Audio Description for Children

Based on feedback from parents, children and teachers and in consultation with a speech and language therapist at RNIB Sunshine House School, guidelines for audio describing for children were drawn up.  By using these guidelines we hope to make a product that is more enjoyable and accessible to our target audience.

A significant proportion of visually impaired children are also likely to have additional disabilities such as learning disabilities or hearing problems.  Because of the vast range of needs that visually impaired children may have, it is not possible to come up with a blueprint for audio description that is suitable for all of them.  However, by understanding some of these needs we can create descriptions that are likely to enhance their understanding of the films, help their language development and give them a sense of inclusion.  But more important than any of these worthy aims, is that the audio description makes the film more enjoyable to watch.

Acquiring Language

Visually impaired children are more likely to have delayed language than other children.  For children with complex needs this may be because of hearing problems, motor problems or for less obvious reasons. Even children who are visually impaired with no additional impairments may have language delay because of gaps in their experience.  The meaning of many words is learned through seeing and doing.  If a child has limited visual or actual experience of a concept he/she will find it harder to learn the word for it.

Small children often use “echolalia” - repeating things back without understanding them - as a precursor to meaningful speech.  This is a very important phase in phonetic development for children whose language is delayed and is something that speech therapists encourage.
Audio described films for children can help with language development in several ways.  The songs, rhymes, and process of listening to the film over and over again can help a child to develop echolalic speech.  Audio description which signposts objects and events can also help with language development because it reinforces the meaning of words. It is important that children can hear significant sound effects because they add meaning to words such as “train” or “laugh”. 

Children with complex needs

An important group of visually impaired children have “cortical visual impairment”, often caused by brain damage around the time of birth.  For these children, there may be nothing wrong with the apparatus of the eyes or optic nerves.  The problem lies in the brain, which is unable to interpret visual information.  Due to brain damage they may similarly have problems with hearing or with motor functions.

In terms of audio description we should bear in mind that there are likely to be a large group of visually impaired children who also have cognitive problems, hearing problems or have difficulty holding themselves up in order to look at a television.

Speech and music

There is evidence that speech and music are processed by very different centres of the brain.  Children who have damaged speech centres may have no problem with melody and vice versa.

Avoiding description over songs means that children can enjoy learning the words, the rhythm and the melody. 

Children’s viewing habits

Children tend to watch the same film many times over.  Very young children, with or without complex additional needs, initially appreciate the film for the songs, the larger-than-life characters and the sound effects, but probably not the plot.  At this stage audio description will signpost events, objects and characters.  As the children grow older and watch the film more often, they will start to follow the plot. The audio description will now help them to get full enjoyment from the story.  Obviously, we are talking about one audio description soundtrack that needs to do two things -  provide  “signposting” for some children and convey important plot information for others.

Guidelines for audio description

Bearing in mind the background issues highlighted above, the challenge lies in writing audio description for children that is suitable for a range of ages and abilities.

Amount of description

Young children have short attention spans and find it difficult to absorb huge amounts of verbal information.  Descriptions should not be too wordy – but should be punchy and to the point.   The main emphasis should be on conveying the story rather than trying to offer children information about everything that they might miss.  

Language

Sentence construction should be kept simple.  Long descriptive sentences are difficult for children to follow.  The occasional difficult word is acceptable and may even add interest.  A child will find it easier to ask for help with an occasional difficult word than to ask about a whole passage that is beyond that child's comprehension.

Audio description should add enjoyment to the film.  Using interesting sounding words, rhyme and alliteration can help to keep the child’s attention.   The audio description should not be off-putting for children who are not yet able to understand it.

Sound Effects

Sound effects strongly convey action, especially in children’s animations. They can also be very entertaining – young children enjoy listening to them and imitating them.  The sound effects can help with echolalic speech and can work in conjunction with the description to add meaning to concepts.

It is better to slot description in around important sound effects than to describe over them. 

Songs and music

Young children often enjoy musical animations and feature films for their songs even before they are old enough to understand the plot. The first films that children tend to watch feature music and songs. Some visually impaired children with complex needs or very young children may have difficulty grasping the story but may nevertheless enjoy the songs.  For these reasons it is important that, wherever possible, the songs remain intact without description over them.

The first verse should be free of description.  If there is important plot information to convey, this should be fitted in later in the song, during repetitions in the song or during instrumental passages.  There may be occasions when there is important plot information to convey during the first chorus.  In this case the second chorus should be left free of description.  The most important thing is to make sure that children have the opportunity to learn the tune and the words, and to enjoy the song.
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