AVION, Second Quarter 2006, pp. 46-47.

© World Airline Entertainment Association (WAEA), used with permission

TC Update

Seeing Sound & Hearing Images at 30,000 Feet

by Larry Goldberg – Director
Brad Botkin – Director of Technology
WGBH National Center for Accessible Media

For airline passengers, the world of inflight entertainment and information choices presents a reason to once again get excited about air travel. Not since, as children, many of us received our first plastic wings have we had reason to really look forward to climbing aboard and settling into that seat. 

Watching what we want when we want— movies, newscasts, episodes of our favorite TV shows— helps not only pass the time, but actually engages the senses as the earth passes by miles below.

However, for passengers who have sensory disabilities … those who are deaf, hard of hearing, blind or visually impaired … IFE systems are another frustrating “not-for-me” technology. This continuing problem has followed them from the ground into the air.

Audience Size

An estimated 28 million people in the US are deaf or hard of hearing​—a figure that is increasing rapidly as baby boomers experience diminished hearing acuity with age.  An additional 12 million people are blind or visually impaired, again, a figure that is growing as our large, and eager-to-travel generation ages.

When travelers with primary languages other than English are added to the number of potential users of access features such as closed captioning and video description, the size of this potential new market becomes impressive.

Solutions in Development

WGBH’s National Center for Accessible Media (NCAM), a pioneer in developing solutions to make media accessible since the early 70s, is now working with the airline industry to research and develop solutions for making inflight entertainment systems accessible to passengers with hearing or vision loss.

In October of 2005, NCAM received funding from the U.S. Department of Education’s National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research for a three-year project titled "Making Inflight Communications and Entertainment Accessible." The project's goals are:

• Research technical solutions, procedures and practices required to infuse access considerations into inflight hardware, digital content management systems, interactive and display systems, connectivity, and content.

•Develop a demonstration model using a state-of-the-art IFE system that prototypes inflight system support of user-selectable captions, audio description and talking menus or audio navigation of on-screen menus for blind users.

• Participate in The World Airline Entertainment Association Technical Committees and working groups and promote the adoption/inclusion of standard accessibility metadata models into new and existing standards developed by these groups.

• Publish a White Paper outlining the functional requirements of an accessible inflight entertainment system.

Panasonic Avionics Corporation is supporting the project by reviewing current and emerging inflight entertainment systems' architecture with project staff and will advise the project on an ongoing basis. Panasonic has also provided the Project with the necessary X-series test components (hardware and software) to develop a demonstration model to pilot potential delivery, navigation, and display mechanisms for captions, audio descriptions, and talking menus.

Evolution of Accessible Media on the Ground

Captioning for television, which is hidden in the broadcast signal, has been available for decades. WGBH, Boston’s public television station, pioneered access to television via captioning in 1972 and nurtured its growth as a vital feature of television programs in the decades since. Video description, which makes programs and movies more meaningful to blind and visually impaired viewers by inserting narration of key visual elements into pauses in dialogue, was developed by WGBH in 1990. Description of broadcast TV programs is now available via the Second Audio Program (SAP) feature of stereo-equipped TVs and VCRs for a variety of programs ranging from "Arthur" on PBS to "The Simpsons" on Fox and "CSI: Crime Scene Investigation" on CBS.

As of January 1 of 2006, nearly 100% of programs broadcast or delivered by cable and satellite systems must be captioned, under provisions of the Telecommunications Act of 1996 and regulations promulgated by the Federal Communications Commission.

Captioning and description are included voluntarily by Hollywood studios on a growing number of home videos and DVDs, in recognition of the shear market size and as a result of effective advocacy efforts undertaken by major organizations representing people with hearing and vision loss over many years.

Movie theaters, long inaccessible to people with sensory disabilities, have also become more welcoming to all patrons over the last decade thanks to NCAM’s Motion Picture Access®, or MoPix® systems.  MoPix is comprised of two technologies, Rear Window® Captioning and DVS Theatrical®, that deliver captioning and description respectively to patrons individually at their seats, without impacting the rest of the movie audience. These systems enable moviegoers with sensory disabilities to attend the latest movies with their families and friends during regular show times the day and date of a movie’s debut in over 250 theaters in the US and Canada.

Along with captions and descriptions, NCAM's project will also address the need for accessible user interfaces for people who are blind. For these individuals, some form of audible interface will be needed to find and select from among the many services available via new and emerging seat-back displays.

The growing availability of access features and technologies for television, DVDs, movies and on the web has demonstrated that soon it will indeed be possible for the airline industry to better serve its passengers with sensory disabilities. "Personalization" of media presentation and choice has become expected in many ground-based systems and technologies. User-controlled systems at seats present similar opportunities for disabled passengers and the airlines that serve them.

DOT Proposes New Rules

For many years, a working group comprised of people with disabilities, members of the National Council on Disability, officials from the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), airline representatives and other industry groups have met to work on the challenges of providing access to information for passengers with disabilities from initial calls to reservations agents to gate and inflight communications systems.

This work has resulted in a Notice of Proposed Rulemaking (NPRM) issued by the Department of Transportation on February 23, 2006. This NPRM proposes to amend previously published rules set out in the Air Carrier Access Act (ACAA) and to provide additional accommodations for air travelers who are deaf, hard of hearing, or deaf-blind.

The comment deadline was April 24, 2006 but we solicit and encourage comments past that deadline. Additional information about the existing rules, the proposed new rules, as well as how to submit comments can be found on the Department of Transportation's Docket Management System at:

http://dms.dot.gov/ Search for Docket number 23999.

For more information

To find out more about the Access to Inflight Entertainment Systems Project, contact:

WGBH National Center for Accessible Media

One Guest Street

Boston, MA 02135

voice: 617-300-3400

fax: 617-300-1035

TTY: 617-300-2489

access@wgbh.org

ncam.wgbh.org

About WGBH’s National Center for Accessible Media

Access to Inflight Entertainment Systems grows out of WGBH's three decades of experience pioneering and furthering access solutions to mass media for people with disabilities. WGBH developed captioning for television in the early '70s and brought video description (which describes on-screen action, settings, costumes and character expressions during pauses in dialogue) to television and videos in the late '80s. Throughout the '90s, these services were applied and integrated into other forms of mass media, including movie theaters (via WGBH's "MoPix" technology and service), Web sites (via MAGpie, software that enables do-it-yourself captioning and description for digitized media and CaptionKeeper, software that enables recycling of analog captions for streaming formats) and classrooms (through projects which utilize captioning and description to increase literacy levels and foster inclusiveness for all students). Today, all of WGBH's access initiatives are gathered in one division, the Media Access Group at WGBH.

About WGBH

WGBH Boston is America's preeminent public broadcasting producer, the source of fully one-third of PBS's prime-time lineup, along with some of public television's best-known lifestyle shows and children's programs and many public radio favorites. WGBH is the number one producer of Web sites on pbs.org, the most-visited dot-org on the Internet. WGBH is a pioneer in educational multimedia and in technologies and services that make media accessible to the 36 million Americans who rely on captioning or video descriptions. WGBH has been recognized with hundreds of honors: Emmys, Peabodys, duPont-Columbia Awards…even two Oscars. In 2002, WGBH was honored with a special institutional Peabody Award for 50 years of excellence. 
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