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Introduction 

Reading is often one of the main ways deaf people gain information and develop 

independence in learning. In recent years, television captioning has become a prime 

source of reading material. As Koskinen, Wilson, and Jensema (1 985) noted, "Captions 

are reading material.. .They can turn television into a moving story book, a steady stream 

of written language presented with both video and audio reinforcement. Viewers can see 

words on the screen, hear them spoken, and see them put into a visual context. One of 

the most exciting potential applications of closed captioning is its use as an educational 

tool." 

The use of captioned television as reading material is difficult if there are no reading 

skills to begin with. People need some starting point, the ability to read at least some 

words. In this study, a relatively short list of frequently used words is presented. The 

authors believe that mastery of these words can greatly assist in expanding reading skills. 

The report presented here is based on research by Jensema, McCann and Rarnsey (1996). 

They obtained and analyzed caption data from 183 television programs and 22 music 

videos. The programs varied from thirty minutes to four hours, and the music videos 

were between two and five minutes in length. The research examined speed, word 

length, and similar characteristics of the captions. It was noted that relatively few distinct 

words accounted for a large proportion of the total words used in the captions. 

In the present article, the observation that few words account for a large part of the total 

words used in captioning is carried further and the data is analyzed in more detail. The 

result is a caption word frequency list, the mastery of which is likely to provide an 

important assist to the reading skills of caption viewers. 

Method 

The caption scripts from all the programs in the study by Jensema, et a1 (1996) were 

combined into one large computer file. The file was edited to remove punctuation and 

anything else, which was not a word. The resulting file had 834.726 words. 

It was decided that many words were merely variations of another word. Word endings 
Of as,>, ues7n Ued," "ing," and "d" were deleted. On the other hand, certain endings 

created a new word which had a different meaning. It was decided to keep word endings 
Of "ly,,7 6' 7, L C  

t, ive", "ion," "er," and "ie." Certain nonstandard "words", such as "uh," 



bbmmrnrn,'' and "ahhh" were kept, since they are commonly used in captioning to indicate 

certain sounds in the audio. 

The resulting edited 834.726 word list was sorted alphabetically, duplicate words were 

counted and then deleted, and the remaining list was sorted by frequency of occurrence. 

The final frequency list had 16,102 unique words, most of which were used only a few 

times. 

Results 

Table 1 presents a frequency count of the 250 words used most often in the television 

captions in this study. Out of 834,726 captioned words, 30,142 were the word "the," 

22,600 were the word "you," and so on. 

In Table 1, the word "the" accounted for 3.61 % of the 834,726 captioned words. The 

words "the" and "you" together accounted for 6.32% of the 834,726 captioned words. 

Continuing in this manner, Table 1 shows that 250 unique words account for over 68% of 

all the words used in captioned television. 

Discussion 

The implications of Table 1 are striking. there are more than 500,000 words in the 

English language, but a person who masters the use of the 250 words in Table 1 will 

recognize more than two-thirds of all words shown in television captions. This is a 

tremendous advantage for any person with limited reading skills who attempts to read 

captioned television. 

A beginning reader could be taught just 10 words (the, you, to, a, I, and, of, in, it, that) 

and would then recognize more than one out of every five words which appeared on a 

captioned television program. Being able to read 79 words means being able to read half 

of all words captioned. By using Table 1 as a guideline in teaching reading, a teacher can 

maximize the captioned words a student will recognize while watching television. It is 

suggested that teachers of deaf and hard of hearing students consider Table 1 carefully in 

planning their strategy for teaching reading. 

The majority of the words on the list are everyday linking words, including many 

prepositions and pronouns. Prepositions, in particular, are traditionally problem areas for 

many deaf students because American Sign Language does not have prepositions. 



Research shows that students learn vocabulary both definitionally and contextually (Stahl 

& Fairbanks, 1986). The words in Table 1 can be taught definitionally in context. Those 

students who develop a working knowledge of the 250 words will be able to apply them 

in a variety of situations and will be able to focus on other captioned television words that 

they many not understand. 
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---- ---- - - - - - -- - 
6 want 2,730 43 1 '11  1,369 54 life ,859 61 

- " - -" ----- -- --- - - 

9 as 2,714 43 1,364 55 other 852 61 

- - -- --- -- - -7 

17 ,591 love , 1,340 55 happen 80 

--- - - -  -- -- -- -- - - -- 
27 never 1,158 57 even 

next 508 67 
" --- - - -  - " -  - 

move 503 67 

another 499 67 



2,904 41 these 
-- - " "--- - -- - 

2,886 41 great 

626 65 morning 449 
- - --- - - -  " ,-- - 

607 65 everything 446 


