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Summary

This TD contains information to the Q26/16 meeting on a report of an expert's experience with captioning that was delivered at the OFCOM Round Table Discussion held in the UK, 25 October 2012. The presentation by Mr Simon Pearse (pearse.simon@gmail.com) was entitled "My Experience of Subtitles" and is reproduced below with permission of the author.
Introduction
NOTE - In this report, the use of subtitles and subtitling can be read as captions and captioning.
On 25 October 2012 OFCOM hosted a round table discussion on the quality of subtitles in the UK. There was a broad representation from both the broadcasting sector and the deaf community along with representatives from OFCOM. The round table consisted of three presentations. Action on Hearing Loss presented the results of their recent member survey on subtitling and Pablo Fresco Romero of the University of Roehampton presented his research on subtitle speeds, clarity and types of errors leading to his proposed index to measure quality of subtitles. The third presentation was my personal experience of subtitles covering the different ways I access subtitles, the issues I face, the impact of subtitles on me and my family, some examples of where subtitles fail and my wish list of how subtitles and their delivery could be improved.
Who am I?

I thought it would be useful to provide my background to give an idea of where I fit in in the population as whole and as part of the deaf community. I am a university educated professional so have a reasonable reading speed, potentially faster than the national average. I am therefore likely to take in more of the other information on the screen when reading subtitles. I am a home owner with a young family and enjoy watching television with my young son. I have had genetic hearing loss since a child and am now profoundly deaf so rely on hearing aids. My use of subtitles has increased as my hearing has deteriorated, although this could also be due to the greater availability of subtitles as I have got older. I do however still enjoy having the sound on to get the mood of the program as I can still appreciate music and still like to listen to speech to complement the subtitles. I do not use BSL so am not representing the views of that group of the deaf community. 

Whilst I am providing my own experience of subtitles I am a member of Hearing Link, NADP and Action on Hearing Loss. I have been a member of TAG since 2006, co opted on broadcasting issues, and was responsible for its website and social media until October 2012, and am now a member of its successor, Deaf Access to Communications (DAC) part of UKCoD. I have been a member of Hearing Link’s Telecommunications Working Group since Q1 2012.

How I access Broadcasts.

Previously I had 2 analogue TVs and an analogue video recorder which recorded subtitles. I live in area which received digital television quite early on despite the official digital switch not occurring until early 2012. I therefore had a couple of early digital set top boxes linked to my analogue TVs. In 2009 I bought 2 flat screen TVs each with its own Freeview digital tuner. 

I record television using Windows Media Centre (WMC) on my lap top which is connected to my main TV via HDML. When I started using WMC it was through Windows Vista which didn't record subtitles within the standard package. However I discovered a workaround to obtain subtitles through a forum. I am not sure why subtitles weren't available immediately with WMC particularly as this work around existed but they are available on Windows 7 which I now have. 

I also use my laptop to watch catch up TV predominantly using BBC iPlayer (VOD) since the vast majority of its content has subtitles and occasionally 4OD which has the program's subtitled which I wanted to watch. I have tried ITV player but found it doesn’t have subtitles. 

I have also used my laptop to view both Netflix and Lovefilm movies but neither has subtitles on any, with the exception of foreign movies with English subtitles.Where I have purchased DVDs without subtitles I have used a video player called DivX to view these using subtitles I have found on the Internet. I admit that I am not clear as to the legality of using these subtitles as the position seems cloudy.

I also have a PS3 which has a media player to access media content on my network. Unfortunately whilst it is possible to view the movies I’ve yet to find a way to view the subtitles as well. I also have BBC iPlayer on the PS3, however despite having the availability of subtitles, the navigation is tricky and I have never been able to switch them on. Both Lovefilm and Netflix have applications on the PS3 as well however as with the laptop they don’t provide subtitles with the streamed content.

I have also attempted to use the BBC iPlayer on the Wii however as far as I’m aware it doesn’t have subtitles on this platform.

Since purchasing a second generation iPad I have been increasingly using it to access media particularly as more apps have become available over time. iTunes has a wide range of movies however it is often hit and miss as to whether they have captions. In fact as a customer of Orange (mobilephone provider) I was offered a free movie each Thursday, however more often than not these movies had no captions so I was unable to enjoy this offer.

There are a few video player apps available for the iPad which I have tried out which allow me to access my media on my home network.  To date I have only found one which allows me to view subtitles and in some cases this required me to change the format of the movie for the subtitles to play.  I am still trying to work out how to get subtitles for programs that I have recorded using Windows Media Centre. 

BBC iPlayer, 4OD and ITV Player are all available on the iPad however of these only the BBC iPlayer allows subtitles to be viewed. I occasionally view You Tube videos on my iPad and whilst it is possible automatically caption videos on You Tube in my experience only occasionally are the videos captioned. Similarly videos on web pages are rarely subtitled even where the video has previously been shown with subtitles on TV. 

Lovefilm and Netflix are both available on the iPad but again it is pointless using these packages where there are no subtitles available.

I occasionally use my smart phone to view videos on web pages where these have subtitles and despite people saying that it will be difficult to watch the subtitles because of the size of them on the small screen I don’t personally have any problem. I also occasionally view YouTube clips on my smart phone. 

I have also used my smart phone to show subtitles using an app, to support movies where the subtitles are not available. In effect using my smart phone as a second screen as the subtitle viewer. For example I watched the final Harry Potter movie in a hotel whilst viewing the subtitles on my smart phone and whilst this allowed me to watch the movie I did have to get my partner to pause the movie so that the subtitles could catch up.

Issues that I face

I have touched on some of the problems that I face in the previous section so there may be some repetition here. With regular linear broadcasts I find that the pre-recorded programmes are reasonably well subtitled which is a positive reflection of the legislation and the increasing desire of broadcasters to exceed their targets. However there are occasions where the quality of the subtitles needs to be checked, where for example they are out of sync or inaccurate.  Also there appears to be an increasing trend for pre recorded programs to have live subtitles.

The main problem comes from live programs. For example subtitles may be slow to start which is particularly frustrating with news programmes where the pictures have been shown and then the text starts but by then the pictures for the next story are already being shown which is confusing. Also particularly with BBC news programmes where they have the headlines and then move on to regional news the subtitles simply disappear and so I have no idea what the news item is going to be about and whether or not I want to stay tuned for it. In other cases the subtitles may simply be inaccurate and providing the wrong information which can be puzzling at best and misleading at worst.

We also have programs which I refer to as “in betweeners” where the programme is not actually live but the subtitles are provided as if it is live. This may include programs such as X factor where the highlights of the previous day programme is shown as part of the show but the sections are still subtitled live. Occasionally I have also noticed some programs which are pre-recorded and yet have live subtitles as if it is a live program. For example the final of the Apprentice on BBC one where the subtitles were provided live yet the program had been recorded some time previously. In this case the subtitles were lost partway through the program much to the frustration of the deaf community who voiced their frustration via Twitter.

I have an EPG on my laptop and my two TVs however with these I’m unable to see if a program has subtitles on the front page and need to view into the information of the program to see whether or not it will actually have subtitles. This can be particularly frustrating where one showing of the same program includes subtitles and another doesn’t, particularly when planning my viewing only to find that the repeated version doesn’t have subtitles. This also impacts on the recording of programs using Windows Media Centre when occasionally a program has been recorded without subtitles and yet there was another showing available which did have the subtitles. Ideally I would like to be able to search for programs using subtitles as my search and also to view whether a program has subtitles on the front page of the EPG.

With catch up TV such as that shown on the various iPlayers one frustration is the time it takes for the content to include subtitles even where subtitles were available when the programme was shown on terrestrial TV.  In cases where the content is not subtitled for a few days then I believe it would be fair to actually extend the time that the content is available so that the deaf community do not lose out.

With video on demand it is frustrating that both Lovefilm and Netflix have no subtitles for the content in the UK. Apart from iTunes which appears to have an increasing number of captioned movies I am unaware of any other provider of video on demand content which has captioned content. I am particularly frustrated with Lovefilm as I’ve been a customer with them for a number of years and despite having a free allocation of movies each month to view online I am unable to enjoy these with subtitles.  

As mentioned earlier rarely are there any captions on videos on web pages and whilst I have expressed my concern over this to a number of administrators of web pages and typically received an apology, rarely has anything been done to get subtitles onto the videos. In some cases transcripts are available alongside the video however this is not the same and it’s pretty straightforward to actually add subtitles to videos particularly when a transcript is available.

Sharing my experience
So how does this impact on me and my family. First of all there is the frustration of having tuned in to watch a particular TV programme either by myself or with the family to find there are no subtitles for that programme. Even worse is to be partway through a programme having picked up the plot and getting into the story when the subtitles simply disappear. Personally I feel this is no different to the sound disappearing, in which case broadcasters provide a big apology and it is seen as a major failure of the broadcaster that the sound has disappeared. Ultimately this is a waste of my time. I could have scheduled to watch something else with subtitles or planned to watch the programme another time when it would have had subtitles.  There is also a temptation to obtain the programme on line where the subtitles are available. It is also frustrating for my family who wish to enjoy television at the same time.

If I’m watching a news programme I am expecting to educated by it and to gain knowledge so inaccuracies in a programme can be detrimental. If the inaccuracies are obvious it is frustrating but if they persist then there’s little point in me actually watching a programme so I switch it off. In the past I used to try to manage and simply watch the programme despite the subtitles disappearing or being inaccurate but I found this is just too much hard work now and due to the greater availability of content now I can switch over and watch something else. I think the quality of subtitles available and the availability of subtitles on different channels has ultimately impacted on the type of programmes that I watch and also where I look for information. 

Ultimately I become less involved in viewing certain channels which is interesting as these days broadcasters want to know how they’re doing, often asking for feedback on social media, in addition we are seeing more interactive commercials which are looking for an immediate response but I can’t participate if there are no subtitles. In my view broadcasters should be looking at subtitles in terms of involving the deaf community rather than just their obligation under the Communications Act 2003.

In my experience watching subtitles with my family has also improved their experience. For example when I went to see a Stagetext version of Evita a few years ago where subtitles were shown next to the stage, my partner said that she felt that she understood the story more particularly as the story was being sung quickly. Another example is where we sat down to watch the subtitled version of “Gone with the Wind”, one of her favourite movies which she is seen a number of times and she realised that the cotton pickers in the field actually said “It’s pulling time” and not “It’s pudding time” as she had previously thought. I also am more involved in the movie viewing and often end up explaining the plot to a movie which has had subtitles.

By including subtitles in movies it means that the whole family are included and we can view together. It also means that I can be involved with the education of my son when he watches Cbeebies and other children’s programmes I can see what he is hearing and see if it is appropriate for him. I can also get involved with what the programme is attempting to educate him and encourage this after the programme has finished.

Interestingly I’ve actually noticed inconsistency in the provision of subtitles with some of the material made available for children. For example having purchased some programs from the BBC through iTunes I found that the same material was subtitled when shown on TV it no longer has subtitles on iTunes, e.g. Numberjacks. This will make me think again when buying this material on iTunes. Conversely when watching Disney material on ITV have found that the same content is subtitled on DVD but not when shown on TV for example Jake and the Pirates. 

Seeing is Believing
This part of the presentation included four examples of the types of subtitling problems encountered. These were taken from recordings over the last week to demonstrate that the problems are current and also that I have not simply selected particular recordings to prove a point.

The first recording was of the BBC breakfast programme, a daily news programme, from 6 AM to 9 AM each morning. The recording showed the delay in subtitles of between 10 and 15 seconds. It also showed that when news stories moved from national to regional news the subtitles were lost. There was also a period of time in which the subtitles simply disappeared.

The second recording was of the X factor results show on ITV which had pre-recorded segments from the previous day’s show which were not subtitles despite being edited. In effect the entire show was treated as a live show with live subtitling.

The third recording was of a Channel 5 news update. These news updates appear partway through movies which themselves are subtitled. The frustration for the deaf viewer is being presented with a broadcast part way through their viewing which they are unable to understand. Similarly announcements between broadcasts and voice-overs at the end of a subtitled programme, typically during the closing credits, are frustrating as the deaf viewer is unable to share the information being transferred. If it is useful or necessary information then why cant it be subtitles?

The fourth recording was of  a BBC news item on the BBC News website which had previously been shown on the BBC news on BBC One and BBC World News both with subtitles but no subtitles were shown on the website version.

My Wish List
I would like to see all pre-recorded programmes include subtitles on the first showing so I don’t have to do wait for the subsequent showing which has subtitles. 

With live programmes I’d like to say an agreed measure of the quality of subtitling to include delays and accuracy, and for targets to be set and monitored separately and in addition to pre-recorded programmes. I believe that if a broadcaster is unable to maintain a reasonable short time delay of subtitles then the programme transmission should be delayed. 

In terms of what I called the “in betweeners” I’d like to see repeated live programmes have been subtitles edited and synchronised before their repeated both on terrestrial TV and on catch up. In my view no pre-recorded programmes should have live subtitling.

I’d like to see EPGs showing whether or not a program is subtitled in the first, top or main screen and to include a search option of subtitled programs rather than having to go through the information page for each program separately to see if it is subtitled.

Where broadcasts included subtitles in the original transmission then these should be shown in any subsequent transmission on any format by any subsequent channel regardless of where it was originally broadcast. Furthermore any content produced after the FCC ruling must be shown with subtitles in all formats regardless of the country of origin.

I think that all Video on demand content should include subtitles and as such the provider should not be able to make the content available until it does include subtitles. This should encourage the current video on demand providers to ensure the content is subtitled when they receive it rather than as an afterthought and so allow the deaf community to enjoy programmes as when they become available to the general public.

I would like to see all videos shown on the Internet to include subtitles. In my view whilst the provision of a transcript alongside a video is useful it does not replace the need for subtitles. I’d also like to see subtitles available through a second screen which would help overcome the issue where subtitles are not currently available for any material. Added to this I’d like to see some clarification of the legality of crowd sourced subtitles which are an invaluable resource to the deaf community when content providers have failed to provide equal access to their content.
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