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»« People with Disabilities

Traditional Media: Progress anc Sethacks

More thun 54 million Americans have disabilities: 55 million of them love severe disabilities! Among Americans
aged 65 and above, more than half have & disability, and nearly 37 percent have o severe disabilin About 15 percent of
the population. or 54.5 million people. have hearing trouble. and 11 percent, or 25.2 million experience vision trouble.
The incidence of hearing trouble increases sipnificantly with age, cccurring in up to 27.8 percent of Americans ages
65 to 74, and 427 percent of those over 75« Similarly, 14. 3 percent of those between 65 and 74 have vision disabilities,

as der 21,1 percent of individuals over 75.2

Newspapers/Printed Media

For most of the 2oth century, the blind and visually impoited had Bitle access to newspapers and other forms of
printed miedia. In 1969, Radio Reading Services, & group of nonprofit enterprises, started enhisting valunteers to
read newspapers and other prited materials over FM subcarrers called subsidiary communications authonzations
(SCAs)Y In the 19908, this service grew into a brasder program called Audie Information Services, which. in addi-

suxiliary audio chunnels on stereo TV,

ton to these FM channels, hay used the secondary audio program {SAP)
tebephones, and the Internet—{or distribution of these auvdio materdals? In 19gs, Newskine, a radio reading service
vun by the National Federation of the Blind, began nuiang USA Today, the
: o - Chicago Tribune, and The New York Times available to people with vision
New legislation requires CAED HTRRRG Qnt dRe Sl Terk LA e pe _
. " A toss by having these publications read aloud using 2 digitally synthesized
iy e E 3 y 2 ; e
TV sefs and other video voroe over the tclcphonc—. NFB-Newsline now offers telephone access to
devices to offer “interfaces” ever 300 newspapers, as well as an email service that transmits newspa-
: et text in a computer format that is accessible to “soreen readers” that
enabling these who cannot i y )
convert test to speech.?

- il £ —erreen = , . s, 3 . s
atiequately see en-screen Unfortunately, while those sarvices exist in various localities,
menus to receive audio there are huge gaps in their nationwide coverage. Most have threadbare

prompts, budgets und are locally run, m‘;wr;‘zk‘d by oniversities, public radio stations,
library systems, and nonprofit orgunizitions.? in recent yeurs, the transi-
tion from analog to digtiad radio and television has threstened the avails
ability of Radio Reading Services and other forms of Audio [nformation Services. To begin with, efforts fo increase
power for paorly received high-definition (HD} radio signals have been interfering with SCA braadeasts over analog
chanmels (SCAs used by reading services operating at 67kHz are marginally harmed, while those operatingat gokhz
are rendered useless for analog transmission).” 1n addition, vanous radio reading services are reporting diffulty
migrating o digital {forns of rmdio because they have not been able to convimee their FM nmin<channel hosts to carry
their services over digital audio broadeasting radio sttions, despite the greater bandwidth available to these stanons.”
According to those in the Audio Tufornmation Service field. the resistance seems to stem from two sources: confusion
ot the part of the digital channels over the copyright protections afforded marterials that are tanslated from text to
voice: and concerns by those channels about the use of profanity and vulgarity during on-air broadeasts, because read-
ing services do not typically edit or censor the printed pages read aloud for bsteners. Ax o resalt, at present, Audio
Information Service providers report that only one or two radio reading services are being provided on digital radio
sulbxarriers.”
Strmilarly, audio materials are less likely than before to be distibuted via TV transmissions, Although these
services onginally used the SAP channel on anadog television sets, they were eventually pushed off to make toom for

Spanish transiations wd, to 2 limited extent, video description” After the transition to digited TV, providers of these



services report that matters worsened because, like thelr digital radio counterparts, fow stations were willing to give

up the bandwidth needed to keep these services on the airn®

Television

It was not until the 1yes that people who were dealand hard of hearing got access to national mightly news television
programs, and not until the 19Qos that such sccess was expanded to include Jocal news programming. One of the
fiest breakthroughs come in 1973, when PBS. working withh WG BH/ The Caption Genter in Boston, began afring an
opercaptioned version of the A BC Frening News in thiee cities. As a result of pressure from the deaf conmmunity, dis-
tribution of the programming expanded to 1go stations the following vear, though the show atred at 51 p.m., notatthe
dinner hour when the rest of the country was viewing it® Closed captianing {which gives individusl users the option
to turn captions on and off) on television programming finally began o the 19803, when the three majer broudeast
networks (ABC, NBC, and CBS) and PES began alring some of their primetime programming with captions, sup-

ported i part by U.S. Departmient of Eduwcation grants. The Television Decoder Clicuitty Act of 1990 required thatall

television sets with screens farger than thirteen nches huve the capability to decode closed captions.® In 197 the FCC
set up benchunarks for video programming distributors™ (broadcast, cable, and satellite providers) toclosed captionan
increasing number of howrs of English- and Spanish-language programming over a 14-year period.®

At this fime, all new, non-exempt English- and Spanish-language programming must be closed-captioned ®
In 2011, the Twenty-First Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act (CVAA Y added o manedate {orall tele-
vision programs containing closed captions to retsin those captions when re-shown on the Internet?

Yot some disability advocates suggest that there are still problems. For instance, many stations gencralc cap-
tions for locally produced live news programs by using the textin the eleprompters.# Because teleprompter scripts
are prepared in advance, the captions upon which they rely can miss live held interviews or late-breaking news sto-
res.” In addigon, many new lnternet-based services offering monthly vental packages for movies and other program-
ming do et routinely closed caption all of their offerings. The CVAA
dozs not m(idress 111‘t6‘rzwt-rmgumted progemmailug of S8y other type of Digitat technology makes it
programning not hest shown on television, . . .
Emnergencies present a special problem. While FCC rules re- easier to share information
quire information about emergencies to be visually accessible to people in muttiple farmats, so an
who are deaf anfi E’mrd of hea ring. inl <‘smw.tz<m t}tft brefj ks into rc*guhri}'. online user can get text when
scheduled television programming and is provided in “news fashes’ o '
that crawl along the bottor of the sereen need oy be accompanied by audio is g resenfed and audio
an aural tore to alert those who are blind o visually impaired to find when visual information s
:morlk*‘r .n.wém SOUICE m% t}jc- ANROUIK ement. Gt’(ﬁi?:\i" ﬂ?t.‘.\t' alerts con- preseated.
tain critical emergency infornmation about trgent situations—such as
instruc fions for emergency response, the path of o dangerews harncane
or tarnade, and evacuation orders—some consumers have argued that people who are blind or visually impaired are
at sk of fife and property loss.® The CVAA addressed this gap by requiring all televised emergency information to

be accessible to this population.

Access to tadevision by people who are Blind or visually impaired got its start when, in 2000, the FCC
quired a limited amount of video description, a service that adds audio narratives to fill the natural pauses of a pro-
i, by the top four conumercial television broadeast networks and non-broadeast video programming distributors
in the largest markets * These rules were overturned by a {ederal court of appeals in 2002 for lack of Commission
authority.® bt have since been rovived through a clear grant of authority by Congress to the FCCin the CVAA® The
new legislation also requires TV sets and other video progranuning devices to offer interfuces that allow people who
cannot adequately see on-screen menus to recetve audio promipts to help them select programuming. change chan-
nels, and activate other contrals.® Finally, the CVAA is the first federal law to require, i achievable. that programming
guides and menus on navigation devices such ag converter buxes be made accessible 10 people whe are blind and

visually impeired.
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Radlo
New technologies may soon break new grourd by making radioaccessible to persons whe are deaf and severely hard
of hearing. On election night in 2008, NPR Labs, 2 nonprofit broadeast technology research and development center
afffated with Nationdd Public Radio, demenstiated & new captioned radio rechuology via its Daternet radio chanpels
in Boston, Marvland. Washington D.C.. Denver, and Phoenin® NPR Labs has also developed a car dashboard thet
provides passengers withy real-time captioning of the audio being broadeast over the mdio

NPR Labs has also develaped the Personalized Audio Information Service (PATS), which can direct standard
radics HD recelvers to preactively alert listeners to emergency messages, such as dangerous weather warnings ™ For
example, plans are o place for the PALS revelvers to inworpotade “wake up on alert” stgnaling, as well as sutomatic

sturage of eme TUENCY TIESRAges for re E)LI‘; on cornrmmnd. This svstern s o ihs tes ting pha.\'e.

New Media: Rew Oppottunities, New Gaps

Digital media bold great potential for people with disubilities for this simple ressore digitu] et 1s not inherortly
visual, audible, or tuctile, but rather may be rendered 1 many different formmts, including kvge print, speech, video,
and Braille. Digital technology can make it much easior to share information in multiple, or "redundant” fornats,
so it 1s far more likelv that an enline user can get text when audio s presented and audio when visual information is
presented. People with mobtliny disabilities may also benefit as voice dictation and on-sciee n kevboards can eliminate
the need to physically flip through pages or type.

Many websites offer muterial in both audie and visual formats but, crudially, even when they do not. new
tec hneologies, such as screen readers, can make sites accessible to people whe e blind or visually impaired. This
technology, which has been around since the 1g80s, can translate written test info audio. There also s technology
available that makes it possible for deaf-blind people to read Internet text through o Braille terninal connected to a
screen reader. Sich adaptive technologies have ermbled many people with disabilities to became carly adopters of

digital and P-bused technologies. For example, t l}c Cenlitton of Ovgani-

. ) . zations for Accessible Technology (COAT) consisting of ower 300 local
iFalink to an article

L

and national disability crganizations, has comwe to rely on new media &
tepic icted anly grap hicatly, hasted website, Faceboak, Twitter, email groups, ool to distribute, recerve,
: : and sharemformotion. These delivery methods lor news and information

mﬂﬂ‘;ﬁﬂ?ﬁ%ﬁ{ﬁ@%‘?&ﬁ ”gg 's {\lfj[&ll Iy Hh ARG GODVEDY Mg HOWWS G1d O €31

have zllowed for an unprecedented level of intemctivity by COAT e

H 3 = _it.§ .9‘5)' £ , L , s o

text label or "alt fag” that bers and other individuals with disabilities.»

tan be voiced by g screen But while many websites are screvn-readable, many are not—or

. : - T they have subsets of content that are not. For people witly disabilitics to
reader, then it is effechively i THE peopie ®E
fully benefit from the web, content needs to be caded in wavs that are

i i 2 varpd o ; ’ o ; - ;
inactessible to a web surfer compatible with assistive technalogies. If a link ro an article is depicted
who s blind, only graphically, without an accompanying text ibel or “alt tag” that can

be voiced by o screen reader, then its content i effectively immccessible toa

web surfer wheo is blind, Similacly ifon article o a2 web page licks organi-
zational structure, such as section and article headings, it can becorne tmpossible [or an assistive t@chs}{}lcrgj\" wger to
find the main comtent amidst surrounding, extraneous Tnformation, such as advertising or external links,

An Octobor 2000 survey of 668 screen reader users suggests that web content is lxcommo more accessible,
but the data 1s mived: 46,3 percent said that web content had becoime niore accessible; 333 percent thought its acees-
sibility had not changed: und 20.4 percent beheved ithad become Jess accessible. A little more than 3 percent found
soctal-media dtes to be "very accessible™ almost g3 percent found them “somewhat aceessible ™ and neatly 20 percent
found that they were “somewhat inaccessible.”™ More than 35 percent of respondents found that Hush technology. o
popuiar way of streaming video. was very ualikely to be accessible, and 271 pewent found that Hash was sonewhat
unlikely to be accessible.® The mast problematic sites were those requiring CAPTCHA {fmages presenting test used
to verify that the user is human)®

In a swvey of 1,121 screen reader users, conducted between Decemboer 2008 and fanuuy 200y, news sifes

rmaked lth among the 1o-mostoveided types of websites due to accassihility lssues #



Newspaper and magazine sites—as well as the websites of news and entertaimment shows—often create ex-
tra video clips thatare available online only. More often than not. the video content on these sites is notaccessible via
closed captioning or via video dexcription. Such barriers are compourided when the controls used to operate the video
plavers, typically embedded in thelr web pages, are also not accessible to people with fow or no vision.

These aud other preblems can be avolded i media sites comply with studards developed by the World Wade
Web Consortisen (W3C), induding the Web Content Accessibility Guadelines and the Authoring Tool Accessibility
Guidelines, which specify features that web creation software should have in order to produce accessible conrent.®
When followed. these guidelines enable people whe are blind to receive
synthesized speech output using textto-speech technology to gt access

) » : ‘ wWhite TV news has desed
to email, website content, SMS messages. and just about anything on ‘ i s

the Iuternet that is io text. captions, online video content
People with disabilities seeking to obtain news and informa- aften does not,

tion via thelr mobile simartphone also confront difficulties. Section 255
of the Commundcations Act requites fclecommunications equipment

and services to be usable by people with disabilities 1o the extent it is readily achisvable to mioke them »o.# This re-
quires manufacturers and service providers to identify accessibiliny barrers and ensure the usability and compatibility
of equipment and services throughout their product desian, developiment, and fabrcation processes. For example.
where visualinformanon is necessary to use a phone, nunufacturers we supposed to moke it possible for people whe
are Visually imipaired to bear audio prompts.

But while section 255 covers felecommunicstions and inteiconnected voice over TP fvolve communications
over the Interpet), its implementation has beon ermtic. Consumers complain that mest mobile phores remain in-
accessible 1o people who are visually tmpuired undess they also have expensive software, such as TALES or Mobiic
Speak.® The CVAA includes measures to improve accountability and enforcement of secdon 255 Inn addition, it ox
pands accessibility protections to advanced communication services on the Internet, including non-interconnected
vaice over [P volce communications over the [nteret that do not connect to the public switched telephone networks,
ematl, and instant messaging, & well as the products (such as smartphiones) that are used to tuke advantage of these
services.

Although some e-Readers have o text-to-speech feature that could be a boon w people wis are blind or visu-
ally impaired. the way these products were inttially devigned made it difficult for individuals who do not have sight to
find and furn on this feature. After the blind community raised objections . manufacturers reconfigured them with au-
dible promipts, enlarged tvpe, and tactile bumps to make themn more accessible to people unuble to see the controls.®

As noted above, new legislation will address some of the sccessibility problems thatexist in new media,® and

commescial ard nouprofit sactors are developing technologics o belp. toa la 2009, Google began providing tools
for adding cornputer-generated cdosed captions to videos posted on YouTube Those tools have made it easter to au-
tamistically add and time stamp) closed captions on videos. Some researchers are also exploring ways for people with
disabilitics to use applications in “the cloud” fle. hosted on the Internet at lurge rather thun stored on o partic ular
device], which might make it possible for people with disabiliies to use screen readers even when they are not at thel
own compufer.

What o bout Americans with other phiysical disabilities? As towns set up Internet hot spots in parks, librarics,
and schools, 1t is not clear bow many will be accessible to people iy wheelchaits or with other disabilities, despite the
Americans with Disabilittes Act's requiremients that they be so equipped.® It 1 also unclear whether Ebraries and
schoals are providing material in sccessible formats or offering sufhicient digital literacy training to people with dis-
abilifies. This may be of particular concem to lute-deafened adults and these with degenerative blindness whe did not
receive an education in assistive techoologies during their childhood.

In short. there remain significant barriers to new media for people with disabilities. In the past, new tech-
nologies have tended to neglect this community until developers and manufacturers were foreed to respond through
compliance with statutes or regulations. There is evidence that new media technology miay have inherent advantuges
that make it mote disability friendly—il policvimakers continue to address accessibiluy issues and companies incor

porate accessible features into the designs of their products.
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