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THURSDAY, JUNE 15 - North Atrium/Roof Level

6:00 - 8:00 pm  --  Opening Reception --  Wine and Cheese

Special guests included Lawrence J. Wilker, President, The John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts, and Jane Alexander, Chairman, National Endowment for the Arts

Kelsey Marshall, Director of the Office of Accessibility at the Kennedy Center, and co-coordinator of the Conference, introduced Lawrence J. Wilker, President of the John F. Kennedy Center for the Performing Arts in Washington, DC.  Ms. Marshall noted that Mr. Wilker has an abiding concern for making the arts accessible and is committed to making the Kennedy Center a model of accessibility.  The text of Mr. Wilker's remarks follows:

Thank you, Kelsey.  I just wanted to stop by and say Hi and to welcome you to the Kennedy Center and to tell you how very proud we are to be a part of this First Annual Audio Description Conference.  Kelsey tells me that this is not the first annual national  audio description conference but the first annual international audio description conference and that is very impressive.  We are truly proud to be a part of this, we believe that this is very important.  Anything that we can do to help [build] a greater awareness of accessibility for the arts--we want to be there and we want to be a part of it.  The Kennedy Center has been working very hard over the last few years to try to find a way  

to make our building accessible and to make our programs accessible.  We are functioning in a building that was designed in the early 1960s and, unfortunately, our national consciousness at that time did not encompass people who are differently able and as a result we have a difficult building for people to get around in.  I hope that those of you who experience some of those difficulties will -- we apologize -- and that you will forgive us but know that we have a major renovation program that is in the planning stages that will begin next year that will begin to completely remodel this building to make every area of it completely accessible.  And all of this is done with the help and direction of Kelsey Marshall.  Simultaneously, we are working very hard for programmatic access because that's why we're really here.  What we're about is to have all people, all Americans to be able to enjoy the arts, to experience the thrill, to experience the warmth, to experience the humanity.  And that takes place on our stages and in our minds and in our hearts and it's what brings us together as a people.  The arts are what we're about as Americans.  That means all Americans--differently-able Americans but all of us.  We want the programs and the wonderful things that happen on our stages to be open to everyone.  That's why what you're doing is so very important and I wish you great success in your conference.  I hope this is really not the conference but the first of many conferences like this not only here in Washington but we should try to hold them elsewhere in the country and we will be part of and supportive of that as well.  So, enjoy, and I wish you great success on this conference and I'll stop in every once in a while and see how you're doing.  Thank you for having me with you.

Joel Snyder, Assistant Director--Presenting, at the National Endowment for the Arts, long-time audio describer and trainer of describers, and co-coordinator of the Conference introduced Jane Alexander, Chairman of the National Endowment for the Arts.  He began by offering a brief "description" of audio description, referring to it as a marvelous technique that renders the visual images of theater, media, museum exhibitions, and other events, accessible to people who are blind or have low vision through narrations interspersed between bits and pieces of dialogue in a play or a movie.  He mentioned that the Conference is part of an ongoing effort to recognize the growing need for and development of audio description around the world--he announced that that morning the Conference was referenced on NBC's "Today Show" by Willard Scott!  

As a former acting teacher, Mr. Snyder often stressed that the best actors are the most well-rounded people, and would refer to an actress who epitomized that philosophy--Jane Alexander, who had been a math major at Sarah Lawrence and had co-translated Ibsen from the Norwegian for a production of "The Master Builder" in which she starred at the Kennedy Center.  But in addition, he remarked, Ms. Alexander has a personal awareness of the importance of arts accessibility and the power of the arts to enrich the lives of all Americans.

The text of Ms. Alexander's remarks follows:

Thank you, thank you, Joel.  Joel and Paula Terry of our AccessAbility Office--Paula is of our AccessAbility Office and Joel is of our Presenting Program at the Endowment--are real champions of audio description.  They're champions of many things but as you probably know Joel himself is a fine audio describer and trainer of audio describers.  We feel very lucky at the Endowment to have two champions of this wonderful technique that opens the path of so many people to the vital arts today.

In the 1960s, in the mid-sixties, I was very privileged to be a part of a wonderful production called "The Great White Hope" that was birthed here at Arena Stage and then went on to win the Pulitzer Prize on Broadway, and Academy Award nominations for James Earl Jones and myself after a film.  And that play at Arena--if anything called out for audio description for people who weren't sighted it would be a play of that calibre and color.  Indeed, it was about an African-American man and a white woman and his trials and tribulations as a boxer.  It was physically very robust with a lot of boxing going on and fights and all kinds of things and it was a period piece taking place in 1910.  So I keep thinking that a play like "The Great White Hope" is exactly the kind of play that could have used audio describers.  Well, there were no audio describers in those mid-sixties except maybe somebody sitting next to you who was kind enough to give you a play-by-play description of what was going on.

In the early eighties, I am pleased to say that my alma mater, Arena Stage, became the first theater to have audio description.  Now, today, we have, of course, many places in the United States but we need to insure that there are more all the time because there's nothing more rewarding, I think, for people than to know what is going on descriptively.  And it should be extremely rewarding as well, as I know Joel has told me, to be a describer yourself and I know we have a number of them here in the room today.  We  at the Endowment are very pleased to be in partnership with the Kennedy Center and with the Association of Theater and Disability, in this first-ever conference for audio describers.  Let's hope that we'll expand this art form of its own and in the twenty-first century we'll have most theaters and museums and other places with audio description.  I hope you have a wonderful conference and I welcome you all.  Thank you for being here. 

Mr. Snyder took the microphone to acknowledge a number of people at the reception:  over 50 conference registrants and speakers; Scott Sanders, the Deputy Chairman for Partnership at the Arts Endowment; Paula Terry, the Director of the Office of AccessAbility at the Arts Endowment; the Honorable Frederic Schroeder and Susan Benbow from US Department of Education; representatives from the American Council of the Blind including Oral Miller, their director; Pat Burda from the American Association of Museums; Donn Murphy and Natalie Forbes from the National Theater;  Wayne White from Arena Stage; Rita St. John Gunther and Beth Hauptle from The Shakespeare Theater; Sandra Eastep from the Blind-Low Vision Resource Center; Dale Otto and Maggie D'Antonio from the Columbia Lighthouse for the Blind; Judy Dixon from the Library of Congress/National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped; Jennifer Simpson from United Cerebral Palsy; and Thomas H. Miller and Richard Fazakerley of the Blinded Veterans Association.  He also noted that conference materials are printed in large print and are also available in braille, on audio cassette, and in ASCII format on computer diskettes for use in speech synthesizers. 

Kelsey Marshall then noted several  individuals who have been supportive of the Kennedy Center's accessibility efforts:  Mrs. Harriet Fulbright and Florence Fazenelly of the Mathematics Association and Don Farrer of the Washington Arts Group.

FRIDAY, JUNE 16 - Opera House Rehearsal Room 1

9:15 am -- 

Opening Remarks

Following coffee, Kelsey Marshall, Director of Accessibility at the John F. Kennedy Center and co-coordinator of the conference, opened the formal conference sessions with a brief welcome on behalf of Larry Wilker, President of the Kennedy Center, introductions of Kennedy Center staff, and "housekeeping" announcements.  She echoed Mr. Wilker's commitment to accessibility for all events at the Center, a policy he stressed in his remarks at the opening reception.  Ms. Marshall noted her own background as a person with hearing loss and recalled a young blind student's participation in a ballet experience at the Center and his subsequent eagerness to begin formal ballet training--a story of importance not only for the individual but equally impressive to his peers.  

9:30 am  --

Introductions
Ms. Marshall introduced Joel Snyder, co-coordinator of the conference, as an individual who is "follically challenged" or "hairing impaired" but maintains a well-groomed beard nonetheless.  Mr. Snyder, the Assistant Director for Presenting at the National Endowment for the Arts, and a long-time freelance describer/trainer of describers, described a pin he wore in his lapel which states "I'm not ugly, I'm visually challenging."

Mr. Snyder referenced the work of the Kennedy Center, the National Symphony Orchestra, and, in particular, Kelsey Marshall, and the unique program they sponsor which renders orchestral concerts accessible to people who are deaf or hard-of-hearing through the use of enhanced sign language interpretation.  He noted that the process involves "adding a visual dimension to an orchestral concert" for the benefit of hearing and non-hearing people alike.  In the same way, he reminded attendees that Jane Alexander, during her opening reception greeting, spoke of "the art of audio description."  

Mr. Snyder also spoke of the power of accessibility work to engage all audiences more fully with aesthetic experiences.  He told the story of Robert Faust, a touring artist/mime, who calls himself "The Mask Man" and was brought to Philadelphia by the University of Pennsylvania Annenberg Center's International Theater Festival for Children, an Arts Endowment grantee.  In performance for a group of children hospitalized at a burn unit of a Philadelphia hospital, many of whom were required to wear specially constructed masks as a therapeutic aid during recovery from severe facial burns, Faust was able to inspire a young boy to view the mask as "cool" ... a "neat thing."  Similarly, the Tears of Joy children's theater/puppet company from Vancouver, WA, another Arts Endowment grant recipient, performed a puppet show for a group which included an autistic child who had never been heard to utter speech.  That child spoke for the first time in greeting a puppet following a performance.  

Expecting 30 registrants for the conference, Mr. Snyder announced that what began as a relatively small gathering last year in Tempe, AZ has mushroomed to this event:  over 50 registrants from 17 states, DC, and Canada, over 70 guests at the opening reception, interest expressed from individuals in more than half of the 50 states and 5 countries, and over 1000 "hits" to a first-ever AD "home page" on the Internet's World Wide Web (developed by Joel Snyder with Beth Kanter of ArtsWire).

Self-introductions followed (see attached List of Participants); Mr. Snyder noted that the response to the Conference is indicative of the notion that audio description (AD) is no longer in its infancy.  He referenced the "pioneers" in the field in attendance--Gregory Frazier, the Pfanstiehls, Sharon King representing WGBH, and Kathy Harper from the Narrative Television Network.  He observed that AD is beginning to grow--and beginning to "grow up," become more sophisticated, and is in greater demand all over the country and all over the world.  And he emphasized that some have begun to view and use AD from an  aesthetic perspective--indeed, the visual is made aural (he noted that he was pointing to his ear) and oral and that can present new aesthetic dimensions for all who love the arts.  He suggested that even the United States Congress is taking note and referred participants to the conference packets which included (in large print and also available in braille, on audio cassette, and in ASCII format for speech synthesizers) excerpts from pending legislation that could affect all of us working in AD.  He stressed that the continued development of AD warrants the establishment of a support entity, an organization that can regularly keep interested parties abreast of issues, legislation, services, and funding available for AD.  

Mr. Snyder outlined conference materials included in registration packets:

- final Conference agenda;

- participants list;

- legislative excerpts;

- Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) mission statement;

- Dr. Eli Peli's recent paper on the results of his study of the efficacy of DVS for blind and low vision users.

Mr. Snyder offered greetings from Rod Lathim, President of Conference co-sponsor, the Association of Theatre and Disability, who couldn't attend, and acknowledgements of contributions from a range of others including Paula Terry of the National Endowment for the Arts, Ron Fitzherbert and Jackie Stephen of Arlington Community Cable, Larry Wilker from the Kennedy Center, Susan Clampitt of the Arts Endowment, Dr. Eli Peli, Jennifer Sutton at the American Council of the Blind, Paul Schroeder of the American Foundation for the Blind, Eunice Joffe, ADA/Access Consultant, Ellie Rubin of the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston who provided a copy of her brailled descriptive notes to two films, "When Billy Broke His Head and Other Tales of Wonder" and "Key Changes: A Portrait of Lisa Thorson" which can be read by braille users while experiencing the film and provide an accessible record of the her AD effort for these films--and all of the speakers/moderators who have donated their time and expertise.

9:50 am -- 

Mission of Audio Description / Formation of a National Organization in support of Audio Description

How can Audio Description efforts be enhanced by the establishment of a support association?  This discussion was continued at the final session of the conference.

Joel Snyder -- Moderator; Guest Speakers: Patricia Williams, American Association of Museums; Janet Bailey, Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf and Sign Language Associates




Mr. Snyder stressed the timing of the Conference, following the Tempe gathering in August 1994 and a December 1994 Chicago meeting where the desire to establish a support organization for AD began to gel.  He emphasized that the idea was to support audio description and not simply be of service to audio describers.  He pointedly noted that he was not speaking of regulation, per se--hard and fast rules--but rather the development of the field, raising of standards of quality, and spreading the "gospel" of AD even further.  He expressed the view that the establishment of a national or international service organization on behalf of AD will offer the opportunity to make real strides in those directions.  He recounted his service organizations in support of arts administration and expressed the hope that a similar organization in support of AD would be equally beneficial to the field of audio description and its availability in theaters, on video, and accompanying museum exhibitions (and even at sporting events, as was stressed by one of the Conference attendees during introductions).

Mr. Snyder introduced Pat Williams, Vice President for Policy & Programs at the American Association of Museums, and noted briefly his own work with AD at the Field Museum in Chicago, the U.S. Holocaust Memorial Museum, the Smithsonian's Sackler Museum, and Chicago's Accent on Access visual arts exhibition.

Pat Williams outlined the Association's work as a service organization, dating from 1906, and serving 2700 organizations and 9000 museum professionals.  She stressed the Association's work to develop museum accessibility before turning to the advisability of establishing a not-for-profit service organization in support of arts activity.  Describing herself, not surprisingly, as an advocate of such organizations, she referenced de Tocqueville's observation of Americans as particularly unique in their ability to come together in voluntary associations to carry out the work of a democratic society.  She noted that not-for-profit organizations make up the third largest sector of the American economy; increasingly, these organizations network together to accomplish mutual goals.  For example, The Independent Sector, founded by John Gardner, is the major national convener of all not-for-profit organizations in the United States; as such, it assists all not-for-profits with issues of particular and broad interest.  Similarly, the AAM is a member of the Telecommunications Roundtable.  This enables the museums community to influence legislation with a group voice--it facilitates a "synergy" among partners for networking and advocacy.  

Ms. Williams pointed out that the tax structure in the United States encourages the establishment of not-for-profit associations:  contributions to a not-for-profit association are tax-deductible and members dues are legitimate business expenses.  

Ms. Williams emphasized the value of the networking and advocacy functions that are facilitated by the establishment of an association.  Training opportunities (often for academic credit), publications, group use of computer technology for more effective communications, collaborations, and economic benefits/resource sharing are all part of the value of associating.  Finally, she cited the legitimacy or credibility that can come with associating--becoming known as a group adds a measure of importance to the issues that are of concern in any particular field.  

Janet Bailey is President of the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) and owns her own firm Sign Language Associates.  Ms. Bailey pointed out that RID is now 31 years old and began with a gathering of interpreters that was smaller than the group assembled for this conference.  She noted that sign interpretation, like AD, is based in the social services and the field of interpreters achieved "professional" status only after many years-- "... our profession had to go through the angst of becoming professional and I think you're going to get there."  (Ms. Bailey observed the faces of conference attendees at this point and remarked that she may have "touched on something here."  Appropriately, Mr. Snyder asked Ms. Bailey to describe the faces to which she replied that they were "embarrassed looking faces of 'Yeah, that's really a problem but I'm not supposed to say it's a problem."  Mr. Snyder offered that her description was somewhat subjective, a "no-no" for audio describers.)

But Ms. Bailey continued, remarking that if a field is to grow then at some point money has to come into it--"being paid and how you are paid."  (She then "described" nodding heads among conference attendees!)  It suggests that improving the field is consistent with improving conditions for those working in the field.  And, Ms. Bailey offered, that equals "clout" on behalf of the field.  She referenced the ADA (Americans With Disabilities Act), noting that its language is vague in the area of "certification"--it mandates only that that sign interpreters be "qualified" and that this can cause a devaluation of sign interpretation as a profession.  She stressed that it is important to build a membership base, work closely with the users of the AD service, individually and with the various organizations that serve the blind community, and develop ties to the theater, media, and museum fields.  

Conference attendees had a variety of questions for Ms. Williams and Ms. Bailey:  

- one individual noted the dearth of AD services at conferences and other gatherings, particularly in comparison to the availability of services for people who are deaf or hard-of-hearing (one other speaker told the group of a recent conference on people with disabilities that drew 3000 participants and involved 60 sign interpreters but no audio description); Ms. Bailey reminded the group sign interpreters are "further along" in making its presence known, that the deaf community "knows their rights and demands their rights," and that describers, through an association, can greatly increase awareness of the technique throughout the blind community;  Ms. Bailey also suggested that interpreters (for the deaf as well as simultaneous translators for speakers of other languages) should work with describers to share costs--Mr. Snyder recounted the development of AD in Washington, DC as an outgrowth of Arena Stage's desire to find added uses for enhanced listening devices originally purchased to serve audience members who are hard-of-hearing;         

- another speaker recounted offering AD at a conference of psychiatrists but that no one requested the service; he went on to stress a high level of involvement on the part of AD users (Mr. Snyder noted the contacts with a number of organizations who serve people who are blind or have low vision in the preparation for the Conference).  Ms. Bailey cautioned against "tokenism" by building ties to other associations serving blind people and, vis a vis RID, she made a distinction between users of the service who are deaf and members of the interpreting profession who are deaf;  

- one participant emphasized the need to "know our own profession and what it's doing out there" particularly in the area of fees charged--Ms. Bailey suggested that care be taken to avoid any appearance of "price fixing";   

- public awareness was stressed as key to the development of AD as well as greater presence at gatherings such as American Foundation for the Blind conferences and the like;

- Ms. Bailey spoke to the rates charged for sign interpretation--it was done for free at some non-profit theaters in 1977 but as commercial theaters became involved, fee schedules were developed that were later adjusted to reflect a "package rate" as opposed to a more costly hourly fee;

- the need for AD in museums was highlighted and the notion of the AAM sponsoring AD training for its members--Ms. Williams suggested that AAM would be interested in including discussion of AD in its publications, offering seminars on AD at the AAM conferences, and the possibility of developing corporate sponsorships for AD of the commercial exhibits on display at the conferences--she also spoke of the demands on the museum community to be more accessible to all segments of the public while others would have museums focus simply on the role of custodian and avoid any sort of interpretation or description.  Mr. Snyder mentioned the possibility (which he has explored with the Field Museum in Chicago and the Smithsonian's Sackler Museum) of training museum docents in the skills needed to effectively audio describe museum exhibitions; 

- Mr. Snyder and Ms. Bailey raised the issue of "interpretation vs. translation" in referencing concerns expressed by some that AD may change in a fundamental way the message being communicated through the act of transforming visual imagery to oral/aural form;

- Ms. Williams, with various participants, noted that audio description is available at a limited number of museums currently:  National Museum of Folklore in New York, the Building Museum in Washington, DC, and the Statue of Liberty and Ellis Island facilities, the Children's Museum in Houston, the Museum of Natural Science in Houston, the "More Than Meets The Eye" exhibit at the Smithsonian, the U.S. Capitol, and the Museum of Modern Art in New York were cited as organizations/exhibits that offer pre-recorded audio description tours or other special assistance for people who are blind or have low vision.  Paula Terry added that Art Education for the Blind in New York has developed printed guidelines for audio description of museum exhibitions.

11:15 am -- Certification/Accreditation--Issues



This session explored how standards for Audio Description might be generated, the pros and cons of establishing and maintaining such standards and certifying audio describers.

Alan Woods, Moderator -- Director, Theatre Research Institute, Ohio State University, 

Janet Bailey, Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf, Sign Language Associates, Cindy King, Gallaudet University, Karen Moynahan, National Association of Schools of Art and Design, Theater, Music, and Dance

(Note:  Ms. King's materials are available on request, in print and on diskette.)

Mr. Woods began the session by introducing Ms. Moynahan, an experienced administrator with the formal accreditation procedures used by various art schools.  

Ms. Moynahan brought an overview of some options for accreditation and a focused view of her organization's procedures.  Accreditation, Licensure, and Certification were listed as three principal ways to structure a program of recognition/standards in any field.  She suggested that we consider a number of questions:  what expenses are we willing/able to incur?  what income can we expect from fees associated with certification/accreditation?  who/what entities will be involved and to what extent?  what are the liability issues?  

Accreditation:    Ms. Moynahan's organization involves four autonomous accrediting entities--one each for schools of art and design, music, dance, and theater--serviced by one administrative staff of nine.  The goal of accreditation is to set and insure a certain level of quality within a particular field.  The Association is membership-based--members must be institutions of professional training or higher learning--and is supported by member dues, almost exclusively (98%).  The regional accrediting function focuses on overall operations and is handled by regional authorities; specialized accrediting is focused on content standards--all standards are detailed in the Association's Handbook and are continually reviewed by members.  Accreditation enables students to credibly transfer credits between institutions; it also helps the institutions tap into federal student loan funds (this requires the Association itself being recognized or accredited as an accrediting body by the Federal government).  

Accreditation is not necessarily for everyone.  Participants in a particular field simply may not desire that sort of "official" recognition; liability concerns may argue against setting up an accrediting program.  

Accreditation has its costs--typically, Ms. Moynahan's organization accredits an institution every ten years.  The process involves sending a team of evaluators to the organization applying for accreditation--if successful, the member institution contributes dues to the Association which amounts to about $1000 annually.

Licensure:  Generally, licensing programs are controlled by government entities--that sort of involvement is not always appropriate.  For example, architects must graduate from an accredited school, have a certain level of experience, and take a state-sponsored licensing exam in order to practice architecture.

Certification:  Ms. Moynahan used CPR certification as an example in this area.  If, for example, a family wishes to hire a nanny who is certified in CPR, he/she must take a prescribed course and pass a test developed by others who are expert in the field.  

Ms. Moynahan sees these three areas in descending order, from most difficult and involved to least onerous.  She proposed that we consider:  How much liability do we wish to incur?  How much will the process cost and how much can a constituency afford to support the process?  What's the audience--who do we want to be involved?  What is it that we wish to accomplish--a minimal benchmark level of quality for individuals or for entities providing a service?  

Cindy King from Gallaudet University spoke next and immediately emphasized the need to create closer ties between the communities of people who are deaf or are hard-of-hearing and those who are blind or have low vision.  The combined efforts of these constituencies could result, Ms. King asserts, in greater visual access for those who are deaf and improved aural access for those who are blind.  

Ms. King addressed the issue of captioning and noted that 80% of new video is not captioned.  Similarly, a great deal of computer information is audio based.  And, of course, much of this information is visual and may be inaccessible to people who are blind.   She stated that captioning for films started in the 1950s; captioned television started in 1972; 1980 saw the beginning of the closed-captioning system.  Standards or guidelines for captioning have been the result of competition in the field rather than cooperation.  She cited two books that are available with guidelines for captioning and a set of guidelines are accessible on Compuserve, provided by WGBH's captioning center.  But, she observed, the major captioning programs use different styles, e.g., how to use italics, when to use lower-case letters (for "whispering"), etc.  This diversity of styles has led to great variance in quality of captioning services.  As a result, Ms. King mentioned, several studies have been conducted on the nature of various captioning methods and preferences within the deaf community.  She also noted that there is an Internet mailing list/discussion group/bulletin board (Access, run by Joe Clark of Canada) that discusses captioning issues but has also had limited discussion of audio description. [Note:  This conference was previewed on the Access list.]  She suggested that this leads to a principle question to consider in establishing standards:  How do you assess quality, i.e., what are the elements of good audio description and how will they be established?       

Ms. King asked, "Who's allowed to caption?"  For educational films and video, a captioner must pass an evaluation conducted by the National Association of the Deaf to be placed on the US Department of Education list of caption vendors.  For broadcast, there are no accrediting or certification procedures.  

Ms. King stressed that materials produced with public monies, particularly when focused on issues of accessibility, should be made accessible to people who are blind or deaf.  

Finally, Ms. King focused on computer-based media and her efforts to make this material accessible through the use of captioning.  But, she noted, the technology that is being used in this area was designed to accommodate captions and audio description.  She emphasized that with this media it is possible to listen to the conventional soundtrack and audio descriptions separately or together--or interchange the two as desired--slow them down, speed them up, etc.  Similarly, it is possible to "click" on a caption and access  multi-media glossary with definitions, signs, and other support materials.  She encouraged conference attendees to consider the inclusion of audio description for computer-based material.  

Janet Bailey of the Registry of Interpreters for the Deaf (RID) recounted a list of elements that had already been discussed:  standards,  certification, licensure, and accreditation.  Ms. Bailey expressed the notion that before tackling the appropriateness of these procedures for AD, conference participants need to define what they do as audio describers and reach some consensus, in conjunction with the users of the service.  The defining process may well result in the establishment of certain standards.  

Ms. Bailey shared the RID perspective on certification, having provided national certification for sign interpreters since 1972.  The process encompasses the largest part of RID's budget and involves training programs as well as testing procedures.  She mentioned that the Conference of Interpreter Trainers (which used to be a part of RID)  seeks to be the certifying entity for interpreter trainers and cited potential difficulties in setting up two entities involved in much the same area whose members may not always overlap.  Similarly, the National Association of the Deaf has developed its own certification process for interpreters--in this regard, Ms. Bailey noted once more the need to work closely with users of the interpretive service to insure that certification procedures satisfy the needs of the users.

Ms. Bailey suggested that licensure probably should not be of concern to describers--at least not until the issue of "are we volunteers or are we paid?" is fully developed.                  

Conference attendees had a variety of questions for the panelists--and Alan asked Pat Williams from the AAM to join the group:

- Ms. Williams offered that AAM's accreditation program was developed in 1970 at significant expense and maintaining the program also involves ongoing costs.  She also noted standards should not necessarily be considered to be "set in stone" and must be sensitive to the changing dynamics in any field.  She pointed out that certification may require a common body of knowledge, i.e., art museums have significant distinctions from  science museums and consequently AAM does not certify the credentials of its broad range of individual members.  AAM did, however, arrive at a definition and standard for museums, in general, and that forms the basis of AAM's accrediting process.  She also pointed out legal issues guided by the Interstate Commerce Commission and Fair Trade Practices that involve the certification of non-members of an association.  

- one attendee explored the issue of certification for describers some years ago.  One problem he discovered (among a range of benefits) was the possibility of "undercutting" or offering a service at lower rates than a colleague.  He learned that before considering certification, it would be important to have support from the industries being served (theaters, presenters, media entities, museums, etc.).  

- a participant pointed out that the various discussed procedures have significant expenses attendant to them and wondered if smaller theaters would be able to afford describers who charge fees which must cover the costs of such professional affiliations.  Ms. Bailey responded by suggesting that the two issues--"what the market will bear" and "establishing standards to insure of quality"--should be considered separately.  Ms. Williams noted that AAM chose not to try to link its accreditation process to the Institute of Museum Services eligibility criteria in acknowledgement of the need to "bring along"  many of the museums throughout the nation.  She did offer that there is the possibility that theaters which provide description using certified describers might attract higher levels of contributed income.

- another speaker wondered if the AD field is yet financially or professionally prepared to take on the responsibilities involved even with certification.  She stated that she believed sign interpretation and captioning to be more "cut and dried" than AD--"it's a fuzzier area"  that can involve personal taste.  Does the field wish to establish a "description police"?

- a logistical question was offered--would the process be centralized with reviewers traveling to AD sites?  what mechanisms are used now for sign interpretation?  what might be practical given the relatively small number of audio describers compared with sign interpreters?  Ms. Bailey stated that she believed the AD community is probably not ready for certification--definitions are necessary first and regional distinctions should be considered.  She noted that RID maintains a "grievance system"--Ethical Practices System--as well as a certification maintenance program.       

Mr. Woods concluded this session by noting that this discussion was intended simply to explore the questions involved in certification--that an association for description hasn't even been formally established yet.  As far as "description police," he quipped that he had heard many describers around the country and at times wished he could make "a citizen's arrest"!

12:30  --
Lunch  

Guest Speaker -- Margaret R. Pfanstiehl, President and Founder, The Metropolitan Washington Ear

Guest Speaker -- Ed Walker, Radio and Television Personality

Ms. Marshall introduced Margaret Pfanstiehl citing her status as a principal developer of the audio description technique.  Dr. Pfanstiehl began her remarks by using words such as "thrilling," "fabulous," and "exciting" to describe being together in the same room with "so  many people who are all very concerned about audio description."  She went on to announce that The Metropolitan Washington Ear will publish a description guide for AD in a range of venues--to be distributed late in 1995 or early in 1996.  

Dr. Pfanstiehl emphasized the importance of AD to "blind and low vision people"; she called it "one of the most important developments in work for the blind in this country, right in there with talking books, recording for the blind, radio reading services, and dial-in services."    She spoke of the enormous quantity of visual information that a sighted person takes in each day, information that unless it is verbalized is largely inaccessible to blind people.  AD represents not just entertainment but access to the larger culture for millions of individuals.

Dr. Pfanstiehl highlighted several topics that she hopes are explored further:  promoting AD in general, training techniques, AD applications for museums, schools, parents, television, films, and other social situations--she expressed the hope that a focus on pay and remuneration would not overshadow these issues.  She described two areas of description:  television, film, and museums which generally is paid work; and theater work that has been volunteer or involved only token pay.  She offered her philosophy on this issue, stating that she is not opposed to pay for describers in live theater situations "if the money is there," but she would oppose efforts to "pressure, threaten, or scare theaters  in areas that don't have the money into providing this."  She noted that the Americans With Disabilities Act (ADA) does not mandate AD; blind audiences for theater are small and trying "to force the issue" would not be popular in a climate of fiscal constraints.  She expressed the fear that some may feel public funds devoted to AD would need to be taken from monies for more basic services.  

Dr. Pfanstiehl noted distinctions that she has observed between sign interpreters and describers.  She described "signers" as basically needing to learn a second language, often spending years acquiring this skill, and in a theater setting must take on every part and even sign the sound effects.  In comparison, she acknowledged that AD takes time but stipulated that it is only a fraction of the time and skill that is required for a competent sign interpreter.  

She appealed for flexibility in administration of AD programs around the country, given the varying economic situations from community to community.  For example, she said that in some areas it is possible for a describer to write a verbatim script but that more often it is not because it is too much of a task for volunteers to undertake.  

She hoped that the conference discussion would enhance the quality and breadth of AD around the nation so that the users of the service are increasingly better served.  She ended her remarks by asking, "Who are we doing this for?  That's the bottom line."

Mr. Snyder introduced long-time radio and television personality Ed Walker, noting his association with Mr. Walker dating back to Mr. Walker's days as a "Joy Boy" with Willard Scott on WRC radio and, more recently, guest appearances as "Santa Claus" on Mr. Walker's radio program!  Ed Walker, blind since birth, has been a role model for many individuals in broadcasting throughout the nation.

Mr. Walker began by asking Mr. Snyder if he could sit on his lap (!) and then wondered if he should pause while "an audio describer does a number on my tie."  Mr. Walker recalled  attending foreign films with friends in college who would read aloud the sub-titles to the displeasure of those seated nearby.  Later, he and his family were in Ocean City and attended a screening of "The Sting" with local announcer Mac McGarry who described the film throughout the showing.  At its conclusion, a woman stopped them and asked, "Well, Sherlock, do you know who the victim was?"

He noted that AD provides an unobtrusive way to be clued in to the visual images on a screen or on stage and he looks forward to the day when movie theaters will be equipped with headphones so AD users can simply "plug in" to an AD soundtrack at any time.  He referred to the fact that many television stations have access to the SAP channel or wondered when the commercial networks will begin providing descriptions for their programming.  

Mr. Walker said it takes a great talent to be an audio describer--particularly in live theater--and that sometimes "less is more"--the describer shouldn't say too much.  As a user of AD services, he expressed great appreciation for the subtleties that a describer can provide like "Jack Benny's walk on television--his timing was so great."  He referred to a conference participant who recently married and had AD of her wedding!

Mr. Walker is confident of a bright future for AD, observing that many of the theaters in the Washington, DC area offer AD, limited, unfortunately, to two performances per run of a particular show.  He thanked the describers in attendance for their efforts and ended by assuring us all that he'll "be listening."

The luncheon concluded with a screening of a brief segment from CNN's ShowBiz Today program, originally broadcast in February 1995.  The piece chronicled the "re-premiere" of the film "Forrest Gump" in Hollywood, this time with an AD track made available in the movie theater via the DTS (Digital Theater Sound) system.  The use of the system to provide AD for films has been pioneered by Helen Harris, the President and Founder of RP International, Inc., a service organization providing support for people with retinitis pigmentosa.

1:45 pm --
Training 

Experienced Audio Description trainers shared techniques.  A variety of styles were presented for training of describers in different venues including theater and film.

Jesse Minkert, Moderator -- Arts and Visually Impaired Audiences, Seattle, WA

Gregory Frazier, AudioVision
Margaret and Cody Pfanstiehl, The Washington Ear
Alan Woods, Ohio Theater Alliance

Joel Snyder, freelance audio describer/trainer
Gregory Frazier began this session with an outline of his training techniques.  Mr. Frazier originally came to AD as a result of his work on a Masters thesis in 1975 researching the need for AD and methods and techniques for AD on television.  Some years later, he was made aware of the work of Margaret and Cody Pfanstiehl and brought them to San Francisco to do AD training.  Since that time, he has taught AD at San Francisco State University and trained other describers in this country and abroad.  

Mr. Frazier stressed that AD is a form of translation from what is visual or audio/visual to that which is solely aural.  With fictional media, it involves translation of a story from an audio/visual event to an audio event.  He emphasized that he views the single most important thing about AD is to keep your eye and ear on the story.  How does what is seen and written apply to/illuminate/clarify the story?  (Mr. Frazier distributed a  short written summary of his training workshop--"Keep Your Eye and Ear On The Story.") 

He relayed an impression he had of the "Whistler and Japan" exhibit currently in Washington, DC, noting that Whistler called painting the poetry of sight and rejected the notion that a work of art must tell a story.  With fictional media, however, Mr. Frazier believes that most of us enjoy the telling of a story through the "suspension of disbelief."  

In describing "a story," Mr. Frazier maintained that the describer must remain "invisible."  The describer must never call attention to him/herself--by not "stepping on lines;" by remaining objective/avoiding interpretation or judgements of what is occurring; by avoiding the use of "attention-grabbing" language--say "Ilsa tosses a coin to Rick" as opposed to "Looking stunning and smilingly coquettish, Ilsa tosses a coin through the air to Rick;" over- or under-describing or describing superfluous details: concentrating on elements/details that add tone or color or move the story forward--Whistler:  "The artist must recognize the beautiful and eliminate the unessential" or being reserved to the point where listeners must ask "What happened?!"; remaining in harmony with the action of the story--this elevates the act of AD from a craft to an art.

As regards the form of a presentation, those elements that propel the story may be described--in theater, the setting, costume, lighting effects--but in film, it is best to avoid calling attention to the craft of filmmaking by referencing camera movements and other technical elements.              

Mr. Frazier announced that he will be collaborating with the American Musical Theater of San Jose to offer AD training this fall, in conjunction with the described musicals produced in San Jose.  He concluded his presentation by sharing several minutes of an audio-described version of the film Casablanca.

The Pfanstiehls presented an overview of AD tips and techniques.  They "seconded" the material that Mr. Frazier offered and then focused on the audition process for prospective audio describers.  They consider describers to be "born not made," by and large, i.e., the describer must possess certain general skills and fundamental talents.  And, they always hope that a new describer is a potential trainer of other describers in order to insure growth in the field.  Consequently, the audition or pre-screening is an important element of training preparation.  Audio described segments from films are viewed and then scenes from classic films on videotape are screened by auditionees while audio cassette recordings of the auditionees' attempt to provide audio description are made and then mailed to the Pfanstiehls.  Speech skills are observed as well as the ability to notice and recount the salient visual elements of the scene.  

Once the selections are made (they limit training sessions to six individuals and prefer to have at least three), they try to vary activities over a 2-3 day period:  they will discuss promotion of the program, how to prepare program notes, techniques for using the equipment--and the heart of the training involves viewing video segments, having each trainee attempt descriptions aloud, and critiquing the results.  Often, if the scene has been described by a more experienced describer, they will play that version and compare the two experiences.  They encourage describers to 'Move from the general to the specific" and simply "say what you see."  The describer needs to be a faithful color camera lens--what comes in the eye, goes out the mouth without any interpretation or evaluation.

The Pfanstiehls try to provide critiques from the perspective of a non-seeing person (Margaret Pfanstiehl is blind), believing that it is too easy for a sighted person to be "contaminated" by the visual aspects of a scene and thus provide a less useful evaluation of what needs to be said or not said.  Training sessions often begin with the trainees describing each other--the descriptions are often comprehensive and detailed but they are reminded that in a live theater situation, precious little time is available.  Or, trainees will be asked to describe their own living rooms--fellow trainees will not have a visual image of the room other than through the description that is offered.  It must, therefore, be clear and concise to avoid confusion.  (Students will return the next day remarking that they "really looked" at their living rooms for the first time!)

The Pfanstiehls will provide a list of readings that are rich in descriptive language and will study cartoons which, with a few pen strokes, convey an emotion or attitude.  They coach students to avoid statements like, "He is upset" or "She is sad."  Rather, the action should be described--"He is clenching his fist" or "She is trembling."  They ask people to "give the evidence, don't sum it up and generalize."  

Jesse Minkert noted that his work is "extremely derived" from what the Pfanstiehls do.  Mr. Minkert distributed a "list of rules":  "Say What You See;"  "Don't Say What You Don't See;" "Move From the General to the Specific;" "Don't Obscure the Work of the Actors;"  "Be Understandable;" "Speak in Sentence Fragments;" "Describe the Action that Indicates the Emotion (rather than simply naming the emotion);" "Label Characters By Appearance (rather than by type or stereotype);" and "Don't Present Information Before the Event Does."

Mr. Minkert then read an excerpt from an article, "Blind People Can See Your Collections With A Little Help From You," reprinted by The Docent Educator.  The selection described the image of a young boy in ways which violate several of Mr. Minkert's "rules," transgressions which were pointed out and discussed, e.g., the phrase "a two-year old Korean boy" prompts one to wonder if the child is wearing a sign that says "I am two years old and I am Korean."  

In his training workshops, Mr. Minkert also shares reprints of newsletters from The Metropolitan Washington Ear which chronicle various AD "problems" and their solutions, as well as a "narrator's checklist" for use in providing AD in live theater settings.  He also reviews with trainees the act of seeing, helping prospective describers to truly see with greater awareness, often with input from people who are blind or have low vision.  "See the true form ... and record an accurate representation  of that form" sums up Mr. Minkert's definition of AD.  

He referred to "interpretation" as "informational shortcuts."  The describer, of course, has a limited amount of time within which he/she must craft a description.  Thus, the temptation to use a verbal shortcut is great.  But he cautioned that they are "fraught with danger because they are, by their nature, interpretative," e.g., describing a man as "a bum" as a shortcut for "a small man with a long, sharp nose, receding chin, and a day's growth of beard, rumpled, dirty clothing, and a stocking cap."  This issue often prompts various exercises--writing a description of a particular image in 30 words and then crafting a three-word "shortcut," or describing in great detail a comic panel on a 3x5" piece of paper while neglecting to state that it is a "piece of paper," or "tag-team" description of video excerpts, followed by a "final exam" which consists of a description of a video excerpt for others who cannot see the video screen.

Joel Snyder was the next individual to provide his insights on training techniques,  "seconding" the remarks that had come earlier and offering some additional perspectives.  He illuminated the concept behind the tenet "Don't Obscure the Work of the Actors" by relaying his experience in preparing AD for Lord Ian McKellan's "Acting Shakespeare."  Mr. Snyder had the opportunity to meet with Lord McKellan prior to the described performances and after briefly introducing AD to McKellan, McKellan paused, frowned, and remarked, "I see.  You're going to be talking while I am talking?!"  Mr. Snyder made it clear that that was definitely not the case!  And that incident prompted an additional AD rule--"Make sure the House Manager knows about and supports AD and informs cast and crew."

After reviewing his work as a reader for the Library of Congress' Talking Books program and his volunteer service as a newspaper reader and, later, his work as one of the first audio describers for the Pfanstiehls at The Metropolitan Washington Ear, he noted that his two-and-a-half- or three-day training sessions begin with a review of perspectives on physical disabilities and blindness.  In referencing a button he was wearing--"Attitudes Are the Real Disability"--he emphasized that audio describers need  to know about accessibility, they need to understand that those who appear to be without "disabilities" are only "temporarily able-bodied," and they need to develop a specific awareness of issues involving blindness and loss of vision.  Mr. Snyder read portions of Oliver Sachs' recent publication, "An Anthropologist On Mars," in which Sachs recounts the experience of two individuals' encounters with vision-related difficulties:  one story is focused on a man who had been blind for 45 years before he regained his sight and the significant hardships that resulted, e.g., developing depth perception, understanding shadows, learning to recognize and relate to people and things visually; another story involved a gentleman who lost his ability to see color and the problems that this presented--his visual perception of the world was not one of crisp blacks and whites but of muted, dull grays.  He was no longer able to have relations with his wife because skin tones now resembled a dim and dark charcoal-like hue; remembering the brilliant green of his front yard, he could no longer bear to sit there as it now appeared dirty and black.

Throughout his AD training sessions, Mr. Snyder applies many of the skills he studied as a professional actor and acting teacher, often referencing Richard Boleslavsky's text "Acting:  The First Six Lessons."  It was Boleslavsky  who wrote that the finest actor must learn "to love the theater in himself, not himself in the theater" and Mr. Snyder suggested that this echoes the notion, discussed earlier, that the describer must remain "invisible."  The describer is providing a service--his/her activities must always be in support of the user of the service and the event being described.

Mr. Snyder reviewed two of Boleslavsky's "lessons":  "Observation" and "Concentration."  He suggested that to be a good audio describer (and to be a good actor) one must relearn how to see, develop Sherlock Holmes' gift for observation (he often shares descriptive passages from Sir Arthur Conan Doyle's stories to illustrate skill in observation)--the describer cannot relay information if he/she hasn't truly noticed the wealth of visual information which we encounter each day.  Training exercises in this area involve mirroring a partner, describing blow-ups of photographs (he displayed a photo of a firefighter--or is it?), or noticing subtle changes in dress or manner that a fellow trainee has made.  After reviewing these exercises, Mr. Snyder then asked one attendee to close his eyes and describe Joel Snyder--a simple illustration of the ability to observe and recall, fundamentals of AD.  Similarly, the ability to concentrate directly relates to ones ability to observe and to translate visual information into the oral and aural.  Mr. Snyder will sometimes have a trainee stand at the front of a room while others simply observe the person.  He then repeats the exercise. but then asks the "standee" to concentrate on a task (counting panels in the ceiling).  Concentration engenders a kind of relaxation and steadiness that is readily apparent to those observing the subject.

Videotapes figure prominently in Mr. Snyder's training sessions--use of "Wings," a silent film and the first Academy-Award winner, has been particularly useful in description practica as has the visually-rich "Michael Moshen in Motion" documentary.  

Mr. Snyder believes that AD is a literary art form to a great extent--he spends a good deal of time working with language and speech skills.  He asked the group "How many synonyms can you think of for 'walk'?"  (The group quickly volunteered "amble," "saunter," "meander," "stride," "stroll," "sashay," "shuffle," etc.)  He emphasized conciseness and precision in the choice of words that are vivid and rich in visual imagery and reminded the group that George Bernard Shaw once observed the significant difference in meaning between "lightning" and "lightning bug."  Mr. Snyder will also have trainees work with exercises designed to improve pronunciation, enunciation, and articulation skills--he proceeded to regale attendees with the first two stanzas of Tom Lehrer's "The Elements," an up-tempo recitation of the periodic table of elements.

Finally, he stressed the notion that accessibility techniques, including audio description, might be usefully considered an aesthetic innovation, i.e., AD adds an aural, oral, and literary dimension to events employing this service, just as sign interpretation adds a visual dimension to a theater event (or even a symphony concert) or movement by people who use wheelchairs or older people suggests new possibilities for dance.  

Mr. Snyder ended his remarks by agreeing that ongoing training/"brush-ups" are critical; he then noted two publications that he has found helpful:  "What's What:  A Visual Glossary of the Physical World,"  and "Sight Unseen:  The Art of Active Seeing," and shared brief excerpts from two films for which he wrote and voiced the AD--the PBS/American Playhouse production of "Native Son" and the Smithsonian Institution Air and Space Museum presentation "Blue Planet."

Alan Woods presented next (and last), beginning by agreeing with "all of the above."  He went on to note that he insists that "consumers" be part of his training sessions--he finds that their contributions are particularly valuable and insightful.  He stressed the importance of observation and "saying what you see" and mentioned that he "scales" the videos he uses, i.e., he will begin with "easier to describe" excerpts and progress to more challenging segments.  During one session, he used a video of Stephen Sondheim's "Sunday in the Park with George" and recalled that during the screening a trainee shouted, "That's Commander Data!" referring to the actor, Brent Spiner, who many years later portrayed a crew member on one of the Star Trek television sequels.  At another point, during a sequence in which the artist, Georges Seurat, is painting the image of a model, he discovered that the consumer at the session--a gentleman who has been blind since birth--assumed that "modeling" consisted of lying on a canvas and having ones image traced.

Mr. Woods agreed that describers are "born, not made" and encouraged trainers to resist pressures to include in training session individuals who lack basic AD skills.  He went on to suggest that "If AD is an art and not a craft, that means that techniques can be taught--the basic talent cannot."  

He shared a helpful acronym with the group--"WYSIWYS" (pronounced "WIZ-E-WIZ")--"What You See Is What You Say."  He also stressed that it is not the describer's job to censor--poor portrayed or tasteless or offensive or painful images can present a difficult situation for the describer.  Mr. Woods recalled describing an event which mocked "all the fags dying of AIDS" in a parody of "Do, Re, Mi" from "The Sound of Music."  He emphasized that, again, the describer must remain invisible--if an offensive portrayal prevents the describer from being objective (or, conversely, if the production values are such that one cannot resist making an evaluative statement--"It's a lovely room!" or "She's dressed in expensive clothes but has terrible taste!"), he/she may need to let someone else take over.

Questions/comments from the group followed:

- One participant felt that during training sessions it was important to use video of live performances.  Several others cautioned that copyright laws and union regulations can be an impediment.  

- It was suggested that training exercises might be more helpful if trainees are "set up for success" as opposed to having them describe a photograph or video excerpt and pointing out everything that's inappropriate about their attempt at description.  The Pfanstiehls mentioned that they do provide guidelines initially but that for most trainees such guidance "goes in one ear and out the other"--they try to let their trainees make mistakes from which all will benefit.  Jesse Minkert offered that it must be made clear to prospective describers that when most people look at something, they're not seeing very much.  Alan Woods tries to include attendance at a performance which he will describe, often with no prior viewings--following that performance, the trainees critique him.  Joel Snyder strives to create an environment where everyone feels comfortable making mistakes because, he expressed, that's when learning occurs.  A former high school instructor, he noted that his classroom had a sign over the door--"Fail Young."  An attendee suggested that critiques can be offered in a manner that suggests growth while showing examples of work that will usefully demonstrate that we all have something to learn.

- Another individual suggested using a history of costume text, available at most libraries, for consultation on specific names and styles.  She then asked about prioritizing information--given the vast amount of visual information that could be detailed, she wondered how to decide what is most important to include in the AD narrative.  Jesse Minkert stated that "If it's gone, forget it!"--Margaret Pfanstiehl added that if some critical information has passed by, one should not go back and apologize.  Cody Pfanstiehl noted that all describers experience a nagging "I should have said ..." feeling following described performances.  Joel Snyder cautioned against too much precision or detail in the naming of items--those labels may or may not be familiar to the general public and could obscure more than clarify.

- Long segments of no dialogue in a show present a particular challenge--the panel was asked if it was most important to describe action in real time (particularly useful for an individual who is partially-sighted) or try to provide more detailed information regarding the visual images on stage.  Margaret Pfanstiehl noted that some patrons will want more description, some less--consequently, a balance must be struck, focusing on what is most  necessary in relation to character or plot development.  Jesse Minkert thought this situation represents a judgement call--it will be up to the individual describer.  Cody Pfanstiehl reminded the group that, for example, not all sound effects must be described--better to focus on actions which develop the story if time is at a premium.  Alan Woods referred to "grace notes"--he cited a scene from a film which includes an image of  a painted portrait of a principal character.  "If you can get that in, terrific!"--but it's not central to the plot.  "And if they're all important?"  Alan Woods responded:  "Triage."  Gregory Frazier stressed a focus on visual images that are essential to the story, plot, and characterizations.  One attendee suggested emphasizing the visual information that  captured your attention most vividly.

- A participant recalled describing the musical "Cocoanuts," amid multiple visual images occurring simultaneously.  Referring back to the Joel Snyder's comment regarding technical terminology, she mentioned descriptions of dance events and noted that the "official" name of a dance move would be irrelevant to most listeners--a focus on the nature of the movement would be more appropriate.  (Cody Pfanstiehl recalled auditioning a dance critic:  in describing a scene involving dance movement, he tended to evaluate critically--"Her extension is a little weak ..."--more than describe.  Margaret Pfanstiehl added that his only comment during a bedroom scene was simply "Holy Smokes!")

- Another question involved the handling of segments of "non-stop talking" on stage.  The questioner went on to discuss descriptions (as opposed to naming/labeling) of items that may be familiar to sighted people; similarly, one can "anticipate" a particular visual image--she recalled describing a man on stage with arms raised with index and middle fingers pointed, head sunken:  she alerted listeners that when that image occurred she would simply state "Nixon gesture."  Alan Woods cited a segment from a video of "Taming of the Shrew" where a particular gesture is repeated several times--he suggested describing it once and repeating a shorthand phrase ("hat trick") to stand-in for the full description.  Jesse Minkert tries to avoid telling listeners what something means ahead of time--he feels it's just "over the line" toward interpreting action for the listener.

- The importance of informing audience and theater staff of the AD process was emphasized.  Gregory Frazier mentioned including a reference in pre-show announcements regarding AD.

- Finally, a questioner wondered how prevalent AD is for live theater and for video/film throughout the US.  Cody Pfanstiehl remarked that there are 22 states that now offer AD during live theater performances.  He also noted that some video stores carry videotapes with AD provided by WGBH, based in Boston [Note:  DVS or Descriptive Video Service is the WGBH trademark for their audio description activities--It was suggested several times throughout the Conference that "nomenclature" or terminology must be standardized if AD is to achieve a significant level of public awareness.]  WGBH has produced AD tracks for about 100 movies that are on video in addition to their ongoing work for certain PBS broadcasts.  In addition, the Narrative Television Network, based in Tulsa, OK, provides descriptions for 20 hours per week of broadcasts on cable--NTN distributes to libraries close to 200 films on video that include an AD track.  Jesse Minkert noted that an Association in support of AD could compile information about AD in all of its forms and function as a clearinghouse for references and provision of information--Alan Woods is presently preparing a book for publication sometime next year that will include this information and Jesse Minkert keeps his own database of information in this area.

Joel Snyder posted the URL address (Universal Resource Locator) for an Audio Description Home Page accessible on the Internet's World Wide Web.  The page was prepared by Joel with Beth Kanter of ArtsWire and was originally designed as a publicity tool for the Conference.  It also includes general information on audio description as well as sound samples from two audio described video productions.  Its address is:  http://www.tmn.com/Artswire/www/ad/home.html

4:30 pm  --
Audio Description "Show & Tell"

Veteran describers shared AD efforts in an informal critiquing session.

Madelyn Dovano, Moderator - The Visual Voice,  Los Gatos, California

Participants:  Mickey Benson, Launa Carlson, Sharon King, Cody & Margaret Pfanstiehl, Patsy Smith

Ms. Dovano began this session suggesting that an ideal critiquing session might involve several describers providing descriptions for the same scene followed by comments and observations.  She went on to share her vision of AD as a professional activity.  She wondered why describers for film and video are paid but theater describers are often volunteers.  She asked why sign interpreters are paid well even though, once basic sign language skills are developed, there can be less "overhead" than is involved in the development of audio description.  She noted that theaters in San Jose, CA are paying fees for audio description service, which includes audience development, equipment maintenance, and other elements.  She emphasized that AD should be developed to levels of quality and professionalism that "the blind will come in droves once they know about it."  But, she asserted, that the level of quality is relative to the time spent in preparation and that volunteers with day jobs often will not be able to commit to an adequate amount of time.  In addition, she stated that volunteers may be perceived as not "good enough" if AD activity is only an avocation and that people who are blind deserve to have best prepared and delivered audio description available.

Prior to the critique sessions, Mickey Benson spoke about some technical aspects of preparing for an AD assignment.  Ms. Benson works with audio description programs in the San Jose area as a "coordinator"--she makes sure equipment is functioning and where it should be.  She shared some thoughts on the recording of "pre-show tapes."  Some are elaborate and extend for 15-20 minutes--they function as a "study guide" for the production.  Others provide only basic information; yet another version, sent out to subscribers--free matter for the blind--five days before their attendance at a performance (or available on a headset in the lobby), will be created by the describers once they know the show well and can direct listeners' attention to pertinent details for which there isn't sufficient time to highlight during the performance.  Material that might be included involves background on the production, its length (to coordinate transportation arrangements), costumes, box office information, important contact information, voice samples of performers who appear in the show, and special effects used in the show (particularly those which may disturb guide animals who accompany users of the service).  Care is taken not to "give away" information that should be revealed throughout the course of the performance.  Music,  in keeping with the mood/style of the production, is recorded on the tape prior to the notes before the show and/or during intermission.

An excerpt from a sample pre-show tape was played and critiqued by Conference attendees.  Pre-show seminars, including on-stage tactile sessions, are held by some theaters where pre-show tapes are not used.  It was noted that critique sessions with users of the service in attendance are held following performances to allow feedback direct from the consumers of the service.  One attendee who is blind mentioned that in at least one instance he found it appropriate for a describer to "describe" something he/she doesn't see:  the fact that pre-show announcements of cast changes are often made over a loudspeaker, not by an individual appearing before the audience.

The "Lightning Critique" sessions followed:  viewing of audio described portions of videotapes and comments addressing 1) what you liked; 2) what you thought could be improved--be specific; and 3) "a freebie."  The describer may then respond.  In addition, participants were asked to write comments on feedback sheets to be shared  with each describer.  

The following videotape presentations (except where indicated) were made:  

- a portion of Patsy Smith's  AD for the movie "Sleepless in Seattle," described live for students at the Indiana School for the Blind;

- Sharon Robertson-King shared excerpts from WGBH/DVS production of a nature film/ documentary "Great African Moments";

- an audiotape excerpt of Madelyn Dovano's AD for the San Jose Civic Light Opera production of "Grand Hotel";

- Kathy Harper presented an excerpt of the AD produced by the Narrative Television Network for NBC's "Ironside";  

Comments included discussion of "setting up" or "anticipating" scenes before they occur; identification of individuals (including "stars"), settings, location (including onstage or within the theater house), and sounds; scripting, including time required; use of phrases; matching of vocal tone; handling of "flashbacks" and scene changes;  word choice (verbs and adjectives, particularly); indication of quantities of items/people in an image; notation of camera or stage effects; prioritization of images to describe; use of same or separate individuals as writer and narrator; editing/consumer review of scripts; pacing/timing; "redundancy"; volume levels; use of audiotapes of AD and dialogue/stage sounds by individuals who cannot attend the theater; and use of "prefatory" phrases ("Our story opens with ...").           

Madelyn Dovano ended the session with an excerpt of the "Rock Island" train sequence/song from the film of "The Music Man" as an example of "the un-describable,"  although it was noted by one consumer that the soundtrack alone conveys an adequate impression of the action and setting--or a brief description, prior to the scene, could be used to provide pertinent visual images.

6:00 pm  --


Adjourn, Day One

SATURDAY, JUNE 17 - Rehearsal Room One

9:00 am  --


Audience and Awareness: Audience Development, 



















Technology, Funding

This session covered the above-listed administrative issues pertinent to Audio Description--otherwise known as "marketing, equipment, and looking for money."  Speakers from both the administrators' and patrons' viewpoints discussed strategies, successes, failures, and the impact of AD on audiences.

Deborah Lewis, Moderator -- Special Audiences, Atlanta, GA; Guest Speakers: Chet Avery, US Department of Education; Judy Dixon, Library of Congress; Margaret Hardy, American Musical Theatre of San Jose; Sharon Robertson-King, WGBH/Descriptive Video Services, Boston, MA; Beth O'Callaghan, Taping for the Blind, Houston, TX
Likening this session's "focus" to one on "elephants, kumquats, and peanut butter," Deborah Lewis bravely opened this session by announcing that it would basically be about "administration ... the nuts and bolts" of AD.  Scheduling, "getting the word out," getting people in the audience, raising money, equipment, logistics--all of these items are critical to the success of any AD program.

Ms. Lewis structured the session in two parts:  1) tips and techniques from AD  administrators, and 2) comment from AD users.  
Beth O'Callaghan began the "administrator" presentations with a review of Taping for the Blind services in Houston, TX.  In January 1993, eight describers were trained in Houston; since that time, the program has grown to 13 describers.  Two dozen live performances have been described as well as three IMAX films, a dozen video productions for Houston public television, museum exhibitions, parades, rodeos, and a State park nature trail.  Audience development is accomplished through public appearances, particularly with organizations that provide services for people who are blind; maintenance of a mailing list culled from a range of state-wide agencies; an events line--a telephone number that publicizes AD availability; insuring mention of AD services  and use of the AD logo in constituent organization printed materials; news releases; and PSAs on local radio reading services.  Special events can be described--often as a part of a group "package," but Ms. O'Callaghan noted that the sponsoring organization must be aware of potential liability issues.  

Taping for the Blind owns a portable Phonic Ear FM radio system--12 six-channel receivers, rechargeable (it was noted that Williams Sound systems frequency bands are "too wide" to be effective for AD in Houston).  Several of the theaters that are serviced have their own systems and Ms. O'Callaghan advised that theaters be encouraged to purchase and test regularly their own six-channel systems.  Museums in Houston maintain their own audio cassette tour systems, although Taping for the Blind arranged for the construction of a special system for AD used at Houston's Children's Museum.  Turning to broadcast issues, she encourages television purchasers to look for inclusion of SAP (secondary audio program) capability in order to access AD broadcasts.  

Ms. O'Callaghan spoke of logistical difficulties--providing AD in Houston's Music Hall from the light booth while technical cues are being called nearby and the need to use the "cough switch" strategically.  Transmitter "horror stories" were reviewed; Ms. O'Callaghan also mentioned the need to ensure an audio feed from the stage to the area from which AD is being provided. Flexibility is key--and the ability to learn from mistakes!

She finds it "real easy" to write grant applications for support of AD, particularly when done in collaboration with a constituent organization (theater, museum, etc.).  Success stories--"a seven-year old boy was able to see the rodeo for the first time--are always helpful and media attention has been generally easy to encourage.  Taping for the Blind charges the theaters and most other constituents a flexible fee for providing the service although currently museum exhibitions are being handled "pro bono."  The organization expects to be able to find success soliciting funding from telecommunications firms, in particular.  

Sharon Robertson-King of WGBH noted that the public television station's focus, of course, is on broadcast media and the production of videotapes with an AD track.  She is the Outreach Director for DVS--Descriptive Video Service--at WGBH; consequently, she focused her remarks on developing public awareness.  In 1985, Barry Cronin at WGBH  was on a task force researching the use of an SAP channel for stereo television--it was dubbed "second audio program" in consideration of its planned use as a vehicle for broadcasting in a second language.  SAP use for second language broadcasts was infrequent, however.  Imagining other uses for the SAP channel, Dr. Cronin recalled radio broadcasts of bowling matches which featured a narrator--"Whispering Smith."  Dr. Cronin wondered whether SAP could be used to describe the visual images of television for people who are blind, particularly when "alot is going on but nothing is being said."  He began to research the issue by contacting several organizations which provide services for blind people and also discovered that the Pfanstiehls were developing AD for live theater presentation in the Washington, DC area.  He learned, too, there was indeed a need for the service and began to plan a test--with funding from The Easter Seals Foundation--of AD for the PBS series "Mystery" at screenings in Boston.  Positive feedback led to a national pilot in 1988 with the "American Playhouse" series in 10 different cities.  A start-up grant from the Corporation for Public Broadcasting was awarded to WGBH as well as a Challenge grant from the National Endowment for the Arts.  That enabled WGBH to broadcast one program nationally with AD and begin permanent operations in January 1990.  Subsequent funding from the Department of Education has enabled the service to establish a Consumer Advisory Council in Boston, and later nationally, and develop DVS Home Video.  Under contracts with several of the major film production studios, WGBH pays royalties for the rights to produce described versions of major motion pictures--and does so, Ms. King added, at significant expense.  Only recently, MCA/Universal, with Amblin Entertainment, hired WGBH/DVS to produce a described version of "Schindler's List," available at video stores, by mail, and in libraries.  Similarly, described television programs have been supported with contributed income--the first program to pay for the service was "MisterRogers' Neighborhood."  

110 public television stations--reaching about 70% of the nation--offer DVS, out of about 300 public stations in the country.  Each station needs to have SAP equipment in order to broadcast the DVS signal to consumers who have a stereo television with the SAP channel.   It has been determined that virtually all of the major television set producers have begun including the SAP channel in all models over 13" and include the SAP "switch" on remote controls.  In addition, separate receivers are available which may be attached to a non-SAP equipped television or can "stand alone" and access the DVS signal.  (Note:  SAP is sometimes referred to as MTS--Multi Television Stereo Sound--or BIL--Bilingual.  A few stations use the SAP channel to broadcast in a second language, but may rebroadcast, using DVS, at a later time.  In addition, some radio reading services will simulcast--or broadcast at a later time--the DVS enhanced soundtracks of PBS broadcasts.)

Ms. King turned her attention to the use of DVS by children.  She referenced the AD "rule" against interpretation and wondered if, for young children, in particular, it would be important to describe and interpret at time, i.e., "She clenched her fist and looked angry."  Educators and parents have provided feedback which has suggested that less description during a broadcast is desirable, perhaps balanced with more elaborate preliminary "set up."  She pointed out that AD can be of great benefit to people with attention deficit disorders or other learning disabilities.  

Finally, Ms. King pointed out a number of ways in which WGBH tries to build awareness of AD:  publication of a DVS newsletter in large print and braille; maintenance of an 800 number (she hoped that an Association in support of AD could maintain an 800 number that would provide information on described events throughout the nation) and a local Boston-based number providing information and allowing users to offer feedback; attendance at conferences nationally and locally; on-line services; press releases to the press and organizations who support people who are blind and older people as well as other community service organizations--Lions Clubs, in particular--radio reading services and local radio programs; information in optometry and ophthalmology offices, hospital waiting rooms, and local libraries; receptions in conjunction with the premieres of described productions; and advertisements in telephone directories (under "A" for audio description!).

Margaret Hardy of American Musical Theatre of San Jose spoke next.  Ms. Hardy is Director of the Community Development Wing which involves 16 programs--the Theatre's AD activities is a part of this work.  In 1990, the Theatre trained nine individuals and has been offering the service ever since.  Ms. Hardy echoed the promotional ideas that had already mentioned, adding that the Theatre produced a video (with funding from the California Arts Council) which documents the Theatre's AD work.  The video serves as an extremely effective tool in spreading the word about AD, particularly among potential users as well as the general public.  The Theatre will sponsor a workshop on AD in September for other community arts organizations that may wish to develop AD programs.

In the first season involving AD, the Theatre attracted four or five AD users on subscription (half-price tickets), integrated among other patrons (unlike arrangements that often must be made for patrons who use wheelchairs or must be near a sign interpreter).  Now, the Theatre boasts over 75 subscribers (including family members) using AD who offer valuable advice on the program in addition to over 250 single-ticket buyers--the number of AD users at a particular performance ranges from 1 to as many as 50.  Ms. Hardy maintains a mailing list of individuals who have low vision and organizations that work with people who are blind to whom special promotional materials are delivered--season brochures also include appropriate information on AD services and an informational cassette is mailed to advance ticket-buyers.  Subscribers can bring a friend for free (on the condition that the friend's mailing information is provided for the mailing list!) and the Theatre works with the Veterans Hospital in Palo Alto  to bring patients with low vision to the Theatre as an important part of the individual's therapy.  Ms. Hardy regularly solicits feedback from patrons throughout each season.

The Theatre presents 19 performances of each of four musical each season--AD is provided at six performances of each show.  At the first AD performance of each run, AD users are invited to meet with describers following the performance to critique the describers' efforts.  The Theatre pays its describers and usually pairs two describers for each show, providing vocal variety and added support for the process.  Ms. Hardy noted that the Paper Mill Playhouse in New Jersey offers "sensory seminars" for AD users before each described performance--in San Jose, the Theatre invites patrons backstage following the last described performance, a Saturday matinee.  Braille programs are available as well as braille set designs (she mentioned seeing a "vacuform" of a set, with braille notations, that was developed for the first described performances in Spain).  Describers  will spend a good deal of time backstage observing costumes and settings and several production meetings are held with the Theatre's artistic staff--this provides the detail that is shared with AD users in the tapes sent out before the performance or in the pre-show recorded notes. 

The Theatre uses a city-owned space which employs a one-channel infrared system--in addition, the Theatre owns a Telex system that it uses for AD with 40 receivers and the Theatre makes the equipment available to others on loan.  The equipment is also used to provide simultaneous translations of certain performances.  

Funding for the program has never been a problem, according to Ms. Hardy.  For instance, when the Theatre produced "A Chorus Line," a grant application was submitted to Hewlett-Packard for ongoing support--the company sent a member of its contributions committee--a blind woman--to attend a described performance and Ms. Hardy hopes that her application will be successful.  

Ms. Hardy concluded her remarks by mentioning the Theatre's production of "Assassins" and a described performance that included several AD users with guide dogs in the audience.  Often, guide dogs are trained to react to loud noises--two ushers ended up walking four dogs in the lobby throughout much of the performance!  (Indeed, she emphasized the need to inform and involve ushers and other staff in the process of offering described performances.)  She also described a note and picture from a young AD user following his attendance at a performance of George M!:  the note read "Ride bus, go San Jose, watch George ..."   

Deborah Lewis continued with a review of Special Audiences' AD activities in Atlanta, GA.  She learned of AD from Fran Bay of the Ohio Theater Alliance and was encouraged to develop similar activities in Georgia.  She went through AD training in Ohio and introduced AD to several theaters in Atlanta, including the Alliance Theater, under the auspice of Special Audiences (SA).  

SA now works with 12-13 theaters in a theater coalition in Atlanta--after having had to convince some uninitiated theater administrators that AD wasn't actually sign interpretation or that descriptions would be heard by all audience members--"Won't that be distracting?!."  SA auditions describers and provides training, pays an honorarium to describers (and charges constituent theaters a fee which is reduced if the theater "signs up" for an entire season), maintains equipment, holds press conferences--complete with AD demos and blindfolds for sighted attendees, collaborates with local radio reading services, has a "hot line" phone information system, and distributes AD logos and other publicity materials--on audio cassette and in large print--to constituent theaters and the city Cultural Affairs "hot line."  SA also convenes a "peer panel" of users who provide feedback and assistance--and they maintain a phone tree to publicize described performances.  She also notes that users of the service who attend theaters that do not offer AD can be critical to encouraging new theaters to provide the service.  Ms. Lewis reminded the group that tapes and other materials mailed to AD users can be stamped "Free Matter For The Blind" (she advises checking with the local post office).  She mentioned that users sign up for the service in advance--if no one has requested the service 24 hours before a performance, descriptions are not provided.  SA has not had difficulties with this system, i.e., users attending with no advance notice and being unable to have descriptions provided.         

Ms. Lewis says that fundraising is "easy" although she stresses that AD is a project of SA--not a general operational function for which fundraising might be more challenging.  SA has submitted funding requests to eyeglass companies and other vision-related business concerns; the community foundation helped fund equipment purchases--funders seem to respond more readily to specific requests over more general, operational support needs.   

SA has two sound systems available:  Williams Sound--two transmitters, 25 receivers in two different cases, and rechargeable batteries--but after difficult experiences with recharging, they've gone to regular batteries; and Phonic Ear with about 20 receivers and which be adaptable to a theater's assistive listening system.  Describers use a "steno mask" at times--an audible groan was heard in the audience when this was mentioned; one person dubbed it "The Mask From Hell" due to its cumbersome handling, a crackling sound that results when the mask brushes against facial hair, and difficulties in breathing while it's being used!  [Note:  Kennedy Center staff demonstrated a "mini mask" that adequately masks sound but does not cover the nose--it is available from Martel Electronics, 2013 Miraloma, Placentia, CA  92670  714 572-0100.]   Ms. Lewis noted that Georgia Tech has offered to collaborate with describers on sound system research in an effort to develop more effective methods and equipment for AD. 

Following a break, the group offered comments and questions:                                      
- It was noted that a commercial Chicago radio station has broadcast described productions.  A coalition of theaters in Chicago has been formed and the "Saints" was mentioned, an organization that provides volunteer services to theaters throughout the area.

- The grants process was discussed--Ms. Lewis mentioned that it can take from 3 months to a year to raise funds for a particular project.  One participant suggested using a state listing of foundations.  

- One attendee cited efforts to build awareness of AD in the Midwest among older people, in particular.  Flyers were distributed which read "If you can't tell an elephant from a hippopotamus, you might like audio description."  Newspapers have printed short articles and printed photos of describers with microphone and transmitter--and even while using a "light pen," helpful for taking notes in dark theaters. 

- An AD user expressed concern about transportation.  It was noted that in Washington, DC, a free theater escort service is offered which guarantees door-to-door transportation to described performances--the escorts are volunteers but do receive a ticket to the described performance.  A question regarding liability was asked--the response indicated that as long as no one was being paid, the situation was tantamount to offering a friend a ride to an event and private auto insurance would cover any claims.  In Seattle, funding was raised to offer transportation along with subscriptions to described performances.

- A concern was expressed regarding infrared systems--that usually both ears must be "plugged" during a performance.  However, a single ear bud infrared system has been developed  and multi-channel systems allow the user to receive stage sound or AD or both. 

- It was suggested that braille materials be available irrespective of advance requests and that service providers may wish to notate mailing lists to indicate those users who are braille readers.  

- Access hotline information (including directions to and descriptions of the theaters that offer AD, information on where to find the box office and AD receivers, and DVS hotline numbers) can be shared with and printed/broadcast by local disability publications, cable shows, or radio reading services.  In Seattle, WA, the Access Artsline number is 206 528-2085.   
Chet Avery, from the US Department of Education, joined the group to share his perspective on AD as a user of the service.  He saluted the conference participants as "pioneers" and "liberators"--pioneers, because AD can change "the institutional relationships that pervade our society by building into the theater, telecommunications and television, museums, films, a new component that was not there just a few years ago," and liberators, because AD "you're changing the concept of blindness."  He feels that for too long people who are blind have paid their money for television or theater and have missed a significant percentage of the experience.  Consequently, people who are blind often don't have VCRs, don't watch television, and don't go to the theater because they've been well-educated not to do that.  

Mr. Avery described his first experience with AD as a new Department of Education employee in 1964.  The office next to his was involved with captioning films for people who are deaf.  He recalled that with silent films, "deaf people were happy, blind people were not--and when there was radio, blind people were happy, deaf people were not."  (Movies are not helpful for either!)  He suggested that descriptions be provided on films for people who are blind and he subsequently encouraged blind consumer organizations to apply for support of AD on film.  The organizations, however, were more focused on employment for people who are blind.      
Mr. Avery spoke of Wayne White, the House Manager at Arena Stage in Washington, DC, who, in 1980, assembled a group of people (including Mr. Avery and the Pfanstiehls) to advise the theater on accessibility issues.  Mr. Avery spoke with Wayne White about description possibilities, they both discussed it with the Pfanstiehls, and from there the  Metropolitan Washington Ear's AD program was developed.  

But, Mr. Avery notes, we've come a long way since then--"you are in the process of developing a profession" and he likened it to the growth of the National Association of State Directors of Special Education and the development of cane instruction for people who are blind.  He believes that describers are "in the vanguard" of a movement that has had and will continue to have profound impacts on the quality of life for many people, including those who are sighted--he says that "My wife is liberated!," no longer tied to describing duties and Mr. Avery feels more fully integrated into the life of his family.  Further, the descriptions often provide added insight for the sighted audience member--"I never would have seen that--I didn't understand that."

As an activist in the blind community, Mr. Avery has encouraged blind people to expect  AD when they attend a theater or go to a movie.  He spoke of all people expanding their commitments to greater opportunities for blind people, particularly for blind children who should have the benefit of AD.  Further, he stressed involvement on a local level with individuals and organizations that can develop "action plans" to further improve the quality of life for blind and older people through AD.  Blind people need to "redefine" themselves and "expect more" from theaters, media outlets, and film houses which should be made accessible to all who patronize those institutions, e.g., libraries need to provide described films and videos on a wider scale, transportation needs must be met, and subsidized tickets must be available.  

Mr. Avery is confident that describers can look forward to expanding their outreach to consumers and to theaters--he is certain that one day theaters will have an "on-site" staff person who provides AD.  He referenced the AD Home Page and expects that it can be used in the future to publicize and support AD throughout the nation--he even suggested the possibility of sharing AD notes/script materials via the Internet to facilitate description of touring productions, in particular.  He sees potential for AD to help blind people "take their place and help shape that place in society with everyone else."

Judy Dixon, an AD user and administrator at the Library of Congress' National Library Service for the Blind and Physically Handicapped, was the final speaker at this session.  She wondered, too, about the potential of AD in various contexts--at a meeting or at a reception ("There's food here ... this is what they have.").  She noted that it's become "trendy" in the DC area for blind people to have audio described weddings.  

Ms. Dixon cited the "Catch-22" between arrangements and audiences.  If arrangements are appropriate and easily accessible, and the descriptive service is of high quality, AD is more likely to succeed at attracting users.  If not, people will not use the service--if people do not use the service, it will not be provided.  

She referred to herself as a "fan" of AD and has attended two dozen live theater events in Washington, DC and around the country.  But she described her experiences as "more frustrating than fulfilling."  Getting information from ticket services about described performances was difficult, to say the least--"We've got something here for the deaf.  It's called The Washington Ear."!  She stressed the issue of coming up with a generic name for the service--the role of a national organization could involve the availability of information regarding AD throughout the country.  Once the date/time of a described performance is discovered, arrangements for obtaining a receiver should be straight-forward.  She expressed concern about needing to leave a credit card as "security" for the loan of the receiver--"I'll leave my first-born child (or my car keys--who has 'em?!) but don't ask for my credit card!".  

She has been disappointed by sound systems that only broadcast the AD track, making it more difficult to hear the stage sounds and dialogue in the play.  A "whispering describer" is usually not understandable--a concern, particularly when the describer is located in the theater house and must speak into a mask.  She encouraged an AD association to develop, with advice from consumers, a set of national standards or benchmarks that describers can strive toward.    

As regards outreach, she suggested that AD providers stay in close contact with area libraries for the blind, organizations that often have life-long ties with potential AD users.  She also stressed the importance of general word-of-mouth in the community at large.  

Ms. Dixon offered her perspective on involvement of optometrists and ophthalmologists with AD activity.  She views an ophthalmologist not as a "blindness doctor" but as a "sight doctor"--their goal is healthy, working eyes.  "We are their failures," said Ms. Dixon, and noted that at an ophthalmologist's office, she is often hurried from the waiting room to her appointment and wonders if she is "bad p.r.".  Consequently, she feels that the medical profession will most likely be more concerned with ongoing treatment than with providing information on AD or other services--that that amounts to a resignation to blindness, a failure to restore sight.

She encouraged the group "to take a good thing and make it better!"

Questions/comments from the group:

- It was noted that one theater provides an audio tape with walking directions from nearby public transportation stops.  The same theater no longer requires a credit card "deposit" for receivers but instead takes names, addresses, and phone numbers--the receivers, of course, are numbered.  This theater also is investigating the regular inclusion of AD information in programs and mailing for all subscribers in an effort to stimulate greater word-of-mouth.

- One participant felt that primary care physicians and their office staffs might provide a good alternative to "eye doctors" in disseminating information about AD.

- The phrases "press releases" and "press conferences" were considered by one individual to be less appropriate than "news conferences," "news releases," or "media briefings."  He noted that even small outreach efforts can have big benefits--a briefing to a local Lions Club of 12 members resulted in describers fees paid and equipment costs covered for a whole series of described performances.  He asked whether the free ticket offered to a volunteer driver/escort could be interpreted as "payment" and thus incur liability concerns for the theater or service provider.  

- A participant asked Mr. Avery how to be kept informed of government funding opportunities to test new technologies and services.  He responded by announcing that each August or September the Department of Education issues an announcement of grant opportunities through the Office of Special Education and Rehabilitation Services.  Mr. Avery, the Director of the Division of the Blind and Physically Impaired at the Department of Education, can be contacted for more information at 202 205-9316.

- It was noted that AD equipment can be (and often is) updated and replaced--and that dual-bud systems can be used in one ear with the other bud tucked under a collar.  Mr. Avery also suggested that users make certain they have been issued equipment for AD and not simply assistive listening (this also speaks to better orientation of theater staff, particularly volunteers).  Ms. Dixon emphasized that having a multi-channel system is preferred so that stage sound and AD is mixed.  She also stressed the standardization of terms involved with AD.

- One attendee noticed that the conference was not being described although she was providing interpretation for her companion who is blind--she highlighted the need for AD and/or visual interpretation of body language and other visual elements at meetings and conferences.

1:00 pm --


Open Forum

This "plenary session" provided a chance to discuss any of the conference topics in more depth.  

Joel Snyder, Moderator
- An individual echoed Mr. Avery's point regarding education of the administrative staffs at theaters providing AD.  It was noted that in the Washington, DC area, maintenance of equipment is the responsibility of each theater.  Mr. Snyder remarked that responsibilities must be clear-cut--what is it that the service provider provides in exchange for a fee from the theater vs. what tasks does the constituent theater perform?  Some theaters provide AD "in-house," i.e., they have their own staff trained to provide AD, a situation which may allow the theater to have more described performances and/or construct more accommodating schedules for AD users.  It was noted that Special Audiences has developed a contract, which is often individually tailored to a particular theater's needs, that specifically notes responsibilities that SA assumes in offering AD services.  Indeed, the AD user has purchased a ticket from a theater--it is the theater with whom the AD user has a "contract" and theater is ultimately responsible for providing the best possible description service.

- Another participant stressed that describers should only accept assignments for which adequate facilities and lead-time are provided. A representative from a presenting organization countered that her presentations run, at most, no more than a week and wondered about greater involvement on the part of the producing organizations, at least in getting advance script materials, video, or audio.  Mr. Snyder recalled Mr. Avery's remarks concerning theater producers having describers as a part of the production company/cast, developing description from the first rehearsal.  He cited Access Theatre's productions--everything that the theater produces tours with an AD script and a trained describer and is available at any performance.  One attendee noted that such an arrangement may be cost-effective for the theater producer-- why pay separate describers in every town on a national tour?  One individual cautioned that AD may be the last priority on a national tour, if left to the responsibility of the theater producer, and suffer, consequently, from inadequate attention.  In addition, it was expressed that local outreach  and education would be difficult or impossible for a travelling describer to accomplish. 

- One individual asked about describing work that may not draw significant attendance, particularly if potential AD users have been surveyed.  It was stressed that AD should be made available for anything that is available for the general public.

- It was mentioned that describers throughout the nation might be willing to share scripts or other materials that could support organizations that wish to offer AD, particularly during a short run.  It was noted, of course, that separate productions of the same show may involve quite different staging and other visual effects.  Still, several people spoke of an AD Association being able to track when and where described performances occur in an effort to share resources and be consistent (particularly in the area of fees charged) with tour packagers/theater producers.  

- A representative from the Maryland Technology Assistance Program told of speaking to the American Council of the Blind and beginning his remarks with a description of the room in which they had been meeting for many years--no one had ever shared descriptive detail on their meeting place and it was received enthusiastically.  He went on to announce that at a recent performance of "Man of La Mancha" in Baltimore AD was provided for 85 people who are blind, including Dr. Kenneth Jernigan, President Emeritus of the National Federation of the Blind and his wife.  As a result, "Mrs. Jernigan was in tears following the performance.  She said, 'I've been blind since birth and this is the first I've ever seen a performance!'"  Consequently, the NFB has decided to support AD efforts and join the American Foundation for the Blind in furthering the development of description activities.  Attendees were encouraged to contact local chapters of all three  support organizations for more information and assistance.

- Taking off from Mr. Avery's forceful statements, it was suggested that in order for AD to "take off," two things must happen:  a) users must begin to demand the service--AD "is to be expected" regardless of what the ADA calls for, and b) a national or international support association must be established for AD.  A marketing campaign ("I Want My MTV!") should be begun to boost public awareness and demand for AD.  Similarly, each describer can be an advocate, encouraging theaters with assistive listening devices to develop an AD program--particularly with the support of AD users.  

- The notion was expressed that AD should be offered even if it "cannot be done in the most optimum" manner.  "The blind, given a choice between something fabulously well-done but maybe only once or twice a season and something competently done but giving them broader accessibility, are going to, hands-down, go for broader accessibility."  Another participant responded that she has experienced poor AD and that that is the worst sort of "pr" for the service, i.e., the person that experiences a less-than-high quality description will not come back.   

- A "specific discipline" within AD could be developed, said one participant, that focuses on "ad-lib" or impromptu AD, particularly in situations where little advance preparation is possible.    

- One person wondered about greater involvement with private television networks.  A representative from the Narrative Television Network mentioned that telecommunications legislation currently under review in the US Congress allows for study of the feasibility of employing AD on a broader scale.  As technologies diversify, there may be enhanced techniques for delivering a secondary audio channel.  

- AD in educational settings, as an element that may raise comprehension/learning rates,  was raised as an asset for people with learning disabilities or for people learning a second language.  In addition, AD can be an important assist for people who are blind in classrooms, for distant learning, or in the perception of a range of materials that have significant visual content.  This speaker also mentioned legal issues surrounding the availability of rights to do descriptions of copyrighted material and the ACLU's opposition  (American Civil Liberties Union) to mandated AD ("the government may not compel speech").  It was noted that AD is principally a translation and not, as the MPAA (Motion Picture Association of America) maintains, an interpretation or an added commentary. Moreover, Mr. Snyder noted that for theaters and film producers AD is, ultimately, in their best interest--if that point can be expressed effectively, AD may be adopted more readily than if it is required by law.

- Another arts presenter spoke to the "road show" issue noting that when AD must be done for a limited run, users are alerted to that fact.  
- Several attendees reiterated the need for a clearinghouse for information about AD and the update of the "AD Resource Book" that was prepared in conjunction with the meeting  of describers and AD users in Tempe, AZ in 1994.  It was noted that this information should be made accessible on the Internet/via the World Wide Web.

- A technical point:  a "splitter" was recommended for the accommodation of two ear buds from one receiver--the one receiver can thus serve two patrons.

- Mr. Snyder pointed out that State arts agencies should be contacted regarding funding opportunities--he mentioned that the Ohio Arts Council and the Arizona Commission on the Arts have been active in this area.  And each agency has a "504 Coordinator" who  focuses on accessibility issues.  Eunice Joffe, formerly the 504 Coordinator for the Illinois state arts council attended the Conference.  She suggested that the theater companies be encouraged to put AD costs in the budgets of their grant applications to state arts agencies.  She also mentioned that consortia of organizations interested in AD can develop an application that may be particularly competitive--she cited the Theater Access Coalition, a consortium of seven Chicago-based theaters, who share resources and costs involved in providing AD services.       

- Harking back to Ms. Dixon's comments about optometrists and ophthalmologists involvement with services for people who blind, Mr. Snyder encouraged greater dialogue with the medical communities as a way to develop more helpful attitudes about blindness and the lives of those who are blind or have low vision.  Similarly, one participant mentioned that the Society for the Prevention of Blindness has been supportive of AD efforts.  Another participant mentioned the National Association for the Visually Handicapped as a potential resource.  Mr. Snyder noted that the American Foundation for the Blind maintains a listing of the myriad support organizations dealing with blindness around the country.

- An AD user noted that the programming features for VCRs should be made more accessible to people who are blind so that described programs could be enjoyed when it is most convenient.  It was suggested that AD users contact the makers of those products.

- Another AD user stressed that describers should not necessarily expect all blind people to share the same opinions on a given issue and will have a variety of perspectives on AD.  Thus, a "sophisticated" awareness of AD users is critical.  She encouraged an "integrated" approach to building awareness of AD, i.e., reach people where they rent or buy talking books or "books on tape" which are better-known, particularly among older people, than AD or other services targeted specifically for people who are blind. 

- The American Diabetic Association was mentioned as an additional resource.  Many diabetics have vision problems--similarly, it was suggested that kidney centers be contacted as diabetics may also have developed kidney disease.

2:45 pm --


Closing Session / Formation of National Service





Organization for Audio Description

Kelsey Marshall, Joel Snyder - Moderators 

Mr. Snyder prepared a list of items from notes of previous Conference discussions that seemed pertinent to the formation of a national or international organization in support of audio description.  He stressed "audio description" as opposed to an organization of audio describers, unlike what appears to be focus of the RID--a support group/certifying agency  for the profession of sign interpreters.  

The list included the following items, organized within three areas that would be key areas of focus for an association:

Advocacy
- encourage growth of audio description

- involvement of AD users/consumers

- deal with legislation, studies on audio description

- heighten public awareness

- work with theater, media, museum communities and others

- develop funding sources for audio description

Networking

- sponsor conference on a regular basis, i.e., annually, bi-annually, etc. 

- support for regional, state, and local forums

- electronic forums/maintenance of a "home page"/e-mail mailing list or "listserv"

[Note: one third of registrants for the conference provided an e-mail address; by show of hands, 30-40 attendees indicated that they have e-mail capability]

- professional development--training seminars, resources for trainers, AD specialty development, scripting, etc.

- publications

- awards

Clearinghouse
- referrals for describers, AD providers, schedules for described performances/events

- equipment information

- directory/resource book

- standards:  procedures, terminology, quality of service

The Association would be called __________________________ (fill in the blank / TBD).

(to be proposed by incorporators/steering committee)

- 501(c)(3)  (incorporated/non-profit, tax-exempt)

- volunteer board driven (no paid staff) / committee structure

- PO Box / contact phone number and communications equipment

- supported by dues  

Several conference attendees are board members of the Association of Theater and Disability (ATD) and it was announced that the Association has offered to have an audio description association begin as a part of ATD.  It seemed generally accepted that an AD association would, at the least, work closely with ATD (ATD was a co-sponsor of the Conference)--several people noted that AD is involved with a range of media and venues and that it might seem inappropriate to be "umbrella'd" under a group that it is focused on theater.  It was asked of the attendees to indicate, by show of hands, if there was agreement that an association for audio description should be established--virtually all Conference attendees indicated their support.  

Several individuals proposed that the group elect a steering committee (incorporators) to investigate and initiate procedures for establishing an association as an incorporated entity with non-profit (tax exempt) status.  Alan Woods formally proposed that the group assembled, as a committee of the whole, appoint a steering committee to explore  a) the possibility of establishing an international association/corporation, and if that's positive, where to incorporate, an association mission statement, list of goals, structure for meetings, reporting, membership, dues, election of officers and  b) if it's advantageous to affiliate with ATD,  and then to caucus this group (and others who attended the Tempe, AZ meeting in August 1994) with a final recommendation and that it do so by the beginning of October 1995.  The proposal was seconded by Deborah Lewis.  After some discussion of process for setting up a corporation and applying for non-profit status, a vote was called and the motion was passed unanimously.

Some time was spent suggesting possible names for an Association--some of the proposals included:

- AuDIO (Audio Description International Organization)

(within a logo which includes gold letters with the word "Visual")

- AVDIO (the letter "U" written as a "V" for "Visual")

- Audio-Visual

- ME (Media Enhancement)

- International Audio Description Association

- Audio Description International

- GADI (Guild of Audio Describers International)

- Descriptive Services International

- Association of Sight Services (ASS!)

- International Organization of Descriptive Services

- VI-AD (Visual Interpretation - Audio Description)

It was also suggested that a contest, directed at children or prospective members, be developed to solicit association names.  By consensus, it was decided that this list be referred to the steering committee as suggestions for further consideration.

Further discussion focused on a potential mission statement for the proposed association.  One individual suggested, "To provide a support network for audio description including consumers, audio describers, organizations internationally."  Goals would follow.  Another attendee thought a focus should be placed on improvement of the field.  One person thought dissemination of information and public awareness were particularly important.  Another suggestion was, "To support, promote, and expand audio description services to enhance access to visual venues for people with disabilities."

Suggestions were offered for constitution of the steering committee, including number and representation, followed by nomination of individuals to serve on the steering committee.  A list of "areas of representation" was constructed and included:  AD users/consumers, audio describers, organizations that use description/employ describers (including theaters, video outlets, television stations, museums, educational institutions), State service agency representatives, and access service organizations.  It was determined that the steering committee should include either seven or nine individuals--consensus was finally arrived at having seven steering committee members and two alternates.      

Fourteen individuals were nominated as steering committee members; a vote by ballot was taken and the following people (seven plus two alternates) were elected to serve as steering committee members:

Leah Boyle; Deborah Lewis; Kelsey Marshall; Jesse Minkert; Beth O'Callaghan;

Margaret Pfanstiehl; Joel Snyder   Alternates:  Katharine Bond, Eunice Joffe

Steering committee members met briefly before the Conference adjourned and chose Joel Snyder as Chair.

4:30 pm  --


Adjourn

8:00 pm  --


Audio Described performance of "Crazy For You" Kennedy 



Center Opera House

Audio Description was provided by Barbara Cire, volunteer for The Metropolitan Washington Ear.
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