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As the current closed captioning project has
demonstrated, teletext-type technology is well
suited for the delivery of information to deaf
audiences. Newer developing systems will be able to
prov1de a flexible system for captioning and a range of
services which ~will expand the information
accessible to deaf people. In its simplest form the
interactive capability of the system to retrieve timely
data promises the deaf user things many of us take
completely for granted: knowledge of today’s
weather forecast, traffic conditions, news headlines,
community bulletin boards, school closings, sports
results and more. Captioning will undoubtedly
continue, though, as a main attraction for deaf
viewers to teletext technologies.

Captioning outside the United States

Outside the U.S., teletext systems are more
advanced, and virtually every country that has or is
-developing a system is planning to provide a
.captioning service. For the moment, however, very
‘little . captioned programming is avaﬂable In
England, where two teletext systems are operational,
one hour a week is broadcast over the BBC. In France,
no captmned programming is currently available.
"Sweden, which has an operating teletext system,
-makes ‘three hours of . captioned programming
available each week. In Germany, where teletext
transmissions have just begun, no captioned
programs are broadcast.

Australia recently adopted the British
standard for teletext transmission, but is currently
broadcasting no captioned material. Japan, too, is
providing no special captioned programming for deaf
audiences.

Captioning in the United States

The American television industry seems uniquely
prepared to provide an atmosphere in which large-

scale captioning can exist. In contrast to foreign
experience, the United States has a history of active
support for captioned television. More captioned
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programming is available here than in all other
countries combined.

In 1958, Public Law 85-905 established Cap-
tioned Films for the Deaf, administered by the
Department of Health, Education and Welfare,
Bureau of Education for the Handicapped. Captioned
Films provides a loan service of thousands of
entertainment and educational films and videocas-
settes. It distributes these materials free of charge to
about 6,000 registered accounts.

The FCC has been concerned with the needs of
the deaf and television for a number of years. In a
policy statement released in December 1970, “The
Use of Telecasts to Inform and Alert Viewers with
Impaired Hearing,” the FCC enunciated a desire that
licensees consider the needs of those with aural
impairments.

In 1972, HEW mandated the first television
program ever captioned: The French Chef. Julia
Child’s program, aired over PBS, was popular among
deaf audiences and led to the development at WGBH
of same-day news captioning in 1973.

In February of 1976, in response to a petition
for rule making filed by PBS requesting an
amendment of Subpart E of Part 73 of the FCC’s Rules
and Regulations, the FCCissued a Notice of Proposed
Rule Making providing that line 21, field 1, and the
available half of line 21, field 2, of the television
vertical blanking interval be reserved for the trans-
mission of captioned information for the deaf.

Numerous petitioners questioned whether a
portion of the vertical blanking interval should be
reserved for only one service. In the end the
Commission ruled in December of 1976 that line 21
could be used for a captioning service on an optional
basis. In addition the FCC authorized the use of line
21 for the display of non-program related material of a
broadcast nature during the times when program-
related captioning was not displayed. The Com-
mission noted that while the data format for the use
of this line were specified, it would consider the
authorization of other signal formats on an indi-
vidual basis.

Accordingly, the National Captioning Insti-
tute began providing captioned programming for PBS,
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5. While it is easy to make too much of this
feature, it should be noted that a teletext graphics
capability can directly serve captioning needs. At
WGBH, we have frequently used the power of our
computer-based character generator to create un-
usual effects for special programming purposes. We
have, for example, made the words of songs move in
rthythm with the music, “painted on” captions a
character at a time, and added image-effects by
keying slides into the program video. Many of these
techniques may prove too taxing for a time-shared
teletext broadcast source, but graphics effects can
provide another route to the same end.

The teletext advantage: Socioeconomic factors

In addition to its technological merits, teletext has
other attractions as a delivery system for program
captioning. Making television fully accessible to
hearing-impaired people is a social goal, one founded
on concepts of equity and of “mainstreaming.” The
latter term refers to the policy of integrating disabled
people as closely as possible into the general patterns
of American social life. From the perspectives of both
social justice and social policy, implementing cap-
tioning via a teletext system offers these advantages:

6. Teletext decoders will be marketed to and pur-
chased by the general television public. Hearing-
impaired people will benefit directly from partici-
pating in such a mass market. All the constraints
attached to the current closed caption decoder—fixed
high price, single source of availability, inconvenient
purchase and service provisions—will disappear
when captioning can be received by means of a
general purpose teletext decoder. Competition
among television component manufacturers will
assure a diversity of models, sources, and support
services. Market studies indicate that the teletext
decoder may cost as much as the line 21 decoder
(currently $250), but mass production and competi-
tion will deliver increasing performance curves for
the same outlay.

7. We are all familiar with a friend or relative
who won’t admit that he or she needs glasses, or a
cane, or a hearing aid. There is still a stigma attached
to devices which aid us in overcoming our handicaps.
A line 21 decoder is just such a device, and there are
undoubtedly cases, particularly among older people
who are losing their hearing, in which the benefits of
captioning are not perceived to outweigh the stigma
of a specialized appliance. A teletext decoder, on the
other hand, will serve the general public; owning one
will connote normal, even positive status, and not a
handicap.

8. Because speech is so important to language
learning, deaf people tend to have moderate or severe
deficiencies in reading skills. They therefore tend to
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miss out on a great deal of useful information from
newspapers and magazines, with obvious conse-
quences for socialization, employment, and citizen-
ship. We believe that the general information capa-
city of teletext will be as important as captioning
per se in bringing deaf Americans into the
mainstream of society. Because information will be
so available—on television—and so accessible—in
simple vocabulary and. syntax written for the
screen—teletext will help to penetrate the isolation
hearing-impaired people are often forced to endure.

9. Finally, there are many information needs
which are indeed peculiar to the hearing-impaired
community. There is a substantial but clearly
minority interest in such events as signed perfor-
mances, TDD services, and deaf club meetings. In the
past, hearing-impaired people have frustrated both
themselves and local broadcasters with their desire
for television announcements and reports of special
interests. Broadcasters quite reasonably contend that
air time and production facilities are simply too
expensive to respond to these needs. Without radio
and without general telephone service, however,
hearing-impaired people have nowhere else to turn.
Teletext, with its numerous, inexpensive, ephemeral
pages, is perfectly suited to meet these special
communications needs of hearing-impaired citizens.

Design considerations

For all these reasons—technical, social, and eco-
nomic—we are persuaded that teletext promises the
brightest future for captioning and other services
targeted to hearing-impaired people. With this com-
mitment, and on the basis of our captioning experi-
ence, we have identified certain features that we
consider essential in an optimal teletext system. We
have submitted these to the Electronic Industries
Association (EIA) Broadcast Television Systems
Subcommittee on Teletext, for consideration in the
formulation of an American teletext standard. They
are offered here in the hope that circuit designers,
receiver engineers and manufacturers, and other
interested professionals will find them useful in
planning teletext encoding and decoding equipment.

1. For both the writer and the viewer, complete
flexibility in the composition and layout of every
frame is the key to successful captioning. Nothing
must be allowed to impinge upon the creative free-
dom of an editor or designer in Jlaying out a text
display. Specifically, teletext encoding schemes in
which the control characters require printing spaces
would severely detract from the service.

2. Attractive page designs, with adequate blank
spaces, create a need for higher character density in
those areas used for text. The same principle applies
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