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COMMENTARY

Closed Captioning Gives Literacy a Boost
By Monica Brady-Myerov

July 21, 2015

Sometimes I turn on my TV and the closed-captioning feature has

been activated. I can’t find the button to turn it off, so I think: It

won’t distract me. And yet, I usually find it impossible to ignore.

It turns out that reading same-language subtitles while listening to

the same words on screen is a complicated transaction. A study

by the University of Nottingham, in England, looked closely at

just this process—what our eyes are doing when we are listening

and reading simultaneously—and its implications for K-12

education seemed significant.

Intrigued, I looked into the matter further, finding that same-language subtitling can

actually support literacy. In other words, rather than being simply annoying, listening to

English and reading English subtitles helps in decoding words and reading better. In fact,

the linguist and researcher Martine Danan calls captioning an “undervalued language-

learning strategy.”

An Indian researcher and social

entrepreneur, Brij Kothari, noticed this

casually and has since devoted his career to

the subject. In several controlled studies

with schoolchildren in early grades—

half of them exposed to videos with

captions and half to the same videos

without captions—Kothari and colleagues

reported more than 10 years ago that

captions contributed to word-recognition

and -comprehension skills. Another study

found that subtitles support the

understanding of film or audio sources.

Most of the existing studies are looking at videos with subtitles or karaoke-style captions.

But why not add subtitles to radio?

Enter Listen Current—an online resource that research colleagues and I have created.

Supporting listening with transcripts, it curates the best of public radio as a resource to

keep teaching connected to the real world and build students’ listening skills at the same

time. Nonfiction storytelling, carefully chosen for relevance to a teacher’s curriculum and

students, works for science, social studies, and English/language arts. The audio stories

come with lesson plans that are aligned to standards and learning objectives. A premium

model of this program offers a live transcript with same-language subtitling projected on

to a computer screen as the audio is being streamed, so that the students can follow

along. If the emerging research is correct, when students listen to a story while tracking

the transcript, their literacy skills will get a boost.

We added this listening-subtitling feature because teachers asked

for it. They wanted the ability to have their students cite specific
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portions of text. They wanted to use it with their English-

language learners who needed the words to follow the story. And

they wanted to use it with students who struggled with reading.

As our research team learned more about the impact of same-

language subtitling on reading and language skills, we were sold on the idea of

“captioning the listening.”

The largest and most recent study about same-language subtitling comes from an unlikely

source—India’s so-called Bollywood movie productions. Kothari and researcher Tathagata

Bandyopadhyaya set out to chart the potential impact on the country’s millions of

functional illiterates of viewing songs from popular movies on television. Essentially, they

discovered, kids were learning to read by watching these Bollywood films while following

along with the subtitles. They were even writing down the song lyrics to memorize them

and share with friends. The study showed that exposure to same-language captioning

in film songs contributed positively to decoding skills.

Another study by Kothari that was cited by

the U.S. Department of Education’s What

Works Clearinghouse focused on secondary

students in Hawaii to see if karaoke-style

subtitling improved reading comprehension.

In this instance, rather than Bollywood

musicals, researchers used Broadway

musicals such as “Les Misérables” and “Cats”

to support reading strategies. Students listened to the music and followed along with the

text, as if they were doing karaoke. They answered questions while viewing the videos

and listening to the audio. They also produced their own subtitled files. Students who had

the same-language-subtitling intervention scored significantly higher on follow-up tests of

reading comprehension than students in the control group did.

All of this research supports an important, but overlooked, opportunity in the classroom.

For students struggling with reading, or learning English as a second language, subtitling

can help.

Monica Brady-Myerov is a longtime public-radio reporter, most recently with Boston’s

WBUR. She founded Listen Current in 2013 to support teachers’ use of public radio in the

classroom.
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 • Reply •

Lauren • 2 years ago

Very good to see this article and new ventures here, thank you. As we advocate
vigorously for the CCAC mission (inclusion of quality captioning universally) we
know it's not only for people with hearing loss, but for literacy and for learning
languages and for many millions (yes millions) of others who need quality
captioning due to many other good reasons. Please join us, see
CCACaptioning.org
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Kent • 2 years ago

You might check this out!  

Rickelman, W.A., Henk, W.A., & Layton, K. (1991). Closed–captioned television:
An under-rated  
technology. The Reading Teacher, 44(8), 598-599.
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Greg McCall • 2 years ago

Hello Monica! I am excited about the potential educational applications of the
'Listen Current' program.  

Thank you for the nod to the Hawaii study. "Another study by Kothari that was
cited by the U.S. Department of Education's" -- is available online at
http://www.same-language-subtitling.com/paper-sls.html 

I am still using elements of SLS in my classroom and hoping that other
researchers will take on application studies on the various formats of Same-
Language-Subtitling!
△ ▽

 • Reply •

Greg McCall • 2 years ago

McCall, W.Greg, and Craig, C. (2009) "Same-Language-Subtitling (SLS): Using
Subtitled Music Video for Reading Growth. Association for the Advancement of
Computers in Education (EDMEDIA), 11 Jan. 2009. Web. .  

This paper introduces the use of Same-Language-Subtitling (SLS), or Subtitled-
Music-Video as a repeated reading exercise. The purpose of this study is to
demonstrate the effectiveness of SLS related activities on Reading Engagement
and Reading Proficiency. For the basic SLS exercise students repeatedly viewed
brief excerpts of musical video with dynamic subtitles while completing matching
cloze-style worksheets. In the advanced SLS activity students used Karafun, a
karaoke program, to create and manipulate SLS projects for class presentation.
Student attitude, engagement and reading proficiency levels improved during the
course of this study. There is a need to develop further applications and lesson
plans to take advantage of this learning resource.
△ ▽

Brij Kothari • 2 years ago

Nice article, Monica, to start off a discussion on this undervalued resource. 

Same Language Subtitling (SLS) is particularly relevant for developing countries
where reading levels are abysmally low. As Pratham's annual survey, ASER, has
reported for the last decade, over half the children Grade 5 in India cannot read a
Grade 2 level text. This is not very different in MANY other countries in South
Asia and Africa. 

My estimate is that SLS (especially when integrated with music-videos, film
songs, etc. that people already watch on mainstream TV) is potentially a lifelong
reading support for 2 billion weak readers in the developing world (1 billion in
India alone). 

SLS makes reading "automatic" and "inescapable" as Gery d'Ydewalle has
established through numerous eye-tracking studies. 
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 • Reply •

see more

Adding to the already strong evidence on the impact of SLS on reading... 

△ ▽

 • Reply •

CaptionsforLiteracy • 2 years ago

Excellent article! Our organization promotes the use of captioning to improve
literacy in the US, and we will definitely add Listen Current to our list of where to
find captioned materials. Find out more on our site: http://captionsforliteracy.org
△ ▽
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