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“Audio Description – An Aid to Literacy”

Joel Snyder

This paper was presented at “Languages and the Media,” the 6th International Conference & Exhibition on Language Transfer in Audiovisual Media, 2006, Berlin

I was one of the first audio describers in the world’s first ongoing audio description service, developed in Washington, DC by The Metropolitan Washington Ear, a closed-circuit radio reading service.  That was in 1980.

So for over 25 years I have been working with Audio Description or AD--and since that time I have been fortunate enough to help performing arts groups, media producers, museums, schools, libraries, and other venues all around the world and on the web develop AD programs.  I do it now on behalf of the National Captioning Institute (NCI) for broadcast media, DVDs, & films, (NCI invented closed captioning, by the way, in 1980, and ECI—the European Captioning Institute in London & Athens—is a subsidiary) and I work with description through my own company, Audio Description Associates, through which I focus on performing arts, museums, and training.  

Years ago, my wife, Esther Geiger,  was driving some children to a drama class and the kids were chattering excitedly about the movie “Toys.”  It takes place in a toy factory and the film is filled with colorful images and movement gags—but not a lot of dialogue.   One child in the car, who was blind, said, “Oh I saw that.  It was the most boring movie I’ve ever been to!”  Indeed, this was well before the advent of audio description for film.  

Esther is a CMA, a Certified Movement Analyst, a practitioner of Laban Movement Analysis developed by Rudoph Laban, along with Labanotation—the technique for notating dance—in the early 20th century.  As you might imagine, movement analysis and audio description have much in common:  in particular, careful  observation, the need to objectify our ways of looking at what we observe, and find more ways to say what we see.  Because description happens in “real time”—and especially if a program contains a lot of dialogue or other pertinent sound elements—describers must be clear and succinct.  There’s not time to describe everything; they must choose what’s most important to convey the essence of the visual experience.  Then they must find words that are concise, vivid and imaginative to elicit images in their listeners’ mind’s eyes.   I believe that audio description is a kind of literary art form.  It provides a verbal version of the visual—the visual is made verbal, and aural, and oral.  

Finding words—we all deal with that, just about every moment of our waking lives.   But children or people with learning disabilities have particular needs that might be addressed usefully through the use of description.  Let me illustrate this point.  A good deal of what I do throughout the world as a part of Audio Description Associates—where I focus on museums, performing arts, and training of describers—is the development of audio described tours of exhibitions.  I recently completed a rather elaborate tour complete with navigational/directional information, tested by people who are blind, for the Connecticut Children’s Museum in New Haven, CT.  Not too long ago I conducted a workshop in New Haven with day care workers and reading teachers on what I think represents a new application for audio description--literacy.  We experimented with developing more descriptive language to use when working with kids and picture books.  These books rely on pictures to tell the story. But the teacher trained in audio description techniques would never simply hold up a picture of a red ball and read the text:  "See the ball."  He or she might add:  "The ball is red--just like a fire engine.  I think that ball is as large as one of you!  It's as round as the sun--a bright red circle or sphere."  The teacher has introduced new vocabulary, invited comparisons, and used metaphor or simile -- with toddlers!  By using audio description, you make these books accessible to children who have low vision or are blind *and* help develop more sophisticated language skills for all kids.  A picture is worth 1000 words?  Maybe.  But the audio describer might say that a few well-chosen words can conjure vivid and lasting images.  

Indeed, at NCI Described Media we’re quite proud to be the folks who provide description–-for the first time–-for Sesame Street.  We were quite heartened by a particular letter we received last year from a blind parent of sighted children who for the first time could follow along with her kids the antics of Elmo, Bert, Ernie, and all the other denizens of Sesame Street.  We also provide description for the Spanish version of Sesame Street—Plaza Sesamo—and we also add descriptive tracks to all newly released Sesame Street DVDs.

I’ve had my wife Esther conduct workshops with my writers at NCI Described Media on ways to broaden their view of movement, in particular.  And when I have description jobs involving dance, Esther often is my consultant of choice.  The describers she’s worked with are already practiced observers, and they quickly understand her “motif” concept—looking for essence and pattern so as to focus on what’s most critical.  What her movement analysis approach offers is an expanded range of seeing, and a more specific vocabulary.  For example, in a recent workshop we talked about the difference between just saying what someone is doing (body actions), and describing how they do it.  

Esther recently presented a paper on audio description and dance in
Bratislava, Slovakia (the birthplace of Rudolph von Laban, the developer of Labanotation and movement analysis); I also presented a workshop on description for the Slovak Union for the Blind. Esther's paper was based to a great extent on research done with my describers at NCI Described Media, working on movement passages in films for broadcast television, and with me through Audio Description Associates in developing description for AXIS Dance Company's live performances on tour in Vermont. 

Esther developed a vocabulary list for describers—to use her phrase the words on the list are “locomoting” or movement dynamic possibilities that incorporate adverbial ideas.  Sometimes just hearing “walk” doesn’t give nearly as much information as using a word or phrase that more closely approximates the action on screen.  

You may know the classic media sample of “walking”—John Cleese of Monty Python and his “Ministry of Silly Walks” sketch.  This example almost defies description, but “walk” would certainly be inadequate!  

[SHOW MONTY PYTHON]

Perhaps some of the words or phrases on the following list would fill the bill:

Vocabulary for Audio Describers: Locomoting

Writers of Audio Description search for both brevity and clarity of
expression. Movement Analysts use the LMA framework and language to look for pattern, essence and meaning. Here is a sample word list for describers, organized from a movement analyst’s overview.

VERBS INDICATING LOCOMOTION (TRAVELLING THROUGH SPACE)

Category #1: Some basic verbs that denote a specific Body Action

WALK, STEP, RUN, JUMP, HOP, SKIP, LEAP, GALLOP, TURN

These words tell what the mover is doing. Describers need to be succinct, but also specific. To convey as much information in as few words as possible, they often need to describe how the mover is accomplishing the action. What sort of pathway in space does the mover follow? How does the shape or “attitude” of their body convey character or context? What dynamic qualities of the movement flavor its meaning? The describer needs to choose concise wording that will capture the primary elements, communicating to the listener the most essential visual cues. 

Below are some verbs meaning “locomote” which contain modifying information about the “how” of the movement.

Category #2: Movement Dynamics

(The main idea in the locomotion is seen through the mover’s use of dynamic factors: flow, time, force and focus.)

The locomoting movement is mostly “about” Flow (releasing or containing):

FLOW, PROGRESS, STREAM, SURGE, YIELD, EASE

STIFFEN, RESIST, TIGHTEN

The locomoting movement is mostly about Time (quick or sustained):

RACE, FLY, DASH, TROT, DART, ACCELERATE, HUSTLE, RUSH, ZIP, SPEED, HASTEN, SCURRY, WHIZ

STROLL, LINGER, LOPE, HESITATE, SAUNTER, DECELERATE, DALLY, MOSEY, DAWDLE

The locomoting movement is mostly about Force (strong or light):

STOMP, CRASH, THUD, TRUDGE, PLOD, CLOMP, LUMBER
FLUTTER, TIPTOE, FLIT

The locomoting movement is mostly about Focus (direct or diffuse):

THREAD, HOME IN, TREAD, TRAIL, TRACK, FOLLOW
WANDER, WEAVE, EXPLORE, SURVEY

Many locomoting verbs contain ideas combining two or three of these factors within the category of movement dynamics. For example:

(Time and Force) BARREL, STAMP, MARCH, FLUTTER, BOUNCE, PLOD

(Flow and Focus) ROAM, WITHDRAW

(Force and Focus) LUNGE, STABILIZE 

(Time and Flow) MOBILIZE, CAVORT

(Time and Focus) PRANCE, WAVER 

(Flow and Force) SURGE, MINCE, DRIFT

(Force, Time, Focus) FLOAT, POUNCE, GLIDE, FLING, GRIND, FLIT, PRESS 

(Force, Time, Flow) FLAIL, CAREEN, BURST, STAMPEDE

(Time, Flow, Focus) TRANSPORT

(Flow, Focus, Force) – [Spell Drive: I’ve yet to come up with a locomoting word!]

Category #3: Space (Spatial Direction or Pathway)

(The “main idea” in the movement is where it goes and how it navigates through the environment.)

ENTER, APPROACH, ARRIVE, CIRCLE, NAVIGATE, CIRCUMNAVIGATE, SIDLE, STEP, WEND, MEANDER, STRAGGLE, ZIG-ZAG, ANGLE, WANDER, SPIRAL, ORBIT, FOLLOW, FORGE, SLIDE, TRAVERSE, EVADE, INTRUDE, PURSUE, CHASE, TURN

Category #4: Body Shape or Attitude

(The main idea is contained in the mover’s way of forming their body shape in relating to the environment as they locomote.)

ADVANCE, RETREAT, WRIGGLE, CRAWL, WRITHE, OOZE, HOBBLE, WIGGLE, WADDLE, PARADE, STRUGGLE, ENTWINE, TANGLE, SHAKE, SHIMMY

Combination Verbs 

Of course, many locomoting verbs combine ideas from the above categories:

(Space and Dynamics) DIVE, HURTLE, LURCH, SCOOT, SASHAY, SWOOP, FLEE, BLUNDER, STALK, PLUNGE, SKIM, STRIDE 

(Space and Body Shape) LEAN, LIST, SLITHER, SCUTTLE, SIDLE 

(Space and Body Action) SLIDE, STUMBLE

(Body Shape and Dynamics) JERK, SLINK, STRUT, STUMBLE, SCOOT 

(Body Action and Dynamics) TWIRL, WHIRL, TRIP, MARCH 

(Space, Dynamics, Body Shape) SNEAK, CREEP


It’s clear that Describers and Movement Analysts have a lot to share, and a lot to learn together about observation, clarity and efficiency of description.

I welcome inquiries from researchers here or your colleagues at home concerning potential research studies in this area.  Compared to subtitling and other areas of audio-visual translation, there’s much research to be done with respect to Audio Description.  I look forward to working with you.

