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ABSTRACT 

A MODEL FOR OPTlMlSlNG SUBTITLES FOR DEAF AND 

HARD-OF-HEARING TELEVISION VIEWERS IN SOUTH AFRICA 

As a result of the lack of provision for Deaf and hard-of-hearing television viewers on 

South African television channels, there is a pressing need for research on ways in 

which to accommodate this community in this regard. Consequently, this study 

focuses on one possible solution to the problem, namely the optimal use of open 

subtitles for the benefit of this viewer group. 

There are three primary ways in which Deaf and hard-of-hearing television viewers 

are able to access information and entertainment, namely sign language, lip-reading, 

and subtitling. Subtitling is the most common method used for making television 

programrnes accessible to Deaf viewers. Currently, the dominant mode for subtitled 

programmes broadcast across SABC TV channels is open subtitling d11o to the fact 

that very few households have access to the decoders required for closed subtitling. 

At present, South Africa does not have specific legislation for subtitling for the Deaf 

viewer nor does the broadcasting industry follow any standardised set of subtitling 

guidelines. In addition, the number of programmes that are subtitled (or even 

intermittently subtitled) is limited and insufficient for Deaf viewers. This suggests that 

these viewers are not being adequately accommodated in terms of prograrrme 

viewing and do not have the necessary access to information. 

The first step in accommodating Deaf and hard-of-hearing television viewers 

effectively will be the standardisation and consistent application of subtitling 

guidelines. For this purpose, this study presents a model for optimising open subtitles 

for Deaf viewers. This model is devised by means of a synthesis of the parameters 

for closed subtitling and the subtitling needs of Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers in 

South Africa. In the process, those principles of closed subtitling that provide this 

group with all the information that are available to hearing viewers are transferred to 

open subtitling. The guiding principle nevertheless remains not to alienate the 

hearing audience by introducing unnecessary visual obstacles. 



OPSOMMING 

'N MODEL VIR DIE OPTlMALlSERlNG VAN ONDERSKRIFTE VIR DOWE 

EN HARDHORENDE TELEVISIEKYKERS IN SUID-AFRIKA 

As gevolg van die gebrek aan voorsiening wat daar op Suid-Afrikaanse televisiekanale 

gernaak word vir Dowe en hardhorende kykers, is daar 'n dwingende behoefte vir 

navorsing oor rnaniere waarop hierdie gerneenskap in die verband geakkornodeer kan 

word. Gevolglik fokus hierdie studie op een rnoontlike oplossing vir die problem, naarnlik 

die optimale gebruik van oop onderskrifte tot voordeel van hierdie kykergroep. 

Daar is drie prirnkre wyses waarop Dowe en hardhorende televisiekykers toegang tot 

inligting en verrnaak kan verkry, naamlik gebare'aal, liplees en onderskrifte. Onderskrifte 

is die rnees algernene rnetode om televisieprograrnme vir Dowe kykers toeganklik te 

rnaak. Tans rnaak die SABC uitsluitlik van oop onderskrifte gebruik aangesien baie rnin 

huishoudings toegang het tot die dekodeerders wat benodig word vir geslote 

onderskrifte. 

Huidiglik bestaan daar ook geen spesifieke wetgewing in Suid-Afrika rakende 

onderskrifte vir Dowe kykers nie, en daar bestaan ook geen gestandarjseerde stel riglyne 

vir onderskrfte nie. Verder is die aar~tal programme wat van onderskrifte voorsien word 

(of wat enigsens onderskrifte bevat) beperk en ontoereikend vir Dowe kykers. Gevolglik 

wil dit lyk asof daar nie voldoende voorsiening gemaak word vir hierdie kykers wat 

prograrnaanbod betref nie, en dat hulle ook nie die nodige toegang tot inligting het nie. 

Die eerste stap in die effektiewe akkornrnodering van Dowe en hardhorende 

televisiekykers sal die standarisering en konsekwente toepassing van riglyne vir 

onderskrifte wees. Om hierdie rede doen hierdie studie 'n model aan die hand vir die 

optirnalisering van oop onderskrifte vir Dowe kykers. Hierdie model is 'n sintese van die 

parameters vir geslote onderskrifte en die onderskrifbehoefte van Dowe en hardhorende 

kykers in Suid-Afrika. In die proses is daardie beginsels van geslote onderskrifte wat 

hierdie groep toegang gee tot al die inligting wat beskikbaar is aan horende kykers, 

oorgedra aan oop onderskrifte. Die onderliggende beginsel bly egter om nie die horende 

gehoor te vervreern deur onnodige visuele hindernisse te skep nie. 



A fundamental function o f  television subtitling i s  to reduce frustration caused to 
hearing-impaired viewers by being faced with silent moving mouths. 

ZTC Guide on Standards for Subtitling ( 1  999: 1 1). 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

1 .I. Contextualisation and problem statement 

~ e a f '  and hard-of-hearing viewers have three ways of accessing television 

material, namely through subtitles, sign language, and lip-reading (de Linde & 

Kay, 1999:37). Subtitling supplements the two other modes of communication 

in particular when sign language or lip-reading is not possible or available. 

Gottlieb (1998:247) distinguishes between two types of subtitling: 

t lntralingual subtitling (in the original language). 
t This includes: 

1. Subtitling of domestic programmes for the Deaf and hard of 
hearing. 

2. Subtitling of foreign-language programmes for language learners 

t Interlingual subtitling. 
t The subtitler crosses over from speech in one language to writing in 

another, thus changing mode and language. 

The majority of current subtitl~ng in South Africa is broadcast by the South 

African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) and can be classified as interlingual 

subtitling (only into ~nglish).' The SABC has not only been given a mandate 

concerning programming but also has its own views regarding language, 

services, and subtitling. In a document drafted in October 1994 and approved 

in February 1995, the SABC (1995) presents its view on subtitling as follows: 

There will also be use of sub-titling [sic] to facilitate sharing of 
programmes, language learning and comprehension by the hearing 
impaired. Subtitling, which is much cheaper, should play a significant 
role in local productions, especially news and actuality programmes, to 
facilitate access to and participation in South African affairs 
programmes by the public at large. 

' DEAFSA (2002a) points.out that the term "Deaf' is written with a capital " D  - in the same 
way as one refers to "Jewish people" using a capital "J". The British Deaf Association 
(BDA) suggests that deaf (lower-case "d") indicates the "audiological condition of not 
hearing", and Deaf (upper-case "D)  indicates "those deaf people who identify culturally 
and linguistically as members of the sign language-using Deaf community" (2000a). 

Although other broadcasters, such as e.tv and M-NET, do air subtitled programmes 
periodically, the focus in this study will be on the SABC as South Africa's "public service 
broadcaster" (SABC, 2002~). 



In practice, the SABC has not implemented this plan of action extensively, 

particularly when it comes to broadcasting subtitled programmes for the Deaf 

and hard of hearing. Thus, apart from the fact that there are only a limited 

number of subtitled programmes broadcast across SABC TV channels, these 

programmes have not been subtitled with Deaf audiences in mind nor are 

they aimed at the Deaf and hard-of-hearing community in particular (with the 

exception of Dtv - a 30 minutes programme dedicated to this viewer group). 

Although it goes without saying that a substantial population of Deaf and hard- 

of-hearing individuals rely greatly on programmes that are subtitled and 

signed in order to access information or entertainment, the implementation of 

subtitling proves somewhat problematic in South Africa. Various efforts have 

been made by individuals and organisations that represent and share in the 

interests of the Deaf and hard of hearing to bring their needs to the attention 

of the SABC. 

Notably, extensive negotiations have been conducted between DEAFSA~ and 

the SABC since 1990 in an attempt to address the needs of the Deaf in terms 

of basic access to television, information and subtitled material (Kruger, eta/. 

2000:40-42). Even though a need for subtitling for the Deaf and hard of 

hearing has been identified by this community and the SABC~, and brought to 

the attention of the SABC, Kruger, et a/. (2000:27) suggest that the SABC's 

main motivation in using subtitling is "to increase the market for programmes, 

as well as the accessibility thereof' and not to make issues such as language 

rights or the needs of the Deaf community priorities. 

What makes this persistent lack of provision for the Deaf and hard of hearing 

even more difficult to understand, is the fact that the SABC conducted a 

DEAFSA, formerly known as the National Council forthe Deaf (SANCD) was founded in 
1929. The Deaf Federation of South Africa (DEAFSA) is a "co-ordinating, umbrella 
organization which facilitates services to the South African deaf and hard-of-hearing 
communities" (2002a). 

4 This is clear from minutes of meetings between the then National Council for the Deaf 
(SANCD) and the South African Broadcasting Corporation (SABC) in 1993 (See Bester. 
1993). 



survey in this community during October 2001 (Dias, 2001). One of the 

objectives of this survey was to "try and understand the deaf community as a 

whole in terms of their general lifestyle issues and concerns; perceptions and 

thoughts about their television viewing habits, their needs, wants, 

expectations from TV as a whole; and then from deaf programming" (Dias, 

2001 : I ) .  

According to Dias (2001:3), a large percentage of Deaf people (93%) "claim to 

enjoy watching programmes specifically made for them. Therefore, these 

programmes are an important part of their lives". In addition, one of the 

findings was that "the deaf community simply wants more access to normal 

television program [sic] line-ups" and that this could be achieved by means of 

"signing programmes (specifically for the illiterate sector of the deaf 

community) or subtitling programmes (for the literate sector as well as for the 

illiterate sector, to aid as a [literacy] learning to01)~" (Dias, 2001:4). 

The above findings on the need for access to the normal television line-ups 

corroborate the findings of a study on subtitling in South Africa conducted by 

Kruger, Verhoef and Kotze (2000). According to Kruger, etal. (2000:88/89), 

the "large-scale introduction of subtitling" would make a significant 

contribution to increased access to information and entertainment by Deaf 

peop~e.~  The programmes identified by Kruger, et a/. (2000:88) as being 

popular among Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers, and that they watch on a 

regular basis, include: sport, films, news, soap operas, drama and sitcoms 

followed by game shows, talk shows, documentaries and educational 

programmes. 

5 According to DEAFSA (2002b), in South Africa. "approximately 66% of Deaf persons are 
functionally illiterate". 

6 According to the population census of 1996 (SA Statistics 2000:1.13), South Africa 
recorded a total of 2 657 714 disabled people. A total of 383 408 hearing impaired people 
were registered. In a summary report on subtitling in South Africa, Kruger and K ~ g e r  
(2001) state that, based on 1996 figures, the number of people with hearing disabilities 
who would benefit from subtitling is at least 1.5 million, but could be as many as 5 million. 



Unlike in South Africa where no legislation currently exists on subtitling, 

countries such as Australia, Canada, the UK, and the USA have legislation 

and guidelines in place for programmes for the Deaf and hard of hearing 

which contain subtit~ing.~ These countries use closed subtitling8 extensively to 

cater for the needs of the Deaf and hard of hearing. The main reason for this 

is that closed subtitling allows more freedom in terms of adapting subtitles for 

a particular audience, such as the Deaf and hard of hearing. 

Currently, the dominant mode for subtitling in South Africa is open subtitlesg, 

mainly due to the fact that the majority of the population does not have access 

to pay channels nor the required decoders1' when closed subtitling via 

teletext1' is used. Since subtitling for the Deaf and hard of hearing is done 

predominantly by means of closed subtitling in other countries, the use of 

open subtitling, in itself, poses limitations on optimising subtitling for the Deaf 

and hard-of-hearing community. 

Primarily, subtitled television comprises three main components: image, 

subtitles and spoken dialogue (de Linde & Kay, 1999:39). Since Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing audiences do not have access to spoken dialogue or any 

other auditory information, subtitling for this group has to include this 

information without obstructing viewing by hearing audiences. Although some 

7 See, for example: FEPDA, 1999; NADP, 2002; RNID, 2002; Robson, 2001a; and VOICE, 
200012001. 

Closed subtitling means that 'hidden data is embedded in a N programme" (Bester, 
1995:Z). In order to see the subtitles I captions you need a "decoder box" (Bester. 1995:2). 

Bester (19932) explains that "in the case of open captioned [or subtitled] programmes the 
text appears on the screen for everybody to see". 

10 lvarsson and Carroll (1998:175) define decoder as follows: 1. An electronic apparatus that 
transforms digital signals into information that can be used, like letters or words. 2. An 
apparatus attached to a television set that permits viewing of encoded satellite or cable 
programmes or closed subtitles, often called "black box". 

l '  Teletext is 'a system by means of which information is superimposed on a television signal 
and broadcast. The signals, concealed in the blanking lines, activate a charactergenerator 
in the television set, which creates the characters and mixes them into the television 
picture when a specified teletext page is selected" (Ivarsson & Carroll, 1998:179). 



research'' in South Africa has focused on the Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

community, there is still room for research on ways in which to address the 

need of this community to access any type of information, for example, 

through the optimal use of open subtitles. To date, the few studies13 that have 

been conducted in South Africa have not focused primarily on Deaf and hard- 

of-hearing television viewers nor have there been studies on ways in which to 

optimise open subtitling for the benefit of the Deaf and hard of hearing. 

On the basis of the above background the main questions this study will 

address can be formulated as follows: 

1. What are the parameters for open and closed subtitling? 

2. What are the subtitling needs of the Deaf and hard-of-hearing television 
viewers in South Africa? 

3. How can subtitling be optimised for the Deaf and hard-of-hearing 
community in South Africa within the limitations posed by open subtitles? 

1.2. Research aims 

Based on the questions listed above, the aims of the study will be to: 

t Determine the parameters for open and closed subtitling. 

t Determine the subtitling needs of the Deaf and hard-of-hearing television 
viewers in South Africa. 

t Propose a model for optimising subtitling for the benefit of Deaf and hard- 
of-hearing television viewers in South Africa within the limitations posed by 
open subtitles. 

l 2  See, for example: An Investigation into the Social Identity of the South African Deaf 
Community: implications for the Education of Deaf Learners (Ram, 1998). 

13 See, for example: Subtitling in South Afrca (Kruger, et a/. 2000); Theory and practice of 
subtitling: the case of Cyrano de Bergerac ( K ~ g e r ,  2000);and Summary report: Subtitling 
in South Africa (Kruger 8 Kruger, 2001). 



1.3. Method of investiaation 

Against the above background, the study will be conducted as follows: 

The following chapter will define subtitling, discuss terms related to subtitling 

such as open and closed subtitling, and identify subtitling parameters. The 

chapter will also present an overview of subtitling and captioning standards in 

countries such as Australia, Canada, the UK, and the USA as well as an 

overview of legislation pertaining to the volume of subtitling and provision for 

subtitling programmes for the Deaf and hard of hearing. The primary focus of 

this chapter, however, will be to highlight the principles of closed subtitling that 

could be applied in open subtitling. 

Chapter 3 will determine the subtitling needs of Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

television viewers in South Africa. This will be achieved by means of a 

situation analysis of subtitling in South Africa, including reports and 

background information on South Africa's public broadcaster, the SABC, as 

well as on interest organisations such as DEAFSA and The New Production 

Corporation (producers of Dtv). In addition, an informal survey was conducted 

in order to obtain information regarding the subtitling needs of a sample of 

Deaf television viewers as well as to determine whether open subtitles make it 

possible for these Deaf respondents to gain access to, and enjoy 7de ~ a a n ' ~ .  

These findings will be compared with similar research conducted by the SABC 

(Dias, 2001) and Kruger, Verhoef and Kotze (2000). 

In Chapter 4 a model for optimising subtitling for Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

television viewers in South Africa will be presented. This will be achieved 

through a synthesis of the analysis of the subtitling parameters as well as the 

subtitling needs of Deaf viewers. In the final chapter a summary of the model 

for optimising open subtitling for Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers will be 

presented and avenues for further research will be discussed. 

14 The Afrikaans soap opera, 7de Laan, has been chosen for the purpose of this study as the 
only consistent example of subtitling on SABC television (as will be discussed in 3.4. and 
3.4.1). 



CHAPTER 2: PARAMETERS FOR OPEN AND CLOSED SUBTITLING 

2.1. Introduction 

The primary aim of Chapter 2 will be to determine the parameters for open 

and closed subtitling. For this purpose, terminology relating to subtitling, such 

as captioning, open and closed subtitling, intralingual and interlingual 

subtitling, and subtitling parameters will be defined and discussed. This 

discussion will provide a working definition for subtitling. 

Subsequently, an overview of the international scene will be given. This 

overview includes examples of countries, such as Australia, Canada, the UK, 

and the USA, that broadcast subtitled programmes to their Deaf and hard-of- 

hearing viewers and implement legislation that provides some structure for 

the volume of subtitling in each country. 

In this section, reference will also be made to two guides for closed subtitling, 

namely the ITC Guide on Standards for Subtitling (1 999) and the BBC 

Subtitling Guide (1998). These documents are examples of comprehensive 

guides for subtitling. Lastly, overlapping qualities found in these guides will 

be discussed with the objective of highlighting those principles of closed 

subtitling that are applicable to open subtitling. This application should not 

only allow Deaf and hard-of-hearing audiences optimal viewing but also 

improve and allow greater access to information. 

2.2. Definitions 

Before a comparison between the characteristics of open and closed subtitling 

can be presented, terms related to subtitling have to be clarified and defined: 

Therefore, this section will attempt to arrive at working definitions for 

subtitling which includes captioning and intralmgual and interlingual 

subtitling; open and closed subtitling; and subtitling parameters. 



2.2.1. Subtitling 

Bester (1 995:2) explains that the most common method used for making 

television accessible to the Deaf and hard of hearing is "captioning", also 

referred to as "subt i t~ in~" . '~  Robson (2001~) makes a further distinction by 

stating that "subtitles" are intended for "hearing audiences" and "captions" for 

"deaf audiences". With another view in mind, "subtitling" and "captioning" are 

used interchangeably. For example, what a North American television 

company would call "captioning," a British television company would call 

"subtitling" (Robson, 2001 h). 

Clark (2001), however, proposes that subtitles and captions actually have 

very little in common: subtitles are always open, they are a translation, and 

"assume you can hear the phone ringing, the footsteps outside the door, or a 

thunderclap". Captions, in contrast, are usually closed, are in the same 

language as the audio, and "notate sound effects and other dramatically 

significant audio". A subt~tled programme "can be captioned" (subtitles first, 

captions later) while captioned programmes "aren't subtitled after ca;tioningp. 

Although these different viewpoints define subtitling and captioning, lvarsson 

and Carroll (1 998) provide a definition which will form the basis for this study's 

working definition of subtitling. lvarsson and Carroll (1998:178) define 

"subtitles" as "text which represents what is being said on the screen whether 

it is a visible, open subtitle or a closed teletext subtitle which can be added to 

the picture if viewers so wish, provided they have a teletext decoder in their 

television set". In contrast, "captions" are defined as "text that has been 

'' By way of explanation, subtitling is a form of "audio-visual language transfer" (de Linde & 
Kay, 1999:l). According to Luyken (1991:ll). "Language Transfer describes the means by 
which a film or television programme is made understandable to target audiences who are 
unfamiliar with the source language in which the original was produced". Primarily, 
Language Transfer may either be "visual' or "aural" (de Linde & Kay, 1999:l). 

Luyken (1991:40) proposes that the two main methods of Language Transfer currently in 
use are "subtitling" and "revoicing" (with possible combinations). The former technique 
consists of "superimposing the text onto the picture" (this process is called subtitling) and 
the lattertechnique consists of "replacing the original voice track of the programme or film 
by a new one" (de Linde & Kay, 1999:l). 



inserted in the original picture by the maker of the film or programme (or a title 

that replaces it)" (Ivarsson & Carroll, 1998:174). 

At this point, it is necessary to make a further distinction between two types of 

subtitling, namely intralingual subtitling and interlingual subtitling (de Linde 

and Kay, 1999:l l). Fundamentally, the distinction lies in the different subtitling 

requirements for Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers. 

lntralingual subtitling is defined as a process aimed at "reproducing, in a 

written form, the dialogue of a television programme to enable deaf and hard- 

of-hearing people to access spoken information" (de ~ i n d e  & Kay, 

1999:10111). lntralingual subtitling is also known as Same Language 

Subtitling, and it is used "for television programmes which are broadcast to 

different language communities with the relevant subtitle version encoded" 

(Dries, 1995:26). This type of subtitling is established in countries that make 

provision for the volume of subtitling by implementing legislation and practical 

guidelines for subtitling programmes. 

Interlingual subtitling, on the other hand, is defined as subtitling "from one 

language into another language, and from spoken dialogue into a written, 

condensed translation which appears on the screen" (Dries, 1995:26). It is 

also "for foreign language films" or "non-native languageusersn (de Linde & 

Kay, 1999:llZ). lnterlingual subtitling is the only type of subtitling that is 

extensively available to Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers in South Africa. 

In spite of making reference to interlingual subtitling or interchangeable 

captioning, Kilborn (1 989:427) suggests that the main purpose of most 

subtitling is going to remain that of "converting continuous or intermittent 

speech and dialogue into a form in which it can be read". Subtitled television 

is a medium for accessing information and according to de Linde and Kay 

(1 999:39) subtitles have to "synchronize with both speech and image", 

"present an accurate interpretation of a dialogue", and "remain on screen long 

enough for them to be read by viewers". However, what determines the "basic 

characteristics of the medium" is the integration of these components: the 



image, spoken dialogue, and subtitles, along with viewers' reading capacities 

(de Linde & Kay, 1999:39). For the purposes of this study subtitling is viewed 

as one of the principal means through which the Deaf and hard of hearing are 

able to access information which is presented on screen (Dries, 1995:26). 

2.2.2. Open and closed subtitling 

Open subtitling is defined by lvarsson and Carroll (1998:177) as "a subtitle 

which is [an] integral part of the film or programme". Open subtitles cannot be 

removed by the viewer and are followed by both the hearing and Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing audience. 

Closed subtitling is defined, by lvarsson and Carroll (1998:174), as "a subtitle 

of the teletext type that can be viewed by means of a decoder and character 

generator in the television set". Closed subtitling is used extensively, 

specifically for audiences with specific needs, such as the Deaf and hard of 

hearing. Even though legibility may be compromised, teletext type subtitling is 

less intrusive than open subtitling, thus allowing greater access to the content 

of the programme. Not only can the viewer choose to have subtitles 

displayed, but closed subtitling may provide Deaf audiences with additional 

information that does not, necessarily, obstruct viewing by hearing audiences. 

However, in South Africa there are economic and policy factors to consider. 

Therefore, it is important to highlight applicable principles of closed subtitling 

to open subtitling in order to ensure optimal viewing as well as improved and 

greater access to information, for both the hearing and Deaf and hard-of- 

hearing television viewer. 

2.2.3. Subtitlina ~arameters 

Parameters can be defined as "a set of facts or a fixed limit which establishes 

or limits how something can or must happen or be done" (Procter, 

1995:1025). As there are no subtitling standards for subtitling programmes 

specifically for the Deaf in South Africa, the way in which information is 



presented to Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers becomes important to 

consider. 

Importance is attributed to standards of subtitling for the Deaf viewer for 

various reasons. For example, according to the Review of Captioning 

Standards submitted by the Australian Caption Centre in February 1999, 

captioning standards are important, and required, as they ensure a uniform 

presentation standard across networks and regions. Furthermore, they 

provide a level playing field for all networks to provide the same standard, 

thus not giving cost advantage to a network that feels it can provide low 

quality captions that are inappropriate for the audience. They also allow for 

better sharing of caption files if they are all produced to the same general 

standard. It is therefore important to set up industry training programs and 

accredit captioners to the standards and to provide a very clear guideline for 

regulatory authorities (such as the ABA) if a complaint is made about 

standards. The standards are a result of sixteen years of consultation and 

development with the Deaf and hard of hearing communities, and are 

currently being used by all Australian networks. 

In the context of Europe, Karamitroglou (1 997) belleves that instead of 

imposing new subtitling conventions, large satellite broadcasting companies 

have stressed the need for "a unifying code of subtitling practices" that would 

allow them to reach varied audiences. Guides for subtitling specifically for 

Deaf audiences contribute to the process of structuring the way information is 

best presented to and accessed by the viewer. 

Therefore, two guides for subtitling will also be discussed as examples of how 

subtitles may be structured in order to allow Deaf viewers to have greater 

access to information. The following guides from the UK, will be analysed: the 

ITC Guide on Standards for Subtitling (1 999) and the BBC Subtitling Guide 

(1998). These guides are comprehensive, practical and provide extensive 

examples.'6 Other guides, such as A Code of Good Subtitling Practices 

16 There is one other guide, A handbook for television subtitlers, by Robert Baker (1 984). 
After numerous requests, I have not been able to obtain a copy. 



(1998) proposed by Mary Carroll and Jan Ivarsson, and Towards a 

Standardisation of Subtitling Practices in Europe: Guidelines for Production 

and Layout of TV Subtitles (1 997), proposed by Fotios Karamitroglou, do not 

focus extensively on subtitling for Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers." 

2.2.4. Working definitions 

For the purposes of this study, a working definition of subtitling is presented 

as follows: 

Subtitling is dialogue which is transferred into visible text. This text is 

representative of what is being said on screen and appears for everybody to 

see. It is, thus, intended for the Deaf as well as the hearing television viewer. 

In this study, captioning will be referred to as an interchangeable term to 

subtitling. Reference to subtitling includes the two modes of subtitling, namely 

open subtitling (visible on screen - cannot be switched off) and closed 

subtitling (teletext type -the viewer with decoder chooses whether or not to 

watch the subtitles). This study will only concern itself with countries that 

transfer spoken dialogue into a written condensed version primarily for the 

benefit of Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers, that is, for improved and greater 

access to information. Finally, parameters will refer to the set of limitations 

and possible alternatives this study will be presented with in determining 

which principles of closed subtitling may be applied to open subtitling in order 

to optimise viewing. 

2.3. O ~ e n  subtitling and closed subtitling 

Television is "vital in defining the cultural landscape of modern societies and 

provides a primary source of information, education and entertainment" 

(RNID, EFHOH & FEPEDA, 2002:3). Television is also a medium whereby 

l7 Secondary references will also be made to: de Linde and Kay (1999); FEPEDA (1999); 
lvarsson and Carroll (1998); and Luyken (1991). 



Deaf people are able to acquire necessary information. In addition, television 

offers a programme maker the opportunity to code information by four 

different "signal routes" (Roffe, 1995:219) or "simultaneous channels" 

(Gottlieb, 1998:245): 

+ The verbal auditory channel (including dialogue, background voices, and 
sometimes lyrics). 

+ The non-verbal auditory channel (including music, natural sound and 
sound effects). 

+ The verbal visual channel (including superimposed titles and written signs 
on the screen). 

+ The non-verbal channel (picture composition and flow). 

The coded information which is presented through these channels, in 

particular through the verbal visual channel, is clearly available to both the 

hearing and Deaf viewer. Both groups are able to view and access the 

information in the form of open subtitles. However, in South Africa, information 

is not available to either group as closed subtitling, the form used in other 

countries. Therefore, in order to include characteristics best suited to optimise 

viewing and allow for greater informational accessibility, the two modes of 

subtitling, open subtitling and closed subtitling, will be discussed. 

Open subtitling is defined as a subtitle which is an "integral part of the film or 

programme and cannot be removed" by the viewer (Ivarsson & Carroll, 

l998:177). Open subtitles are "inseparable from the image" (Dries, l995:26) 

and have the advantage of reaching a wider audience. In addition, open 

subtitling allows for a greater exposure of other languages and cultures 

(Bester, 1995:l l )  for the benefit of allowing viewers, such as the Deaf and 

hard of hearing, to be better informed and to improve their reading. 

Open subtitling, however, has the disadvantage of making "unwarranted 

demands on the traditional TV audience's powers of concentration" (Kilborn, 

1993:643), thus drawing the viewer's attention "away from the visual action 

which some see as being at the centre of the television experience" (Kilborn, 

1993:643). However, it is necessary to provide Deaf viewers with the same 



information that is available to hearing viewers. This information, however, 

should not be presented in a way that will obstruct viewing. 

In contrast, closed subtitling is defined as "a subtitle of the teletext type that 

can be viewed by means of a decoder and character generator in the 

television set" (Ivarsson & Carroll, 1998:174). According to Luyken (1 991 :68) 

teletext is "the most flexible transmission technique to convey subtitles for a 

multilingual audience" and will remain optional as long as the viewer selects to 

view them, unlike open subtitles which will always appear on the screen. The 

advantage of closed subtitling is that additional information, otherwise made 

available to the hearing audience (by virtue of the soundtrack), may be 

accessed by the Deaf viewer alone. 

Closed subtitling further presents the platform for technological improvements. 

Gottlieb (1998:248) refers to technological advancements that will lead to 

personal subtitling (choosing between different styles and levels of subtitling). 

Another advancement, according to lvarsson and Carroll (1 998:130-131), is 

providing viewers with programmes where a choice of several sets of subtitles 

may be selected in order to best suit a viewer's reading skills. 

Disadvantages of closed subtitling include the fact that the "pace of 

programmes" cannot be expected to convey the full range of information 

contained in the television image (ITC, 1999:4). Depending on the character 

generator, an added drawback is the lim~ted "spacing and number of characters 

available on screen" (Ivarsson & Carroll, I998:13O). 

Undoubtedly, both hearing and Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers may benefit 

from open subtitles. Not only does open subtitling have the potential to 

enhance reading skills, thus contributing to literacy, but different groups of 

audiences may be fully accommodated as no decoder is need. However, 

lvarsson and Carroll (1998:129) point out that the subtitles that take the 

specific hearing and reading difficulties of the Deaf into consideration are "the 

closed subtitles which are prepared specifically for this target group". 



In addit~on to Deaf and hard-of-hearing television viewers there are other 

groups that may benefit from open subtitling and subtitling in general. 

Subtitling not only provides additional, otherwise necessary, information 

services to a larger audience but it is specifically accessible to "people 

learning a second language, people with learning disabilities and children 

starting to read (RNID, EFHOH & FEPEDA, 2002:5). The Voice Project 

(2001) established that through effective subtitling, Deaf parents have the 

opportunity to check the contents and quality of the television programs 

watched by their hearing children. Furthermore, Deaf husband and wife, but 

also Deaf and hearing people together, being offered equal opportunities, can 

take an active part in the scenes of subtitled programs, debate and laugh 

together and simultaneously at witty remarks. Deaf people can also pass 

information obtained through subtitles to friends and colleagues, and the Deaf 

user has the chance to choose hislher favourite program at any time of the 

day. 

Apart from the modes of subtitling, technological advancements (see 3.3.3) 

are certainly improving the quality of information delivery, that is, how 

subtitling is being provided and, in turn, accessed. For example, in 1999 a 

worksh~~-seminar'~ was held in Bologna where it was established that 

different technological applications are used for subtitling "according to the 

various types of programs [sic] (DVD technology, speech recognition system, 

stenotype for the subtitling of the live coverage of events)". Impressively, 

digital broadcasting is rapidly changing the face of transmitting information, as 

seen in Digital Video Broadcasting (DVB Subtitling). 

Countries such as the USA are using 'simpler technology', such as decoders, 

in order to access information via closed subtitling. Other countries, such as 

Australia, Canada, and the UK, also make provision for the volume of 

subtitling and implement functional legislation for subtitling for Deaf and hard- 

of-hearing television viewers, as will be discussed in the following section. 

'' The new digital technology to overcome handicaps: Experiences and prospects of 
European broadcasters. 



and sign language interpretation is rare in EU member states and accession 

countries" (RNID, EFHOH & FEPEDA, 2002:lO). 

RNID, EFHOH and FEPEDA (2002:3) therefore propose that European and 

national decision makers and National Regulatory Authorities (NRAs), as well 

as broadcasters and consumer electronic manufacturers, play a central role in 

achieving "equal access to broadcasting for deaf and hard of hearing people". 

RNID, EFHOH and FEPEDA (2002:3) are not only calling for the necessary 

co-operative provision to ensure that Deaf and hard-of-hearing people are 

"not excluded from access to TV broadcast services" but also for European 

and national decision makers and NRAs to take action, through the review of 

Television Without Frontiers Directive (TVWF)." The review will ensure that 

"broadcasters increase the amount of subtitling and also sign language 

presentation and interpretation across all platforms, programme types and 

times of day" (RNID, EFHOH & FEPEDA, 2002:14). 

Noticeably, in South Africa there is no functional legislation for subtitling 

material and a lack of fully subtitled programmes for Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

television viewers broadcast across SABC TV channels. The only sign 

interpreting can be found in 5-minute news bulletins on SABC3. Although 

programmes such as Generations and Muvhango (broadcast on SABC1 and 

SABC2 respectively) are intermittently subtitled, 7de Laan (also broadcast on 

SABC2) is currently the only fully subtitled programme that accommodates 

Deaf and hard-of-hearing audiences as well as audiences who do not 

understand Afrikaans but are able to follow English subtitles. Dtv, on the other 

hand, is a 30 minutes programme specifically produced for Deaf viewers but 

only broadcast once a week, on Sundays from 12:30-13:00, on SABC3. 

Although it offers Deaf viewers information and entertainment, this 

programme alone, is insufficient. 

Submission to the European Commission on Subtitling and Sign Language for the Report 
on the Application of the 'Television Whoof Frontiers Directive', July 2002. 
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Significantly, in contrast to the situation in EU member countries and South 

Africa, countries such as Australia, Canada, the UK, and the USA make use 

of subtitling extensively. In these countries, where there is an established 

production of audio-visual material, intralingual subtitling is commonly used. In 

addition, there is legislation as well as guides on subtitling programmes. The 

following brief overview will thus focus on the form (open subtitling or closed 

subtitling) or system of subtitling2', legislation on subtitling, and the 

percentage of programmes that are subtitled in these countries. 

2.4.2. Australia 

In Australia, teletext captions are used. In terms of legislation, The Television 

Broadcasting Services (Digital Conversion) Act of 1998 contains a clause 

which stipulates that all Australian free-to-air broadcasters must "caption all 

news and current affairs programs and all programs shown in prime time 

(6:OO PM to 10:30 PM)", as from January 2001 (Robson, 20019). 

Quotas concerning captioning in Australia are further applicable to 

commercial licence holders and national broadcasters (i.e. ABC and SBS), 

when the licence holder commences broadcasting in digital, and applicable to 

the analogue as well as the digital services (Australian Caption Centre, 2003). 

There are, however, a number of exemptions such as non-English language 

programmes and music programmes that have no vocal content (Australian 

Caption Centre, 2003). 

In terms of significant captioning organisations, The Australian Caption Centre 

(1982) is Australia's largest captioning organisation. The Centre promotes 

captioning and the use of captioning to the Deaf and hearing impaired. It also 

'' By way of explanation, according to the Australian Caption Centre (2003) countries using 
"the PAL system of television (most of Europe) use teletext captions" while countries using 
The NTSC television system (North America) use the Line 21 captioning system". In 
addition, 'subtitling" and "captioning" are used interchangeably: what a North American 
television company would call 'captioning", a British television company would call 
"subtitling" (Robson, 2001h). 



provides a wide range of free information services about captioning and aims 

to develop and expand captioning. 

In New Zealand, teletext captions are also used but no legislation is in place 

covering captioning. Consequently, most of the captioning that is done in New 

Zealand is paid for by Government grant. An example of this is Television 

New Zealand (which runs N 1  and TV2), the only captioning organisation in 

operation. Funding has also allowed for programmes to be captioned as from 

April 2000 (HearingLoss, 2002). The allocation of $1.4 million by NZ On Air 

was provided for television captioning in New Zealand and is shared among 

the three main television networks (TVI, N 2  and N 3 ) .  This funding "will 

cover the captioning of 65 hours of programming per week" (HearingLoss, 

2002). 

2.4.3. Canada and the United States of America 

In contrast to Australia, Line 21n captions are used in Canada. The Canadian 

regulations are governed by the Canadian Radio-Television Commission 

(CRTC). In 1995, the CRTC set captioning requirements for English language 

stations to be implemented by the end of the licence term, that is, within a 

period of seven years (by 2002). Stations were encouraged to caption all 

news and 90% of other programmes (Australian Caption Centre, 2003). In 

October 2002, the Canadian Broadcasting corporation committed to 100% 

captioning of all its English languagetelevision and Newsworld (Australian 

Caption Centre, 2003). 

As in Canada, the USA uses Line 21 captions. Notably, the USA also has 

extensive captioning legislation covering all forms of video presentation 

whether it is delivered on free-to-air television, pay (cable) television, video or 

DVD (Australian Caption Centre, 2003). As captioning quotas are covered by 

The Telecommunications Act of 1996 and various rulings from the Federal 

'' According to Robson (2001 b) "closed captions are captions that are hidden in the video 
signal, invisible without a special decoder. The place they are hidden is called line 21 of 
the vertical blanking interval 0181)". 



Communications Commission (FCC), basic requirements and deadlines will 

ultimately ensure that "100% of non-exempt new programming [will] be 

captioned by 2006" and that "75% of old programming [will] be captioned by 

2006" (Australian Caption Centre, 2003). 

This will be achieved as "all 'new' (aired for the first time on or afler January 

1998) video programming must be captioned by January 2006. This is a 

phase-in, requiring 25% of programming by January 2000, 50% by January 

2002, and 75% by January 2004"; "for 'old' programming (aired for the first 

time before January 1998), 30% must be captioned by January 2003, and 

75% by January 2008"; and "with Spanish-language programming, the 

deadline is 2010 for new programming and 2012 for old programming" 

(Robson, 2002). In effect, for 'new' programming, airing for the first time afler 

the effective date of the law, the FCC is allowing an eight-year transition 

period with "milestones" along the way. At the end of that eight-year period 

(as of January 2006), all new programming must be captioned (Robson, 

2001 e). 

In terms of accessing teletext type subtitling, decoder chips are required and 

also covered by legislation. The Television Decoder Circuitry Act of 1990 

(Public Law 101 431) mandates the addition of decoder chips in US. 

televisions (Robson, 2001f). This would mean that "as of July, 1993, when the 

Television ~ecoder Circuitry Act took effect, roughly 500,000 standalone 

decoders had been sold, and roughly 1,000,000 televisions with caption 

decoders" (Robson, 2001d). Since that date, roughly "20,000,000 televisions 

per year are being sold with caption decoders in them" indicating that there 

are "close to 150,000,000 TVs with decoders in North America" as of 2001 

(Robson, 2001d). 

2.4.4. The United Kin~dom 

The type of subtitling used in the UK is closed subtitling. In terms of 

legislation, the introductory section of the ITC Guide on Standards for 

Subtitling (1999:3) establishes that "[tlhe Broadcasting Act 1990, Section 35, 



requires Channel 3 licensees to provide minimum amounts of subtitling for 

deaf and hard-of-hearing people and to attain such technical standards in the 

provision of subtitling as the ITC specifies". Public broadcaster stations, 

however, such as BBCl and BBC2, are not bound to caption (Australian 

Caption Centre, 2003) but have, nonetheless, undertaken self-imposed 

quotas (based on the requirements of the commercial television stations) that 

will see 80% of all programming captioned by 2004. 

In Ireland, closed subtitling is also used. The National Association for Deaf 

People (NADP) is running a campaign to amend the lrish Broadcast Bill. This 

Bill does not recognise the importance of television subtitling to the Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing community nor does it make any recommendation for a 

minimum quota of subtitles on lrish N (NADP, 2002a). NADP has, therefore, 

campaigned for 50% of all programmes, on lrish N Stations, to be subtitled 

by the end of 2001 (NADP, 2002a). With an estimated minimum of 100 000 of 

the half a million Deaf and hard-of-hearing that would benefit directly from 

subtitles, NADP feels that the 50% should rise to 100% by the end of 2006, 

and include a minimum of 10% of signed television (NADP, 2002a). 

In summary, countries such as Australia, Canada, the UK, and the USA, 

serve as examples of countries that use subtitling extensively. They make 

provision for the volume of subtitling and implemented functional legislation 

for subtitling programmes by setting deadlines for the programmes that do not 

contain subtitling. By 2010 Canada, the UK, and the USA should have 50% to 

100% of their programmes subtitled. This is significant in that different viewer 

groups, such as the Deaf, will be provided with greater access to information. 

Since subtitling for the Deaf and hard of hearing is done predominantly by 

means of closed subtitling or teletext captioning in these countries, the use of 

open subtitling, in itself, poses limitations on optimising subtitling for Deaf 

South African viewers. The following is a discussion of the two guides for 

subtitling programmes, specifically for Deaf viewers, as well as the importance 

of subtitling standards. 



2.5. Subtitling ~arameters 

As outlined in 2.2.3 the objectives of this section are to determine the 

principles of closed subtitling as well as practical standards and to apply these 

to open subtitling, in order to optimise viewing for Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

television viewers in South Africa. In order to extract overlapping qualities and 

identifiable parameters that are equally represented in both the ITC Guide on 

Standards for Subtitling (1 999) and the BBC Subtitling Guide (1 998), these 

guides will be analysed in terms of the following categories: 

4 Appearance on screen 
4 Comprehensiveness of information 
4 Reading speed 
4 Sound effects 
4 Synchronisation and time 

By way of introduction, the ITC Guide on Standards for Subtitling (1999) is a 

document that provides "guidance on the technical standards which are to be 

attained in the production and presentation of "closed subtitles" and it does 

not apply to "open" or "in-vision" captions (ITC, 1999:3). The technical 

standards for subtitle transmission are covered separately by the ITC 

Technical Performance Code. The BBC Subtitling Guide (1 998), similarly, 

presents requirements for .. "subtitling television programmes for the benefit of 

deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers in the UK" (BBC, 1998:3). 

The ITC Guide (1 999:5) suggests that the "craft" of the teletext subtitler is to 

meet certain objectives while working within the constraints imposed by the 

teletext medium. These objectives, or what may also be referred to as "the 

priorities for effective subtitling", can be summarised as follows (ITC, 1999:4): 

1) Allow adequate reading time. 
2) Reduce viewers' frustration by: 

a) attempting to match what is actually said, reflecting the spoken word with 
the same meaning and complexity, without censoring; 

b) constructing subtitles which contain all obvious speech and relevant 
sound effects; and 

c) placing subtitles sensibly in time and space. 



Without making unnecessary changes to the spoken word, construct 
subtitles which contain easily-read and commonly-used English sentences in 
a tidy and sensible format. 
In the case of subtitles for children, particular regard should be given to the 
reading age of the intended audience. 

The BBC Guide (1 998: 3) also proposes that "different types of programme, 

different items within a programme, and even different sections within an item, 

will require different subtitling approaches". Therefore, the subtitler should 

always take the context into account, "judge carefully which practices need to be 

given precedence over others in a given programme", and from the presented 

guidelines "match those that are applicable to the "style of the programme" 

(BBC, 1998:3). 

With a similar viewpoint, RNID, EFHOH and FEPEDA (2002:8) suggest that 

countries in Europe are "accustomed to different quality standards and 

formats for their subtitles" and believe that "some minimum standards are 

necessary to ensure that subtitles and sign language are accessible to all". 

Regarding EU member countries, RNID, EFHOH and FEPEDA (2002:8) 

suggest that National Regulatory Authorities (NRAs) should "monitor the 

quality of subtitling (e.g. speed, font, colour, layout and format) and sign 

language interpretation and consult with national organisations for Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing people over user requirements, and introduce national 

standards, where appropriate, to ensure that subtitling and sign language 

services are accessible to all". To this end, RNID, EFHOH and FEPEDA 

(2002:9) suggest the following minimum standards be taken into 

consideration: 

+ Good contrast and solid background for subtitles. 
+ Reasonable font size and legible characters. 
+ A reasonable reading speed through editing, ensuring that great care is 

taken so that the whole meaning of the broadcast is conveyed. 

Requirements for subtitling programmes for Deaf audiences, as outlined in 

guides for closed subtitling, contribute to the process of structuring the way 

information is presented to the Deaf viewer. The ITC Guide (1 999) and the 

BBC Guide (1998) are thus analysed in terms of the following categories: 



2.5.1. Appearance on screen 

+ Speaker visibilitv 

In order to identify a speaker an option could be to highlight the different 

speakers of a programme by using colours. A limited range of colours can be 

used to distinguish speakers from each other, namely yellow, cyan (light blue) 

and green (BBC, 1998:6). However, the unnecessary use of cyan and green 

should be avoided, as viewers with poor eyesight find these colours difficult to 

read. Emphasis should be placed on the fact that once a speaker has a colour, 

she should keep that colour throughout the programme. A more practical 

approach would be to indent text dialogue by using (-) at the beginning of 

each line when there is an individual speaker (Ivarsson & Carroll, 1998a). 

Another option for identifying a speaker could be to insert the name of the 

character before the translated dialogue appears as text. This could be done 

by using character-name labels for clarification (ITC, 1999:14). For example: 

John: I thought you were coming home. On the other hand, the source of 

speech could be labelled. For example: LOUDSPEAKER: "And they're off!". 

Other situations "where the source of speech is not immediately apparent 

include telephone voices, radios, announcements, etc." (ITC, 1999:14). 

In addition, according to the ITC Guide (1999:17), "single quotes I...' can 

indicate non-synchronous speech" (for example, a voice-over or thoughts) and 

"double quotes "..." can suggest mechanically reproduced speech" (for example, 

radio, loudspeakers etc. or a quotation from a book). Also, "text in brackets can 

indicate whispered speech or asides" and "brackets can also be used to indicate 

the way in wh~ch a person speaks" (for example, (SLURRED) He has gone.) 

(ITC, 1999: 17). 

Yet another option for identifying speakers is to indicate an off-camera 

speaker through symbols. This can be done by using "either the teletext left- 

pointing and right-pointing arrows, or the visually more effective combination 

of the 'greater than' (>) or 'less than' (<) symbols" (ITC, 1999:14). Should a 



narrator be employed throughout the programme, italics could be used to 

indicate speech off-screen or subtitles could be centred without symbols. 

t Positionina of subtitles: 

In closed subtitling, the normally accepted position for subtitles is towards the 

bottom of the screen since most of the action revolves around the centre of 

the screen (Karamitroglou, 1997). Another option could be to adjust the 

position of the subtitles according to the source of the speaker. Therefore, text 

may also be justified left or right depending on speaker position. 

t Text dis~lav: 

In closed subtitling the text is normally presented in a black box (ITC, 1999:6), 

that is, subtitles are typed in white text on a black background (BBC, 19985). A 

blue background with white text can also be useful to indicate a different 

quality of voice such as a robot or ghost (ITC, 1999:13). The ITC Guide 

(1 999:6) puts forward the fact that the majority of textlbackground colour 

combinations are not satisfactory for subtitling, being insufficiently legible. The 

most legible text colours on a black background are white, yellow, cyan and 

green, while the use of magenta, red and blue should be avoided. 

Ideally, each subtitle should consist of a single complete sentence, linguistic 

units (ITC, l999:8) or "idea units" (ITC, 1999:25).Subtitle text must, therefore, 

be distributed from line to line and page to page in "sense blocks" andlor 

"grammatical units" and the number of lines in any subtitle must be limited to 

two (Ivarsson & Carroll, 1998a). As a general rule, however, the BBC Guide 

(1998:34) states that each subtitle should consist of "no more than three lines". 

According to Karamitroglou (1997) subtitled text should "appear segmented at 

the highest syntactic nodes possible". This means that each subtitle "flash" 

should comprise a single complete sentence. In addition, the upper line and 

the lower line of a two-line subtitle should be "proportionally as equal in length 

as possible, since the viewers' eye is more accustomed to reading text in a 

rectangular rather than a triangular format" (Karamitroglou, 1997). lvarsson 



and Carroll (1 998a) state that "wherever two lines of unequal length are used, 

the upper line should preferably be shorter to keep as much of the image free 

as possible and in leff-justified subtitles in order to reduce unnecessary eye 

movement". 

t Displav time and text characters: 

No subtitle should appear for less than one second or, with the exception of 

songs, stay on the screen for longer than seven seconds (Ivarsson & Carroll, 

1998a). Each subtitle line should also be limited to under 35 characters in 

order to accommodate a satisfactory portion of the (translated) spoken text 

(Karamitroglou, 1997). 

2.5.2. Comprehensiveness of information 

When editing, as far as possible, each subtitle should be semantically self- 

contained, all idiomatic and cultural nuances should be considered, and the 

language in which subtitles are presented should be (grammatically) "correct" 

(Ivarsson & Carroll, 1998a), as will be discussed in 4.4.2 and 4.5.2. Since 

people generally speak much faster than the text of their speech can be read, 

it is, also, almost always necessary to edit speech. The subtitler should edit 

"according to the amount of time available" (BBC, 1998:12) as it is not always 

necessary to simplify or translate for Deaf or hard-of-hearing viewers. This is 

not only condescending, it is also frustrating for lip-readers. 

According to the ITC Guide (1999:19), the subtitler may consider adjusting the 

speed of presentation if the programme is primarily intended for profoundly 

Deaf viewers. Again, care should be taken not to give the impression of 

"spoon feeding, as this can be resentedn (ITC, 1999:19). In these instances 

the following three main editing devices can be employed (ITC, 1999:19): 

t Reduce the amount of text by reducing the reading speed and 
removing unnecessary words and sentences. 

t Represent the whole meaning. 
t Increase the use of three-tine subtitles and reduce the number of add- 

ons. 



2.5.3. Readinq speed 

When it comes to reading there are certain features considered to have a 

marked effect on reading. These include "subtitle rate (speed at which 

subtitles are displayed); lead times (time at which subtitles appear after the 

onset of speech); shot changes (number of shot changes occurring with a 

subtitle); extent of editing (number and type of omissions from the source 

utterance); and visibility of speaker (whether a speaker is on- or off-screen)", 

according to de Linde and Kay (1999:59). Lastly, reading speeds are also 

affected by "the subject matter of a programme or film" (de Linde & Kay, 

1999:6). 

There have been many difficulties establishing reading speeds for Deaf 

viewers, as no figures have been accepted (Luyken et a/., 1991). 

Karamitroglou (1 997) found that the reading speed of the "average" viewers 

(aged between 14 and 65, from an upper-middle socio-educational class) for 

a text of average complexity (a combination of formal and informal language) 

has been proven to range between 150 and 180 words per minute, i.e. 

between 2 %and 3 words per second. This means that a full two line subtitle 

containing 14 to 16 words should remain on the screen for a maximum time of 

something less than 5 % seconds. However, it has been suggested that one 

would actually have to expand the estimate to around 6 seconds because one 

should also add about %to  % of a second that the brain needs to start 

processing the subtitle it has traced (Karamitroglou, 1997). 

On the other hand, according to the ITC Guide (1999:19) "for many pre- 

lingually deaf children, preliminary experiments suggest that a subtitle 

presentation rate of 70-80 words per minute is appropriate". According to the 

ITC Guide (1 999:l I ) ,  the subtitle presentation rate for pre-recorded 

programmes should "not normally exceed 140 words per minute". In addition, 

it was found that "deaf children over 11 years benefit from subtitles as they 

are currently provided" but "children under the age of 11 years need simpler 

subtitles" (ITC, 1999:19). 



Lastly, well-grouped subtitles are also important for ease of reading - 
producing subtitles which are "broken in odd places or which start in the 

middle of one sentence and end in the middle of another, just because this is 

the easiest way of fitting the shots" does not aid reading (BBC, 1998:29). 

Subtitles should, therefore, start and end at logical points in a sentence. 

2.5.4. Sound effects 

The Deaf and hard of hearing do not have access to the soundtrack of a 

programme. Therefore, any relevant sound effect not immediately obvious 

from the visual action should be subtitled (as will be discussed in 4.4.3 and 

4.5.4). This includes sound effects that "become apparent in the subsequent 

action", e.g. the telephone ringing before it is picked up (ITC, 1999:15). 

Showing that action does happen off-screen will prevent Deaf viewers from 

thinking that they have missed important information. If a sound effect, such 

as a gun shot or explosion is heard off-screen, it could be shown in square 

brackets. For example, [gun shot] and indicated either above the translated 

text or appear in a single line during a pause in the storyline. 

Any relevant dialogue off-screen or other off-camera volces should also be 

subtitled. Expressive d~alogue (for tone of voice) that is critical to the meaning 

of the scene can be represented by using '(!)' andlor '(?)' (ITC, l999:13). Non- 

verbal communication, such as facial expressions and body language can be 

inadequate in conveying tone. Lastly, "song lyrics should be subtitled 

verbatim" (ITC, 1999:13) and music should also be subtitled if it is significant 

to the plot as it indicates when scenes change, the mood, or a change of 

tempo. 

A sound effect should be typed in white caps, should sit on a separate line and 

each sound effect subtitle should be "displaced towards the source of sound 

(ITC, 1999:16); either placed to the left of the screen, unless the sound source is 

to the right, then it should be to the right (BBC, 1998:35). The use of 

background colour (e.g. white text on a red background) and upper-case text, 

should also provide a distinction between sound effect subtitles and speech 



subtitles. On the other hand, "flashing text" can also be used "to direct 

attention towards particularly important sound effects", but this should be 

done only if the subtitle is to be displayed for more than three or four seconds 

(ITC, 1999: 16). 

2.5.5. Synchronisation and time 

Subtitles have to "synchronize with both speech and moving image" (de Linde 

& Kay, 1999:48). For this purpose, according to the BBC Guide (1998:39), 

subtitles must remain on screen long enough to be read by a Deaf or hard-of- 

hearing viewer who will also be trying to take in other visual information at the 

same time. 

The duration of all subtitles within a production must adhere to a regular 

viewer reading rhythm (Ivarsson & Carroll, 1998a). Therefore it is important to 

establish the duration of subtitles on screen or the presentation rates of 

subtitles. At present the guides for closed subtitling propose that subtitle 

appearance should coincide with the onset of speech. The disappearing 

subtitle should roughly start with the end of the corresponding segment as 

subtitles that remain too long on screen are likely to be "re-read" by the viewer 

(ITC, 1999:l l). Nevertheless, subtitles should be displayed for a sufficient 

length of time for viewers to read them and "the presentation rates usually 

depend upon the programme content" (ITC, 1999: 11 ). 

On the other hand, if no subtitle is present the viewer may experience "false 

alarm" (ITC, 1999:16). When there is silence an "explanatory caption" should 

be used so that "viewers will not wonder whether the teletext system has 

broken down" (ITC, 1999:16). For example: LONG PAUSE. Certainly, losing 

subtitles is "as frustrating for the Deaf viewer as losing sound is for the 

hearing viewer" (ITC, 1999: 17). 

Furthermore, subtitles should match the pace of speaking as closely as 

possible and the target point for synchronisation should be at naturally 

occurring pauses "in speech-sentence boundaries, or changes of scene" (ITC, 



1999:ll). Ideally, when the speaker is in shot, subtitles should not anticipate 

speech by more than 1.5 seconds or hang up on the screen for more than 1.5 

seconds after speech has stopped (BBC, 1998:27). Many subtitles, therefore, 

start on the first frame of the shot and end on the last frame (BBC, 1998:29). 

Again, subtitles must not only keep in time with the beginning and end of 

utterances but also with the natural flow of speech (de Linde & Kay, 1999:46). 

2.6. Conclusion 

The primary focus of this chapter was to determine the principles of closed 

subtitling. In doing so, terminology relating to subtitling was, firstly, defined. 

Discussions on open and closed subtitling also provided clarity for a working 

definition for subtitling. Thus, for the purposes of this study, subtitling is 

defined as dialogue which is transferred into visible text. This text is 

representative of what is being said on screen and it is intended for the Deaf 

as well as the hearing viewer. 

Subsequently, an overview of the international scene included examples of 

countries such as Australia, Canada, the UK, and the USA, that implemented 

legislation for the volume of subtitling and broadcast subtitled programmes. 

In these countries, most programmes will be subtitled by 2010.' In contrast, 

South Africa does not have legislation specifically for subtitling for the Deaf 

viewer and there is a lack of fully subtitled programmes with Deaf audiences 

in mind. 

Reference was also made to two guides for closed subtitling: the ITC Guide 

(1999) and the BBC Guide (1998). These guides are comprehensive 

examples of practical guides for subtitling and provide structures for the way 

information is presented to Deaf audiences. Overlapping parameters found in 

these guides were discussed with the objective of highlighting the principles of 

closed subtitling to open subtitling. 



Finally, the remaining chapters will determine the subtitling needs of Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing television viewers and apply the principles of closed subtitling 

to open subtitling. This application should ultimately provide Deaf and hard-of- 

hearing audiences in South Africa with optimal viewing and allow Deaf and 

hard-of-hearing audiences to access information that will not obstruct the 

viewing experience of hearing audiences. 



CHAPTER 3: THE SUBTITLING NEEDS OF SOUTH AFRICAN DEAF AND 

HARD-OF-HEARING TELEVISION VIEWERS 

3.1. Introduction 

The primary aim of Chapter 3 will be to determine the subtitling needs of the 

Deaf and hard-of-hearing television viewers in South Africa. For this purpose, 

it is necessary to define the Deaf and hard-of-hearing television viewing 

community and discuss audience demographics, viewing habits, and 

language preferences. This chapter will also look at the 'types' of programmes 

and public service the SABC's Public Broadcasting Service channels (SABCI 

and SABC2) are broadcasting and providing for Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

television viewers. Findings will be presented from a survey that was 

conducted by the SABC (Dias, 2001) as well as a survey conducted by 

Kruger, Verhoef and Kotze (2000). 

The viewing needs of Deaf and hard-of-hearing viewers will further be 

determined by analysing responses given to open-ended questions, in a 

general questionnaire, for an informal survey that was conducted for this 

study. Respondents were asked about their viewing habits, and perceptions in 

terms of their reading proficiency. The primary aim with the informal survey 

was to obtain information regarding the viewing needs of a sample of Deaf 

television viewers as well as to determine whether open subtitles make it 

possible for these Deaf respondents to access subtitled material (questions 

were related to the subtitles of SABC2's 7de Laan). 

Finally, other comments regarding perceptions on the current state of 

subtitling across SABC TV channels provided by respondents will be 

discussed. In identifying the viewing needs of this target audience, it is 

possible that their responses and comments contribute to the process of 

creating a model for optimising subtitles in order for Deaf television viewers 

to access information. 



3.2. The Deaf and hard-of-hearinq communitv in South Africa 

At the 2001 International Conference on Deaf Education, Deafness was 

identified as the "single largest disability grouping in South Africa" (The Centre 

for Deaf Studies, 2001). It is estimated that "some 10% of the South African 

population is disabled in some way" and that "approximately 3.5% have some 

degree of hearing loss" (The Centre for Deaf Studies, 2001). Apart from these 

findings, DEAFSA~ (2002~)  believes that Deaf and hard-of-hearing 

individuals exist "within the broader society". Deaf people start learning about 

their Deaf community, Deaf culture, and Sign Language at school, as this is 

where "Deaf children meet others like themselves for the first time" (DEAFSA, 

2002~). Therefore, "Deaf identity" (Ram, 1998:88) becomes important. 

As Deaf and hard-of-hearing people not only belong to their community but 

also form part of the broader society, it is necessary to define this community 

in some detail. The following may be taken as a broad definition of 

community: "when a group of people come and live together, share common 

goals and carry out certain responsibilities towards each other" that group of 

people can be called a community (DEAFSA, 2002~). Any given community is 

further "bound by its own language and culture" and for the Deaf community, 

Sign Language is the 'binding factor'. Not only do Deaf communities have 

their own language but they view themselves in societyas "belonging to a 

linguistic minority with its own culture" (DEAFSA, 2002~). 

In terms of the position of the hard of hearing in the Deaf community, Ram 

(1998:82) points out that "there is substantial disagreement amongst Deaf 

persons as to whether hard of hearing people are considered to be part of the 

Deaf community". Two participants in her survey replied that the hard of 

hearing are not part of the Deaf community, substantiating their response by 

stating that "the hard of hearing think that they are better than the Deaf and 

should therefore belong to the hearing world. There is a tendency for the Deaf 

community to perceive hard-of-hearing individuals who have relatively good 

23 Deaf Federation of South Africa 
















































































































































