader, including its advanced features. This support for the NVDA screen reader will further increase access to the internet for people who are blind or vision impaired and require assistive technology to use the internet.

The introduction of phone-based support for NVDA will support the growing number of people who are choosing to use NVDA as their primary screen reader. In a screen reader survey by WebAIM, the number of people using NVDA as their primary screen reader increased by nearly 300% over a 14-month period.

The introduction of phone-based support for NVDA will not only benefit current users but also those who are thinking about adopting NVDA as an affordable alternative to expensive commercial screen readers.

The phone service is charged at a flat fee of $59.95 per hour and a minimum of 10 minutes phone support is required. The phone-based support is open weekdays from 9am-5pm. Face-to-face training for organisations and groups is also available.


New apps improve Android accessibility

A developer of open-source accessible apps, Apps4Android, has announced the release of four new IDEAL apps for Android smartphones. Android is Google’s operating system for smartphones and tablets. The apps aim to improve the accessibility of the Android devices, which have lagged in this area behind Apple devices.

The newly announced Apps4Android apps called IDEAL Self-Voicing News Reader, IDEAL Audio-Described Movie Viewer, IDEAL WebMath and IDEAL Accessible YouTube Viewer will improve access to news and video content on the web for people who have a disability. The IDEAL suite of apps developed by Apps4Android for Android presents alternative ways of using mobile devices for people who have a disability.

The IDEAL Self-Voicing News Reader app will help blind or vision impaired Android smartphone users access select news websites by optimising the website for screen readers and text-to-speech technology. Although Android’s default screen reading software, TalkBack, is available, some news websites do not work well with screen readers due to incompatible script and design.

To help blind or vision impaired users access multimedia on websites, the IDEAL Audio-Described Movie Viewer app provides audio narration to describe any visual information that appears on the screen. This can include gestures and actions that appear on videos.
WebMath is an online education resource that provides students with help in solving mathematical problems. According to the creators of the website, WebMath was created to use the ‘immediacy’ and ‘accessibility’ of the internet to provide resources to students who need help solving maths problems. The IDEAL WebMath app, however, will help students with cognitive disabilities access resources by simplifying the interface and making it more accessible.

Finally, the IDEAL Accessible YouTube Viewer app will help users locate and watch special interest channels on the popular video streaming site YouTube. The app simplifies the YouTube interface and provides a text description and audio narration of videos on the network.

Both the IDEAL Audio-Described Movie Viewer and IDEAL Accessible YouTube Viewer apps are currently in Beta versions. There are currently only 50 movies available to use with IDEAL Audio-Described Movie Viewer.

All the IDEAL apps listed above are available to download for free on the Android Market website.
The release of the new apps is a positive step towards making Android devices more accessible for users who have a disability. The latest version of the Android operating system, called Ice Cream Sandwich 4.0, has been touted as the most accessible version of Android to date due to the inclusion of the explore-by-touch feature designed for users who are vision impaired.


iPad 3 & Apple TV: mostly tech update with small accessibility impact

The world is buzzing with news of a new iPad and Apple TV. Although many of the improvements are focused on making these devices faster and more appealing, there are a few additions that could positively impact on their accessibility for people with disabilities.

When the iPhone 4S was released everyone was talking about Siri, the new voice recognition program. Siri is your own virtual personal assistant, allowing you to perform a wide variety of tasks hands and eyes free. For instance, you can ask Siri what the weather is going to be and she’ll tell you to take an umbrella.

The new iPad doesn’t have the personal assistant, but it does contain the voice recognition component that is at the heart of Siri. No matter what app you are using on the new iPad, there will be a microphone button that is part of the onscreen keyboard that will allow you to dictate text such as emails or SMSes of Facebook status updates. Dictating text rather than using the onscreen keyboard with Apple’s screen reader VoiceOver may prove quicker and easier for all.

The other big announcement was Apple TV, which was somewhat overshadowed by the iPad hype. There is a new look and feel to the Apple TV interface with a new simplified menu which should ease navigation. 

Also of interest is AirPlay. This lets you stream what is on your iOS device (iPhone, iPad or iPod touch) to your HDTV. For example, when using the Twitter app on your iPad you can mirror what you are seeing on your iPad and see it on your HDTV as well. The larger screen size of the HDTV may make it easier for people with vision impairment to see what is on the screen while still having the support and benefit of VoiceOver and Zoom.

Most accessibility features come from iOS, the mobile operating system that runs on iPhone, iPad and iPod touch. At this stage, there is no information about when the next version of iOS will be released, or if it will include new features and benefits for people with disability.


_________________________________________________________________________


THE CSUN TECHNOLOGY & PERSONS WITH DISABILITIES CONFERENCE 2012

A special report by Dr. Scott Hollier, Project Manager, Media Access Australia

Working in the area of disability and technology, it’s almost impossible not to have heard of CSUN. While the acronym refers to the California State University Northridge, discussions about CSUN in the industry almost certainly refer to the University’s International Technology & Persons With Disabilities conference held in San Diego.  Every year in late February I’d eagerly scan through a number of online resources to learn about the new products, latest trends and popular opinions on how various technologies could be used to support the needs of people with disabilities. 

However, this year was a bit different. Rather than researching the outcomes of CSUN, I was very fortunate to have the opportunity to actually go and be a part of it. I presented on the topic of ‘Social Media Access: A Practical Approach’, focusing on a collaborative project between MAA and ACCAN on the creation of accessible social media resources.  The presentation formed part of the formal launch of the resources, which include a comprehensive report on social media accessibility, and consumer guides on popular social media tools including Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, LinkedIn, blogging tools and Skype.  Additional online resources were produced and can be found at: http://www.mediaaccess.org.au/socialmedia 

While the presentation itself went well and people generally welcomed the social media information, what really made CSUN significant is the opportunity to discover that there were so many people doing so many things in the field. 

The first difficulty of CSUN is trying to work out which sessions to go to. With six streams running it was always the case that there were many sessions that would be interesting, but only the opportunity to choose one. I tried to select a wide range of sessions relating to disability and employment, web accessibility, accessibility in popular electronic devices and some potential future accessibility initiatives. 

Throughout the presentations and discussions with attendees, it became clear that there were a number of recurring themes running through the conference. One of the biggest was the need to get accessibility information into the mainstream. A popular suggestion was the need to incorporate web accessibility sessions into mainstream web conferences. One speaker provided an example whereby a 10-minute session on accessibility was given directly after the keynote, which directly led to several accessibility presentations the following year. Since then, accessibility has been normalised as a part of that conference, and is offered as a good model for accessibility in other places. 

Another very exciting trend is the rapid accessibility growth of the Google Android operating system. The sessions that discussed the accessibility of the latest version 4.0, known as Ice Cream Sandwich (ICS), were almost standing room only as people eagerly sought information on a more affordable and open platform that was available on devices significantly more affordable than the accessible Apple iPhone. Currently Android 4.0 ICS is only available on a few select devices but it is likely that this will change in the coming months providing a viable accessible alternative to the smartphone and tablet market. 

Another discovery at CSUN was that there are a lot of people and organisations doing a lot of important things in the area of access. From large companies like Google and Microsoft in their operating system releases, through to not-for-profits and tertiary institutions, there is a massive amount of work going on. Most importantly, a lot of it is being done in collaborative partnerships, and events like CSUN do a good job of bringing people and organisations together. 

Announcements relating to new voice support for web browsers, clever real-time captioning software and future web technologies are just a small sample of the things on the way which will help support the needs of people with disabilities.  

Outside of the conference sessions, the other main reason why people attend CSUN is for its trade show. With a large part of the hotel lobby hosting around 200 exhibitors, several people indicated that they travel to CSUN just to talk with the various technology providers. Technologies on display include traditional visual aids for people who are blind or vision impaired, a number of captioning providers, a range of devices specifically to support education and a host of assistive technologies for various computing and internet platforms. 

While attending the three-day conference involved two days of travel from Australia, it was a wonderful opportunity to meet a number of accessibility specialists and people who work in the industry and, most importantly, learn about the amazing work being done internationally in using technologies to support people with disabilities. 


_________________________________________________________________________


ONLINE MEDIA


First university-backed web accessibility course for professionals launched

On 6 March, Media Access Australia launched a joint venture with the University of South Australia: Australia’s first university-backed web accessibility course, offering industry professionals the practical skills needed to meet international accessibility standards, the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0.

The Professional Certificate in Web Accessibility aims to meet the need for technical and managerial staff with web accessibility expertise, as recently spurred on by the Australian Government’s commitment to making government websites accessible as part of the National Transition Strategy (NTS). 

As a result of the NTS, Federal Government agencies will adhere to the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0 level ‘AA’ by December 2014 and State agencies should adhere to level ‘A’ by December this year.

"The Professional Certificate in Web Accessibility was just what I needed to improve my performance as a web developer for a government agency,” said course attendee Julie Grundy, Learning Media Developer for the Department of Training and Workforce Development. “It got me up-to-date with the latest accessibility guidelines and showed me how to do things like caption videos, write up audits and make recommendations to development staff."

A successful pilot of the six-week online course was run last year and attended by government and agency professionals nationally. It is run by Dr Denise Wood of the University of South Australia and Media Access Australia’s Dr Scott Hollier.

The first course for 2012 will run from 16 April – 25 May. Visit the Professional Certificate in Web Accessibility webpage for information about the course or to register: http://www.unisa.edu.au/cil/future/pcwa.asp


US industry group proposes timeline for captioning internet TV

The Motion Picture Association of America (MPAA) has proposed a new plan and timeline for the captioning of television programs and movies delivered via the internet. The proposal is in response to the Twenty-First Century Communications and Video Act, signed into law in October 2010, which requires that captioned programs broadcast on TV must also be captioned when made available online.

The act instructed the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) to come up with new regulations governing these requirements by 12 January 2012, including a date from which the new requirements become effective. The MPAA argues that basing the new requirements on a single date would result in random episodes of some series being captioned online. In addition to this, "Attempting to search for and replace uncaptioned content with captioned content on potentially thousands of Web sites on an episode-by-episode basis is so logistically complex that it would be difficult if not impossible for content owners and their distribution partners to comply."

MPAA also argued that the timetables initially proposed by the FCC were unrealistic, given the size of the task. It is therefore proposing a more ‘comprehensive’ and ‘systematic’ approach which would result in more captioned content being made available online. 

The timeline it is proposing is as follows, based on the date when the rules become 
effective.

	Within 24 months: Content owners will caption all full-length content hosted on their wholly-owned and operated websites which aired on or after 1 January 1998. (This was the date when caption regulations first came into effect in the US.)

Within 48 months: Content owners will provide captions to third-party websites for movies produced on or after 1 January 1998 and licensed for TV.
Within 72 months: Content owners will provide captions to third-party websites for TV shows produced on or after 1 January 2006. (This was the date from which all new full-length TV content had to be captioned.)
Within 96 months: Content owners will provide captions to third-party websites for TV shows broadcast between 1998 and 2006.

Fix The Web project in desperate need of funding

A UK project that helps people with a disability report inaccessible websites is struggling for survival after it failed to secure government funding last December.

Fix The Web was established in November 2010 and is currently led by UK charity group Citizens Online. In the last year, it has successfully amassed a network of almost 700 volunteers who help manage the website and contact organisations on behalf of users who report inaccessible websites.

After its initial funding of £50,000 from social investment group Nominet Trust, the project has been operating for a year without external funding. Most recently, Fix The Web hoped it would secure funding from the UK government’s £10 million Social Action Fund, but was not successful.

Fix The Web founder and director of programmes at Citizen Online, Gail Bradbrook, told E-Access Bulletin, the project “still has huge potential, but it needs some design work and some funding to oversee the work by volunteers. Come the New Year, if there isn’t a clear plan for the project, Citizens Online might have to withdraw because our brand will be associated with something that isn’t being looked after properly.”

While the project can be sustained by small donations, it needs £150,000 over the next 18 months for continued maintenance. Citizens Online has managed to raise pledges for services worth around £270 000, showing a level of support from communities for the project.

Fix The Web has attracted some high profile publicity and handled over 1,000 reports of inaccessible websites, including the Coventry Building Society, various BBC websites and the online scheduling service Doodle.


YouTube expands its captioning services

Since launching captions on some if its videos in 2006, YouTube has continued to expand and improve the service, and has recently introduced a number of new features which make finding or creating captioned videos easier than ever.

Writing in the YouTube blog, software engineer Ken Harenstien, a member of Google and YouTube’s video accessibility team, outlined the features added in the last few months.

	YouTube’s automatic captioning service will now create captions in English, Japanese and Korean. And if you have a transcript in those languages, speech recognition software can automatically turn it into captions.

Video owners can add captions to their videos in 155 languages and dialects.
You can search for captioned videos by adding ‘cc’ to any search, or filter search results to show only captioned titles. 
You can change the size or colour of captions in the set-up menu.
YouTube now supports many of the caption formats used for television and DVDs, which means that captions created for those media can be converted for use on YouTube.
Harenstien notes that over 1.6 million videos have been captioned on YouTube, while 135 million have been enabled for automatic captioning. 

If a caption file is not already available for a YouTube video, there are basically two ways of creating one. If you own the video, you can use YouTube’s captioning software, CaptionTube, or other free software such as Overstream, to create a caption file and upload it to YouTube. If you don’t own a video, you can request that it be automatically captioned using speech recognition software. While the results of this can be far from perfect, a video owner has the ability to go into an automatically generated caption file and fix up mistakes.
Harenstien’s blog posting can be read here: http://youtube-global.blogspot.com.au/2012/02/captions-for-all-more-options-for-your.html

Besides the benefit of expanding your video’s audience, captioning enhances the search engine optimisation (SEO) of video content.

US legislates the captioning of online videos

The Federal Communications Commission (FCC) in the US has adopted a set of rules governing the closed captioning of TV programs that are distributed over the internet.

While people are increasingly watching TV on the internet, the provision of captioning on IP-TV has been very patchy. In Australia, prime time programs from ABC1 and ABC2 which can be watched on the ABC’s iView player are captioned, while about 15% of programs available for purchase from the Australian iTunes store have captions. The US legislation is the first to stipulate that programs must retain their captioning for viewing online.

The new Report and Order follows the signing into law of the Twenty-First Century Communications and Video Act of 2010. This requires owners of video programming to provide caption files when TV programs are made available for viewing on the internet, with the quality of the captions being at least as good as those which accompanied the TV broadcast.

The Report and Order also sets up rules governing consumer devices which receive IP-delivered video, as well as a timetable for the captioning of prerecorded, live and near-live programming.

FCC commissioner Robert McDowell released a statement with the Report and Order in which he concurred with it, but expressed concern with the timetable and expenses involved. McDowell also stated that, while the new rules were well intentioned, they could mean that some video content would be withheld from the internet. 


Accessibility Internet Rally a wrap

The Accessibility Internet Rally held in Austin over the weekend of 11-12 February brought 21 professional web developers together with five not-for-profit organisations for eight hours of frenzied activity to build the best accessible website possible.

The Accessibility Internet Rally (AIR) is a web accessibility design and development event run by the not-for-profit organisation Knowbility. Teams of professional web developers come together to learn best practice by developing accessible websites for registered non-profit organisations. 

The Knowbility blog post on the 14th AIR-Austin reported fast and fierce competition with fun mixed in with knowledge acquisition. Developers came away with practical web accessibility skills and best practice techniques for creating accessible websites. 

The first AIR event was held in 1998, the same year that Australia’s only conference dedicated to web accessibility, the OZeWAI conference, started. The OZeWAI conference has provided web professionals with practical information and best practice for making websites more accessible to the community for the last 14 years.

AIR-Austin is the last of the three AIR events, with AIR-Houston held in December last year and AIR-Interactive held online in January.

For more information, see the Knowbility website: http://www.knowbility.org/v/air/


CNN sued for not captioning its online videos

A Californian judge has refused to dismiss a suit by the Greater Los Angeles Agency for Deafness (GLAD) against CNN for not captioning news clips on its website.

CNN captions all of its television broadcasts, as required by federal law, but none of its online content is captioned. In the suit, GLAD alleged that CNN and its owner, Time Warner, were violating state disability laws by denying full access to deaf Californians.

Lawyers for the network argued that having to provide captions would cause delays and inaccuracies, and that requiring a single network to provide them would be an infringement of its rights of free speech under the First Amendment. The judge rejected this argument on the grounds that the suit was directed to the format in which news clips were to be delivered and not their content.

As people increasingly watch news and other video content online, the issue of online captioning has become an urgent one for Deaf and hearing impaired consumers. In America, the 21st Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act, which was passed in 2010, deals with this issue by requiring that online content which was previously broadcast on television with closed captions must also be captioned (the Federal Communications Commission recently issued a report on how these rules are to be applied). However, the act exempts online video clips of three minutes or less, which is how most of the video content on CNN’s website is delivered.

In an opinion piece on the Hassell Inclusion website, Professor Jonathan Hassell (who managed the introduction of closed captions on the BBC’s iPlayer online video service) outlined some of the issues here. Hassell notes that for a news service such as CNN, it is essential that news clips be posted as soon as possible so that it has an advantage over competitors. This is why CNN’s lawyers invoked freedom of speech in arguing against the suit. 

Hassell believes it would be unfair to force CNN to caption online news clips when its competitors do not have to, and thinks it unlikely that laws will be enacted that enforce the captioning of such clips prior to their being posted. Instead he argues for a compromise, with broadcasters required to caption clips within a certain amount of time from their initial appearance online.

Hasell’s opinion piece can be read at: http://www.hassellinclusion.com/2012/02/glad-cnn-closed-captions-lawsuit/


NT and NSW governments formally adopt WCAG 2.0

The New South Wales and Northern Territory governments have joined other states and territories by publicly endorsing the latest international web accessibility standard. This commitment will help ensure that government websites are useable for everyone, regardless of disability.  

The WCAG 2.0 guidelines, developed by the World Wide Web Consortium, dictate what it takes for a website to be considered accessible to various degrees. The NSW Government accessibility statement and the NT Government accessibility statement have now been updated in line with the Web Accessibility National Transition Strategy (NTS) published by the Federal Government in June 2010. As a result, NSW and NT government websites will meet WCAG 2.0 A by the end of 2012 and WCAG 2.0 AA by the end of 2014.
Since the release of the NTS, State and Territory governments have gradually endorsed WCAG 2.0 and set their level of compliance and timelines for implementation. South Australia’s government is the only one which has not committed to making its websites WCAG 2.0 compliant. 

The national move towards WCAG 2.0 started in November 2009 when the council of Commonwealth, State, and Territory communications ministers endorsed the standard in an Online and Communications Council communiqué. Building on this agreement, the Federal Government released the NTS which sets the path for all government websites to reach WCAG 2.0 A by the end of 2012 and Federal Government websites to meet WCAG 2.0 AA by 2014.

New South Wales and the Northern Territory governments have joined Victoria, Queensland, Western Australia, Tasmania and the Australian Capital Territory in committing to making their websites comply with WCAG 2.0 A. Five of these states have also mandated WCAG 2.0 AA compliance, with the remaining two recommending this level.


Most accessible mainstream game of 2011 announced 

The AbleGamers Foundation has named Star Wars: The Old Republic the 2011 Accessible Mainstream Game of the Year, rewarding its publishers for considering the needs of players with disabilities in the game’s design. The AbleGamers Foundation is a not-for-profit organisation that works to increase access to digital entertainment for people with a disability.

A PC game developed by BioWare, Star Wars: The Old Republic (SWTOR) lets you play a character from the Star Wars movie series. Players are posed with questions that, once answered, drive the plot of the game. The massive multiplayer game allows players to play with and against each other online.

There are often accessibility barriers in mainstream games that make them difficult, if not impossible for people with a disability to play. Lack of captions, colour contrast and quick response times are just a few of the barriers often encountered.

According to the AbleGamers Foundation, SWTOR has been awarded Accessible 
Mainstream Game for 2011 based on accessible merits such as “full subtitles, multiple action bars, area looting, auto looting, and built-in mouse sensitivity”. The ability to adjust colours for colour blindness and options to use either on-screen keyboard or mouse navigation also adds to the list of accessible merits. Common keyboard and assistive technology shortcuts have been repurposed within the game when using on screen keyboard or mouse control.
The game’s addition of the companion feature has been highlighted as the winning factor. The companions in SWTOR are non-player computer characters that accompany the player throughout the game, providing “support to those who need it without forcing them to request help from other players”.

AbleGamers said areas in which SWTOR could improve include adding closed captions for ambient sounds and modification features so that users may change the user interface by moving graphic elements around the screen and, text sizes to cater to individual needs.
In an earlier accessibility review, SWTOR was given an 8 out of 10 rating for mobility, 9 out of 10 rating for visual accessibility and a 9 out of 10 rating for hearing accessibility. The game is compatible with Windows XP, Vista and 7 and is available to download from the Star Wars: The Old Republic website: http://www.swtor.com/

       

_______________________________________________________________________

Glossary

Audio description: The descriptive narration of all the visual elements of a TV    
program, movie, DVD, performance or other media, giving access for the blind or vision impaired. AD may be pre-recorded and delivered as an option for television programs or DVDs, or it may be performed live (e.g. for a theatrical performance). 

Captions: A transcription of the audio elements of a TV program, movie, DVD, 
performance or other media, giving access for the Deaf and hearing impaired. Unlike subtitles, captions include song lyrics, descriptions of sound effects and music, and are often positioned and coloured so as to make it easier for the viewer to identify who is speaking. Captions may be divided into:
	Open captions: Captions which are ‘burnt onto’ a video or digital image and will be seen by anyone who looks at it, and

Closed captions: Captions which a viewer chooses to see (e.g. by accessing teletext captions on TV, or activating the captions on a DVD).   

Signing: Access to a TV program, movie, DVD, performance or other media via a 
signer using one of the various Deaf sign languages, e.g. Auslan (Australian Sign Language). Some TV programs in the US and UK have a signer occupying a space on the screen.

Stenocaptioner: A highly trained captioner who captions live programs using a 
stenographic keyboard.

Subtitles: This generally refers to English translations of foreign language TV 
programs or movies, presented as text at the bottom of the screen. It can also be a straight transcription of the dialogue of an English language program (this is a common feature on DVDs). Note however that captions are often called subtitles in the UK and other parts of Europe. 

Teletext: The broadcast data delivery system used in Australia to transmit captions 
on analog television. 

Acronyms

ACMA		Australian Communications and Media Authority
AD		Audio description
AHRC	Australian Human Rights Commission
AIR	Accessible Internet Rally
BAI	Broadcasting Authority of Ireland
CSUN	 	California State University Northridge 
DBCDE	Department of Broadband, Communications and the Digital Economy
DCMP		Described and Captioned Media Program (US)
GLAD		Greater Los Angeles Agency for Deafness
FCC		Federal Communications Commission (US)
MAA		Media Access Australia
MPAA		Motion Picture Association of America
NAD		National Association of the Deaf (US)
NFD		National Federation of the Deaf (NZ)
NCAM		National Center for Accessible Media (US)
RWC		Rear Window Captioning
WCAG		Web Content Accessibility Guidelines


