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Realtime Reporters Pty Ltd
Realtime Reporters Pty Ltd (Realtime) was incorporated in 1997 to carry out captioning of television programs and provide transcripts of court and parliamentary proceedings and similar and related events. It does this principally by using high speed machine shorthand writers, but also uses skilled keyboarders. Most of Realtime's production of captions is for the Seven Network, owner of ATN7 Sydney, HSV7 Melbourne, SAS7 Adelaide, BTQ7 Brisbane and TVW7 Perth

Realtime specialises in live‑to‑air captioning. It provides captioning from Perth for the Seven Network's prime time news and current affairs programs in all mainland capital cities except Brisbane, where Realtime captions the programs at BTQ7's studios. The company aims to provide a quality service at a reasonable cost.

At present Realtime employs seven (7) full‑time stenocaptioners and two (2) casual stenocaptioners. In addition it employs six (6) full‑time and four (4) part‑time and/or casual captioners without steno skills, although one of those captioners has completed the theory and is working on shorthand speed. We consider ourselves extremely fortunate to have attracted such a large number of stenowriters to our employ, as there is much competition for the scarce resources.

Recruitment Sources ‑ stenocaptioners
The State and Federal Hansards and courts have traditionally been the main employer of reporters. Those reporters write machine shorthand at least 20Owpm and have excellent English language skills, good general knowledge and a knowledge of current affairs.

I have included this background information so that it may be understood that at present there are not many stenocaptioners trained in or capable of writing realtime shorthand accurately or understandably ‑ in some cases it is because they were trained before a truly computer‑compatible shorthand system was devised; in other cases, they simply cannot write accurately enough at high speeds; others cannot comprehend what is being said the moment it is said and hence their interpreting errors lead to punctuation errors or a misheard word; and others will mishear words because they are unfamiliar with the words being used ‑ in other words, their vocabularies and their background reading are not extensive enough. These problems with recruitment and training I will deal with later in this paper.

I merely make the point now that good writers, even without realtime skills, are in short supply and must be retrained by their employers, who must give them time to work on their writing theories and their personal dictionaries, which contain shorthand outlines with corresponding English translations. Realtime Reporters accepts this necessity and gives its stenocaptioners feedback on their problems in workshops and gives extra time, where possible, for them to work on developing their skills.

Unfortunately, with the best will in the world, there is a lead time. People need some time to come to grips with the requirements of captioning ​during that time when they are trying to build up their skills and still write accurately at high speeds, there is a need for patience on the part of the viewers. It is not something we desire or accept, but something we apologise to viewers for, but we assure them that our aim is always to improve and that we monitor standards rigorously and talk about any problems at the workshops so that gradually the skills of our writers will improve.

Consultation with Deaf Interest Groups

Realtime, in association with Channel 7, endeavours to communicate with and consult the representatives of the deaf community. At the request of some deaf sport lovers, last year's AFL grand final was captioned live and in conformity with the request that we caption only the commentary between scores and anything being said unrelated to the on‑screen action. It was pointed out that as sport action generally speaks for itself, it could be undesirable to caption it for the sake of it.

Much positive feedback was given about the captioning of Princess Diana's funeral ‑ a six and a quarter hour marathon. An inordinate amount of preparation is necessary for such an event ​searching the Internet for all possible information, even to the extent of the name of the lead horse pulling the gun carriage, Henchman, and defining the names of even minor royalty and celebrities expected to attend such an event.

Realtime Closed Captioning

The preparation required to write any live event, especially an in‑depth program, is extensive and time‑consuming. For example, had the funeral of King Hussein been captioned, the captioner would have had to research the place names, the names of the immediate family, the names of important foreign dignitaries expected to attend, the name of the palace et cetera.

The resulting list would have included such words as Raghadan Palace, Queen Noor, Abdullah, Amman (not to be confused with Oman, of course, so captioners need to read a good quality national daily in depth every day ‑ the pronunciation is generally not an indicator, especially as only a neutral vowel can be heard at the beginning of both words), Yitzhak Rabin, President Hafez al‑Assad, Saad al‑Abdallah al‑Sabah, Bab al‑Salaam, Mecca, Hashemite, Hamzeh, 

Rania al‑Yassin, Kofi Annan, Yitzhak Shamir, Ehud Barak, Ezer Weizman, Koran, Fatihah. This list is not exhaustive. 

Pity too the poor stenocaptioner who has to write the names of the Pakistani or Indian cricketers like Muttiah Muralitharan and Tillekaratne. Names are always a difficulty for writers and they get just one chance to get them right. A slight fingering error and the results can be disastrous. Even perfect fingering can lead to nonsense. Randomly from the list above, for example, if the stenocaptioner did not have in their dictionary "Koran", it could be translated as any of the following, depending on the theory learnt: "core an", "corean", "corpsan", "corps an". "Hafez" may have translated as "half he has", and "Hashemite" may have translated as "hash might", basic steno being largely based on phonetics.

Attachment A to this submission, which is an information paper from the United States Senate Office of Captioning Services, gives a good general overview of the way steno works and how errors occur. 

Another good source of general information on captioning is a book titled "Inside Captioning" by Gary D. Robson, CyberDawg Publishing 1997. It can be ordered from www.cyberdawg.com.

Training of stenowriters
Because realtime stenowriting and captioning have been with us for a comparatively short time, many existing stenowriters have not learnt a theory compatible with writing realtime. Many do not have enough dictionary entries. Many have short forms that can be syllables in their own right and can therefore cause problems when writing realtime. For example, writing phonetically, the stenocaptioner may hear the name Ponderosa. Assuming it was not in the stenocaptioner's dictionary, but they had PON as a short form or shorthand abbreviation for "upon" and DER as a shorthand abbreviation for "under" ​both of which common words with their shorthand outlines would be in their dictionary ‑ "Ponderosa" could be translated by the computer as "upon under osa". Many use phrases that are syllables, with similar results. A court reporter, for example, could well have DOUR as a shorthand phrase for "do you remember". "Dourly" could then be translated as "do you rememberly". Even the best writers slip up. The results can be hilarious, but also mortifying for the writer and confusing to the viewers.

Various companies are addressing the problems involved in not having enough properly trained people. The Australian School of Court Reporting has been set up in Sydney and in Melbourne and will train stenowriters, some of whom will be stenocaptioners, with the support of the Australian Caption Centre and others.

Presentational Issues
Comments are invited on whether the regulations should determine a standard in relation to the quality and accuracy of closed captioning. What would be the scope of such a standard?


[DCITA Issues Paper: Review of Captioning Standards, p12]

We contend that stylistic standards should not be enforced by regulation, as deviating from such standards does not make the caption unreadable. There may be more of a case to put in relation to technical standards, which we do not feel qualified to comment on.

Apart from the general background matters we have canvassed, we therefore restrict our submission to presentational issues. Captioning live‑to‑air programs for commercial stations differs from captioning them for the ABC and SBS in several respects. One difference is that the ABC uses more foreign news stories, which are available earlier, and the ABC news is televised at 7pm, later than commercial stations. Commercial TV stations ‑ or at least Channel 7 ‑ run late‑breaking stories or cut stories at the last minute. They also do live crosses, which are rarely done on the ABC. At present, the means of covering such live crosses are stenocaptioners ‑ no voice recognition technology or other method at their present stage of development could caption them adequately. To quote Gary Robson: 

Speech recognition has come a long way in specialized controlled environments, but it is nowhere near achieving the accuracy that a human stenocaptioner can achieve.

Why is this ? Because humans know when they aren't able to achieve accurate realtime transcription, and they understand the subject matter. When a speech recognition system gets lost, all it can do is spew gibberish that approximates the phonetic translation of the input. A stenocaptioner is capable of switching on the fly from verbatim to paraphrasing, and still capturing the gist of the subject matter.

[Inside Captioning, pp67‑68]

A good stenocaptioner can do a more than adequate job ‑ in fact, an excellent job ‑ but will still always be slightly behind the spoken word ‑ the captioned words cannot be synchronous with the words being spoken without significant reduction in words while writing shorthand at high speeds. This is an acquired art. There may therefore be some carryover of the last words spoken by a speaker on to the visual image of the next speaker, even as that speaker starts to speak. We realise this can be disconcerting, but it is the only way to do live crosses.

The main point here is that it is impossible to dictate the quality of steno output at this point. The aim must always be for the highest quality, but it cannot be mandated for due to problems such as the following:

· the lack of realtime training and experience of the majority of existing stenowriters;

· differences in delivery ‑ some sportspeople are incredibly difficult to understand, as are some foreign accents, and stenocaptioners get one chance only to get it right;

· excessive rates of speed;

· sometimes poor sound quality;

· human fallibility

Avoiding name and location supers
Although every effort is made to avoid supers, they are transmitted live by an operator and it is not always possible in live‑to‑air shows to avoid them. We therefore press for the current industry practice and self‑regulatory arrangements to apply.

Cui bono?
Consideration should be given to determining whether captions are provided primarily for the benefit of the deaf and hearing impaired community and only peripherally for the benefit of others such as speakers of English as a second language and those with literacy problems. Are the interests of the groups the same or do they conflict? Would different standards apply or would there need to be compromises if the interests of all groups were catered for? If captions can be promoted within the wider community and not exclusively within the deaf and hearing impaired community, will this make captioning programs more attractive to networks and sponsors and therefore indirectly benefit the deaf and hearing impaired? Should some programs be verbatim, others not? What is the view of the deaf community on whether they want all the words, or the most important words? The Caption Centre recommends that captions should be largely verbatim. It also recommends 180wpm as a suitable reading speed for adults. If it is to be verbatim or as verbatim as possible, it could exceed this speed, especially with some comedy shows.

Aim for synchronicity. The stenocaptioner needs to be a good judge of when and what it is best to drop, for example, tautologous words and padding words in an effort to have as much synchronicity as possible without losing the basic message. This, though, negates to some extent the strictures about being as verbatim as possible. Much is a matter of judgment.

Standards for quality of captioning
Style Guides

The BBC subtitling style guide is an excellent style guide for matters of punctuation, capital letters, and general grammatical matters. However, it does not cover matters of positioning or colouring. I think very general standards could be determined ​eg Macquarie to be the dictionary for checking of spellings, spelling should be accurate, proper nouns should always be capitalised, spelling of proper names should be verified for other than live steno captioning, et cetera. Therefore the general grammar and presentation standards set out in chapter 3 of the ACC draft would probably be suitable for making a standard.

However, there are instances, albeit minor, where the ACC Draft Captioning Standards differ from the BBC style manual, and having given the matter due thought we would prefer to follow the BBC style manual on some of those differences.  

To give an example of difference between the ACC draft and the BBC Style Manual, the latter argues that double quotes are instantly recognisable, while single quotes run the risk of looking like apostrophes. We accept this obvious point and would therefore choose, for what we consider a good reason, to use double quotes, which would go against the ACC's present position. We would also choose, in conformity with the BBC guide, not to put the titles of books, newspapers and the like in quotation marks. In other words, some latitude should apply and such matters ought to be decided in‑house, provided they do not contravene accepted grammatical or captioning principles.

We appreciate the Caption Centre making available to us its excellent and comprehensive Draft Captioning Standards and indicate our willingness to work as far as possible within the guidelines set out therein except where for good reasons we choose to adopt a different style format.

Timing and Reduction

The ACC's Draft Captioning Standards in chapter 4 set out principles in relation to timing and reduction and point out that the relation between sound and visuals should be preserved. Whilst obviously a desirable outcome, some difficulties arise with live captioning in this respect. A verbatim rendition often means the speed is in excess of 180 words a minute, the recommended reading speed for adults. The stenocaptioner gets only one chance to get it right, sometimes at speeds in excess of 180wpm, and it can be difficult at such speeds to reduce what is being said without losing the essential message.

The ACC draft also makes the point:

Where time allows, a caption should be verbatim. The essence of reduction is remaining faithful to the script. Vocabulary and sentence structure should be preserved as much as possible. [p13]

The ACC draft also states:

Material on screen should not be duplicated in a caption.

Steno segments sometimes carry over from the previous speaker and obliterate material on screen.

Line breaks and caption breaks

Line breaks and caption breaks should reflect the natural flow of the sentence and its punctuation.

[ACC Draft Captioning Standards, pl6]

Captions should never be more than three lines in length. The preference is for one or two line captions to be used.

[ACC Draft Captioning Standards, pl7]

We accept the Caption Centre guidelines on line and caption breaks and commend them for their provision of useful examples.

Colouring

White, yellow, cyan and green captions on a black background should be used for speech. White captions should be used as much as possible.

[ACC Draft Captioning Standards, p20]

We also accept the general guidelines set out by the ACC in this respect. However, we point out that stenocaptioners are under too much pressure to get the colouring right at all times. We suggest again that guidelines rather than regulations be made on all presentational matters. Otherwise, there would need to be too many exclusions, too many ifs and buts for a concise document. However, stenocaptioners should always use the change of speaker symbol ‑ two greater than symbols >> ‑ even if not able to be as specific with colouring.

Positioning

The ACC points out that positioning should be used, among other things:

To avoid obscuring important information on the screen, for example supers, graphics or activities or the speaker's lips.

[ACC Draft Captioning Standards, p23]

We have some difficulties here! The stenocaptioner has little or no choice ‑ the option is to write on lines 10 and 11 (bottom of the screen) or to set it always to lines 8 and 9 (generally just above most supers on the bottom of the screen, but often obscuring the lips of the speaker, which is also not to be done, or perhaps blocking out the golf ball going in the hole, another outcome to be avoided) or at the top of the screen, lines 1 and 2, which is not standard and is believed to be disliked by the deaf community.

Live Captioning ‑ News and Current Affairs

Chapter 10 of the ACC paper Television Broadcasting Services (Digital Conversion) Act 1998 Captioning Standards September 1998 sets out its position on live captioning of news and current affairs. Realtime accepts the points made in that chapter and presently complies with their general thrust.

Sound effects

Always use a character sound effect if a known character or characters is making the sound or the camera pays attention to the person making the sound.

[ACC Draft Captioning Standards, p31]

It would be difficult for us always to adhere to this ACC recommendation in respect of character sound effects as we seldom get vision when preparing live‑to‑air programs, for example, Today Tonight.

Again guidelines rather than regulations should apply.

Credits and acknowledgments.

All captions should include a caption credit at the end of the captions identifying the name of the organisation that produced the captions.

[ACC Draft Captioning Standards, p36]

Although we have not to date used a caption credit, we intend to do so and have no problem with its being made a requirement, but any such requirement would need to carry a rider such as "where time permits", as some programs conclude very suddenly. On Channel 7, for example, Today Tonight is transmitted immediately after the news and there is no time to transmit a credit. Other examples could be given.

Conclusions
· Standards in respect of general grammar and presentation should not be determined by regulation. An aim should be established ‑ eg to achieve high standards of accuracy and correctness in matters of grammar, punctuation and spelling ​and caption providers should monitor their production to ensure achievement of that aim.

· Standards in respect of timing and reduction should again be left to the discretion of caption providers, who should endeavour to meet the requirements of their clients. The main reason for arguing against determination of standards by regulation in this regard is that stenocaptioners would have to be excluded from such a standard for logistical reasons.

· Positioning standards also should not be determined by regulation for live‑to‑air shows.
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ATTACHMENT A

Closed Captioning of Senate Chamber Proceedings

Office of Captioning Services - Under Direction of the Secretary of the Senate

WHAT IS REALTIME CLOSED CAPTIONING?

Realtirne Closed Captioning is the live electronic subtitling of the audio portion of a tele​vision program. The captions are closed or hidden in the television picture. Viewers wanting access to the captions currently need a caption decoder attached to their television to see the captions.

WHERE IS IT BEING DONE?

The captions are created by the Office of Captioning Services under the direction of the Secretary of the Senate in specially designed and built control rooms in the basement of the Capitol (ST‑54). These control rooms contain video and audio monitoring equipment, computers, computerized stenotype machines and real‑time captioning software.

WHO IS DOING IT?

Specially trained court reporters called captioners write what they hear on a computerized. stenotype machine. They are all Registered Professional Reporters (RPR) and have been certified to write testimony at 225 words per minute with 97% accuracy.

HOW IS IT DONE?

Court Reporters and captioners write in a phonetic language called Steno. Using the stenotype keyboard's 22 keys and a number bar, they learn unique combinations of letters to represent sounds or phonemes. The left hand writes the beginning sound of a word (a syllable in the case of multi‑syllabic words), the thumbs write the vowel sounds, and the right hand writes the final sound of a word or syllable. The keyboard is chordal, therefore multiple keys are pressed at the same time, much like playing chords on a piano, to represent certain phonemes.

When an outline (syllable or word) is written on the keyboard it passes via cable to a computer for processing. This processing can be referred to as "translation" because it takes the phonetic outlines written by the captioner and translates them .in to English words using a special dictionary created by the captioner. This dictionary contains word parts, whole words, phrases, Senator's names, punctuation and special entries used by the captioner during a real​time captioning session.

Once translation has occurred, the captions are transmitted to the Senate Recording Studio Control Room where an encoder inserts them into line 21 of the Senate Recording Studio's video signal

WHAT ABOUT ERRORS?

Errors will occur as a result of the real‑time captioning process even though our captioners are rated at 97% accuracy. Captioning takes intense concentration. Captioners get one chance and only one chance to get it right. The captioner cannot go back and change or correct a word once it is written. If concentration lapses even for a moment, or the audio signal is degraded or lost, or two Senators speak at the same time, errors result. If a captioner mis‑keys a word, syllable or phoneme, there is no opportunity to back up and correct the mistake.

Errors result from​

· Mis‑hearing

· Mis‑keying

· Equipment failure

Sometimes a captioner realizes that a wrong word or syllable was written. If that realization is immediate, they can correct it using the asterisk [*] key on the stenotype keyboard. If they realize the error two or three words later (after having more contextual information), it is too late to go back and correct the error. Inconsistent voice modulation in speakers can cause a word or words to be inaudible and therefore non‑comprehensible to the captioner. Speakers not speaking directly into microphones also can cause loss of an audio signal adequate for the captioners to work from. Captioners will have difficulty with any speaker talking at excessive rates of speed.

These then are errors that result from mis‑hearing, the most frequent cause of errors and the greatest source of frustration to the captioners. Mis‑keying errors result from the complex task of trying to outline the phonemes correctly on the keyboard. The entire alphabet is not present on the keyboard and the letters S, T, P, and R appear on both the left and right sides of the keyboard. Letters must be combined (pressed simultaneously) to form sounds. The phonetic outline for the word judge, for example, uses SKWR on the left, U from the center, and PBLG on the right. That's nine keys, SKWRUPBLG, that are pressed for one word. If an extra key is added or a key is left out, the outline becomes some other word or word part or appears as gibberish. With multi‑syllabic words, the risk of a mis‑keying error is even greater because multiple keys in successive outlines (syllables) must be pressed correctly or a word such as "occupancy" may translate as multiple words, "okay you pansy", or appear as a mixture of readable text and gibberish. The combination of sophisticated computer hardware and software and television broadcasting equipment requires continual monitoring and maintenance by the captioning staff and the engineers in the Senate Recording Studio. Stenowriting machines must be in perfect adjustment both mechanically and electronically. Broadcast equipment must be perfectly timed with the captioning equipment and translating computers.

The Office of Captioning Services has anticipated many of the circumstances that might cause errors while real‑time captioning the floor proceedings of the U. S. Senate. The Office will continually monitor the captions for errors on a routine basis, which will result in fewer errors over time.

