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Input Variablesin Caption Research

Randall COTTEN
Abstract

Much research has been carried out to determine the possible benefits of using captions in combination with either
moving images and/or spoken dialogue. These types of research can be classified in two basic ways. On the one hand
are studies which investigate the effect that either the absence or presence of captions (textual input) have on listening
comprehension when subjects are exposed to both spoken dialogue (aural input) and moving pictures (kinetic input). On
the other hand are studies which isolate the effect of textual input on listening comprehension in the absence of any
kinetic input. In this paper, a review of the different studies will be presented, and suggestions will be given for what

other types of variables should be considered.
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1. Introduction

The great popularity of English language movies in
Japan isa grong impetusfor trying to determine what benefit
they might offer to the learner of English as a foreign
language (EFL). Japanee learners of English frequently
express their enjoyment of watching movies in English, both
for gaining exposure to foreign cultures and improving their
English. Y &t, while EFL teachers may quite reedily accept the
fact that movies are a plentiful source of materid for teaching
about foregn cultures and introducing a wide range of
metdinguidtic feetures, they might cal into quedion the
notion that learners can actudly improve their language kills
through the casud viewing of films.

Movies might be mistakenly conceived as a passve
activity. However, even casud movieviewingisno moreof a
passve experience then reading is The viewer/reader
interacts both intellectudly and emationdly with the scenes
on the screen or the words on the page While many
differences could be pointed out about both the smilarities
and differences between watching movies and reading books,
whet we wisgh to focus on here is what type of input is
avalable to the EFL learner when watching English movies.
Soecificdly, there are three main types of input mede
avalable in movies aurd (the spoken didogue); textud (the
written didlogue); and kinetic (the moving picture). One may
adso argue thet, if available, the music which accompanies a
sceneisanother source of input. Thiswill be briefly discussed

below.

Given these three main types of input, the question
remains as to which one specific type or conmbination of types
is the mogt beneficid for learning aforeign language. It may
help to dat by discussing the “sandard” combingtion of
input types. The discusson here will be limited to Jepanese
learnerswatching moviesin English. The three basic types of
input are: (1) thekinetic input (the picture); (2) the aurd input,
which is the spoken didogue in English, or second language
(L2); and, (3) the textud input, which are the captions written
in the viewer's firg language (L1), Japanee While this
combination may be thought of asthe“norma” type of input
that is available when watching aforeign language film, there
in fact are many more different possble combinations. As
will be seen bedow, various manipulations of these input
combinations have been dudied in an effort to determine
which typeisthe most beneficid to EFL learners

2. AsssingtheBenefitsof Closed Captions

In the language teaching fidd, new technologicd
advances from one area are quickly adopted wholesale or
adapted s0 that they it the the learning environment. Soon
after dlosed cgption technology was deve oped for the hearing
impaired and more televison programs were transcribed,
language teachers saw potentid gpplications for it with the
learners they taught. With the aid of a box which could read
the caption signds, teachers were able to show the printed
didogue to their learners. Now teachers could give one more
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source of input: an exact written transcription of what wes
being spoken. While dosed captioning was origindly
deveoping for the hearing impaired, it can aso be a great
bendfit for hearing students aswell.

Accompanying the perceived advantages of dosed
cgptioned tdevison programs and films, has come much
research on determining the benfits it offers for learners.
Kikuchi (1997), in his review of the reseerch since the mid
1970s, found a totd of 191 articles published in the United
Sates, and 37 published in Japan that examined the use of
closed captions in English education. While the mgority of
the studies reported thet the use of cgptions was beneficid for
the learners, results have a times shown that learners have
difficulty processing the information due to the overload of
input. Captions seem to sometimes act as an interference for
some students. Reese (1984) points out thet captions can even
impede comprehendon because, as the learner “jumps’
between the aurd and textud channds, some information can
belog.

Of interest here is what many studies do not address.
Mog of the dosad caption research focusses on two basic
conditions: those of the benefit of using sound, pictures, and
captions (SPC) versus the benefit of using only sound and
pictures (SP). In ather words, aurd, kinetic, and textua input
vasus only aurd and kingic input. Thus much of the
research on the use of captions focusses only on the presence
of L2 captions versus the dosence of L2 cgptions. In mogt
cases, the kinetic input is made available to dl the subjects,
and the only vaiable is the avalabilty of the captions
(conditions 1 or 2 in Table 1). In afew cases, some sudies
did test for an L1 variable (condition 3). Stll rarer in cgption
gudies (Yoshino, €. d., 2000) is the exclusion of the kinetic
input.

Tablel: Vaiablesin dosad caption sudies

Textud Input | Aurd Input Kinetic Input
L1 L2 L1 L2

(@) O O
(none) o o

o

e}

AIWIN|PF

e}

While it is standard ressarch practice to isolae the
variable which one wishes to tegt, with the sheer number of

caption studies that have dready been caried out, one
wonderswhy studies which test the same variables continued
to be conducted. It would seem obvious that one additiond
form of input could have nothing but postive results While
some dudies do point out the detrimentd effect of input
overload caused by textud input through captions, in the end,
many of the sudies have done nothing but cover aready
wdl-worn ground. It is dmog as if researchers are trying
more to refine their experiments than to tes which
combinations of input would be the most beneficid.

3. Assssing Textual and Aural Input Combinations

In contragt to the vest amount of sudies which have
examined the bendfits of ether the absence or presence of L2
captions, very few have gone beyond this narrow range of
vaiadles. In fact, only one study (Lambert, Boehler, and
Sidoti, 1981) is known by this author to have gone to the
lengths necessary to critically judge the effectiveness of using
both L1 and L2 captions with various combinations of L1
and L2 aurd input. This study is reviewed in detail below.
Unfortunately, no similar ressarch is referenced in the
Lambert, &. d. Sudy.

Lambert, Boehler, and Sidoti (1981) sudied the effects
of usng various combingtions of L1 and L2 captions and
didogue with 370 fifth and sixth grade dementary learners
studying French as a second language. Unlike the studies
mentioned in the previous section, their experiment did not
involve the use of any input from moving pictures. Excerpts
from French language broadcagts from the Canadian
Broadcast Corporation were usad for the aurd input source,
For certain test groups, L1 or L2 cgptions were shown on a
televison screen (with no moving pictures for any group).
The dudy tested for the effectiveness of nine different
combinations or, “conditions’ of L1 and L2 textud and aurd
input (cf., Table 2). The study dso examined the possible
influence of the language usad on the post-test. Some of the
ubjectswere given apod-tes in their L1 (English) or the L2
(French). For our purposes here, this condition is not a
relevant factor, so it has not been included. The results of the
study showed that subjects who viewed cgptions written in
the L2 while ligening to a spoken didogue in the L1 (and
given a post-test in the L2) did dmogt as well as the group
who had been given both textua and aurd input intheir L1.
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Table 2 Textud and Aurd Input Combinations (Lambert
modd)

Textud input Aurd input

L1 L2 L1 L2
1 o o
2 (none) o
3 o (none)
4 o o}
5 o o
6 o o
7 (none) o
8 o (none)

Condition 1 was the same as a dosed captioned
television broadcast in a foreign language: Subjects read the
L2 captions while ligening to the spoken didogue in the L2.
Condition 2 used only L2 aurd input, with no captionsin the
L1 nor theL2. In contragt, condition 3 used only L2 captions,
with no aurd input whatsoever. Condition 4 isthe “ standard’
format available when watching foreign language films. The
gpoken didogue is in the foreign languege, and the captions
areintheL1. In contredt, condition 5 (referred to as “reverse
subtitling” by Lambert, e. d.) used L1 aurd input, while
showing the captionsin the L2. Condition 6 is the opposite of
condition 1, being the same as a dlosed captioned tdlevision
broadcast, but in the L1. Condition 7 is the opposte of
condition 2, using only L1 aurd input. Condition 8, being the
opposite of condition 3, used no aurd input with only
cgptions in the L1. The one additiond condition which has
been omitted here was the same as condiition 5 except that the
pos-tes was given in the L2, Fndly, it should be
acknowledged thet the purpose for including conditions 6
through 8 in the experiment might be questioned because
these conditions only test for comprehenson in the L1
However, one must remember that the subjects in this study
were fifth and gxth grade dementary sudents, o it was
rdevant to examine the overdl comprehenshility of the
source materid inthe subjects nativelanguage.

Out of the nine different conditions for L1 and L2
didogue/script combinations, the mogt favorable were those
in which the L1 was made avalable through ether the
written script or the gpoken didogue One condition,
“Reversad Subtitling-L2” (condition 5) revedled unexpected
results. When learners listened to the didogue in their native

language (English), and reed the L2 (French) captions, they
performed dmogt as well as in condition 1 — ligening and
reeding in their native language The ressarchers
hypothesized that this was because the learners were gble to
grasp the overdl message in ther L1 with little effort, and
were then able to see in the cgptions how to formulate the
sameexpressionsinthelL2,

While reverse subtitling might & first seem contrary to
st notions of using foreign filmsto learn languages, when we
consder that L1 aurd input can be processed easly and
quickly, then the expressions in the target language can be
reed in the L2, it does gppear to be a very beneficid input
combination. “ Standard” (L 1) captions, in asense, smply get
in the way. Textud processng in the L1 tends to inhibit
processng of the more difficult L2 auditory message
Lambert, Boehler, and Sidoti (1981) suggest that L1 aurd
input enables the learmner to use more efficient top-down
processing of the L2 textud input. They go on to further
uggest thet learnerswho usetdevison programs and movies
would benefit much more greatly smply by being ableto see
the L2 script ingtead of having it trandaed into their L1

Interestingly, this study contradicts findings that L2
captions can creste an overload of information, thusimpeding
information processing and, ultimetdly, comprehension. Ther
research results show that the two most effective textud/aurd
input combinations are conditions 1 and 5. The authors go on
to suggest that condition 5 (reversed subtitlies) would be a
good garting point for less advanced learners and, after they
gan more praficiency, should graduate to L2 captions and
audio (condition 1).

4. Other Variablesfor Condderation

The mog obvious difference between the sudy
discussad above with the dosed caption studies discussed in
section two of this paper is the absence of any kinetic input.
Lambert, &. d. (1981) begin and end their pgper with
datements to the effect that they were interested in how
textud input could benefit language learners when wetching
television or films. Considering the breadth and depth of their
study, if they had included more test groups which included
the presence of input from moving pictures, their number of
conditions would have grown 0 large as to be practicaly
impossibleto carry out the experiment and accurately andyze
the results. On the other hand, we have seen that the dosed
caption studies which include a kinetic input element do not



20

Input Variables in Caption Research

satisfactorily test for the effects brought about by variationsin
L1 and L2 aurd and textud input. As educators, teachers
come to this fidd of inquiry because of an interest in the
potentia learning benefits that tdevision and film mediaoffer
tothelearner. Asresearchers it isimportant to isolate and test
the rdevant pieces of the puzze that are involved in this
process. Y, before this can be achieved, it is important to
congder what kind of variables have not yet been addressed
fully inthisareaof research.

Research which sats out to sudy the effects of textud
input needs to condder the effect of the gpeed a which the
ubjects are required to read, and the extent to which the
kingtic (and, possbly even mudcd) input has on
comprehengion ability. Some dudies (eg., Yoshino, €. d.,
2000; Markam, 1989) do mention the number of words per
minute which the spoken didogue (thus, aso the captions)
contained. A possible factor to condder is whether subjects
are able to ligen and comprehend a the same rete as they
read. While caculaing the number of words per minutein a
given section isimportant, the rate a which a person speeks
will vary widdy according to the type of media For news
broadcadts, or prepared materids, we might expect the rate of
gpeech to remain farly condgtent. However, when using
films or tdevison programs, it should be remembered that
some scenes will have faster rates of speech, others dower. If
these scenes are shown with captions, the text will remain on
the screen for shorter or longer durations of time. All of these
factors are going to affect the comprehensibility of any given
passage. It is not a Smple matter to say whether captions
done are going hep or not. When looking a the results of
such research, one needs to know not only how many words
on average are poken and presented in text, but dso whether
or not the presentation speed remained consgtent throughout.
Thisiscdosdy relaed to how fast alearner isableto read and
comprehend the captions, which are usudly presented a a
gpeed equivaent to the rate of speech. Sudies concerning the
degree to which varying time exposures to textud input has
on comprehension ability will be informative to understand
the connection between caption presentation speed and
reading gpeed and, ultimatdly, the benefits of using captions
in combingtion with kinetic and aura input.

On ancther point related to mediatypes, TV programs
and films make great use of musc to creste mood, build
tenson, provide dues to what might happen next, or give
indghts into the fedings or intentions of the characters. Y,

while background music may be categorized under aurd
input, it may or may not be directly rdaed to the gooken
input. Whimsica music might suggest thet, contrary to what
is being sad, the character is lying or playing a trick on
someone. Furthermore, asin red life, charactersin moviesdo
not aways finish what they are saying. The music that fades
in clues the viewer into what might be said next. Foreboding
or sad music can fill in information thet is otherwise Ieft to
our imaginaion. The point here is that we should not ignore
the bendfit that background music may provide A movie
which isabsent of music would be very flat, and seemto lack
emation or be too tedious due to the need to “spel out”
everything. Thus, another important congderation in caption
comprehengon dudies which involve the use of excerpts
from movies or TV programsis to what degree background
musc may provide informetion for deriving meaning from
the context inascene.

Almog condgently, studies do not mention anything
about the difficulty of vocabulary and sentence dructures in
the materids used. Researchers explain the generd leve of
the subjects, but write nothing about whether they could
actudly be expected to know and understand the words thet
they would encounter. At the heart of thisissue is the act of
reeding, yet the reading of captions must be separated from
the “normd” reading of words and sentences printed on a
page. Seeing captions is perhagps cdoser to the act of ligening
then it is that of reading. The words are shown once, then
gone again. The viewer has no chance to go back and refer to
an ealier part in the text. This type of test design requires
subjectsto be able to dmost instantaneoudy read and process
the information seen in the captions, and then derive meaning
from it. Not only do subjects need to rely on their ability to
take in printed materid, but they dso need to do it very
quickly. Testing the affects of textud input through captions
isdso tegting the ability to gpeed read. We might need to ask
to what extent much ressarch might actudly be only testing
the subjects ahility to read and understand Smultaneoudly. It
would appear that the very act of reading captions (i.e,
degree of dbility) should be treated as a separate research
concern initsdf.

Another issue which needs to be consdered is the
ration of the content of the gpoken message to the visud
context. When testing the affect of seeing only the picture
versus seeing the picture with captions, the scene itsdf needs
to be judged according to how well the words match what is
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being shown in the scene. Again, this is where the type of
media is highly influentid on the results The gpoken
didogue for in documentaries, for example, would most
likdy bevery dosdly rdated to what isbeing seen (the kinetic
input). However, in movies and televison programs, there is
a likeihood that the spoken didogue in some scenes could
have vey little rdation to what we ae looking a. For
example, if two gpeskers are gitting in a coffee shop taking
about something that happened in the pagt, the only important
kinetic information would be the reaction on the speskers
faces showing their emotion in rdation to the didogue. While
a person’s facid reaction is cdlosdly related to the content of
the spoken words and important informetion for
undergtanding what was said, we must acknowledge thet the
didogue in such scenes has rdatively little support from the
visud information. On the other hand, in a scene in which a
father is teaching his young son how to hit a basebdl, the
words and the action will dosdy match one ancther. In
ranking this aurd-kinetic relaion, we might borrow the term
which Reese (1984) used, “visud-verbd redundancy”. Thus,
the former scene could be sad to have low visud-verba
redundancy quotient, while the latter scene could be sad to
have ahigh quotient of visua-verba redundancy.

The features discussed here are dl dosdly rdlated, and
any one of them may have an effect on the overdl resultsof a
study which intends to examine the effects of captions when
used in combinaion with audio or motion picture input. The
festures which should be consdered when sdlecting the most
gppropriate type of mediahave been put into ametrix formin
Table3, bdow.

Table 3: Vaiahility Factorsin Media Types

Mediatype Content
o authenticvs prepared e wordsper minute
e movieor TV program (quantity)

e newsbroadcast o levd of difficulty
e musca support
Caption/Didogue Speed Visud-verbd redundancy
e consdently dow or fast? | e highquatient: pictures
e somepatsdower or support didogue
fester then others? o low quoatient; picturesdo
not match didogue

It is useful to see these dements as badonging to matrix
because eech component may be closdy rdated to another

one. The above matrix can help inform researchers decisons.
For example, while it may seem best to use an authentic TV
news broadcagt in which announcers use a farly consstent
rate of gpeech, their peech is often quite fagt, and pictures
usudly often do not have a high visud-verbd redundancy
quatient. Furthermore, the level of difficulty may be too high
for dl those but the most advanced learners. Using such a
metrix, source materid can be carefully judged and sdected
according to how these factors interact with eech other.
Accordingly, during the andysis of the results, these features
should dso betaken into congderation.

5. Condusdon

The research that we have been looking a here amsto
find the bendfits of using printed captions in combination
with other types of input (sound and/or moving images). The
dated bendfits are how the cgptions can ad comprehension,
which can be dither an overdl understanding of the content of
the materid, or better ligening comprehenson. Many
critiscms have been raised here about these studies. However,
before embarking on a research project, a review of the
avalable literature is usudly the firgt gep. In this area of
enquiry, more guestions have arisen than have been answvered,
and most of them are related to what was not tested.

This type of ressarch involves awide variety of issues:
ligening comprenension, speed reading, information
processing, and multiple input types. Each of these aress
done is an important part of the learning process. Caption
research, in asense, triesto discover how they interact (either
postively or negatively) with each other. The fact remains
that there are many complicated parts of the puzzle of how to
best test the benefits of usng cgptions in combination with
input from spoken didogues and moving pictures. Careful
isolaion and criticd evaudion of each component is
essentid in order to arrive at results that will be beneficid to
learners and teschers across a wide range of learning
environments. It is hoped that the questions raised and
uggestions offered in this pgper will be of use to future
research.

Notes

1. The term kinetic is used rather than visual in order to
avoid confusion with captions, which could dso be
thought of as “visud input”. (An dterndive to kinetic
could betheterm “pictorid”.) Inany case, kingtic will be
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used here to digtinguish between what is seen in the
moviefromwhat isread in the captions (textud inpui).
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