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Using Captions to Reduce Barriers 
to Native American Student Success

Robert Keith Collins

Since studies of American Indians with learning disabilities appear to be non-existent, 
information must be extrapolated from other groups until the needed studies of this 
population are conducted. It could be expected there would be proportionately as many 
American Indian children with learning disabilities as among other ethnic groups.

—John M. Dodd and Ron Nelson1

IntroductIon

Americans talk about captions as if they were only for foreign films. The 
problem with such an assumption is that it creates an illusion that the 

benefit of captions does not extend past translation. This article examines the 
extent to which using closed-captioned video material in the college classroom 
can be a useful universal teaching tool in enabling Native American and Alaska 
Native student achievement. Central in this discussion is a presentation of two 
years of preliminary data from an ongoing observational study of student success 
in my American Indian Studies 150 course on “American Indian history in the 
United States.” This study addresses the infrequently recognized phenomenon 
that captions can assist not only students with diagnosed learning disabilities, 
but also so-called “normal learners,” or the learning abled, to improve their recol-
lection of information from videos that are used to complement lectures.2

Robert Keith Collins is an anthropologist and professor of American Indian studies at San 
Francisco State University. His ongoing research includes examining the effectiveness of closed-
caption use in the college classroom, with particular emphasis on improving American Indian 
and Alaska Native student success in higher education.
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In the epigraph above, Dodd and Nelson allude to a perennial issue of 
concern for the field of Native American studies: the continued need for 
comprehensive studies of learning disabilities among Native American and 
Alaska Native students on college campuses. This point is significant because 
it illuminates the need for enhanced academic understandings of the changing 
relationships between Native American and Alaska Native student needs both 
as unique populations and as integral members of the student body on college 
and university campuses, and faculty attitudes toward accommodation that are 
vital for enabling student achievement.3 Although the central focus of Dodd 
and Nelson’s analysis was on general student needs and the roles tribal colleges 
can play in addressing learning disabilities, this study seeks to expand this 
discussion by focusing on students at a mainstream university, San Francisco 
State University, and the specific role that professors can play in promoting 
achievement through the use of captions.4 This article encourages faculty to 
begin to think beyond the binaries of ability and disability and consider the 
common resources that pedagogical practices like caption use with video mate-
rials in the college classroom can offer. As suggested by David Rose and Anne 
Meyers, such simple practices can encourage achievement among students who 
do not seem to “fit the mold” and enable the instructor to develop a more flex-
ible curriculum that ensures success for all students.5

What are captIons?

Captions have been subjectively defined as the words shown during a movie 
that transcribe what is said. Captions come in both closed and open formats. 
“Closed captions” can be turned off for individuals who do not require the 
resource during the viewing of a video. “Open captions,” on the other hand, 
transcribe the dialogue within videos whenever the film is shown.6 Depending 
on the number of speakers, captioning usually offers two to three lines of text 
that provide viewers with a script of the discussion. Although less than twenty 
years ago captioning was riddled with issues related to accuracy in translation 
and transcription, particularly where Native American and Alaska Native 
languages were used, as technology has improved, today minimal delay or 
mistranslation occurs between the spoken word and captioning.7

In listening to all of the students in my class at the beginning of this 
observational study, one heard that individuals—particularly those of Native 
American and Alaska Native descent with learning disabilities (dyslexia, 
hearing impairment, etc.)—were becoming frustrated by the amounts of infor-
mation videos contained and their inability to spell the Native American 
nation and place-names covered in films on ancient America, American Indian 
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cultural change, colonization, and resistance. Although a resources guide was 
provided to students which included the information that they were supposed 
to excerpt from the videos, many—both able and disabled alike—stated that 
they did not feel confident in their abilities to pay attention to the video and 
remember the information that they were supposed to take notes on. Could 
captions offer an empowering resource?

The significance of this question becomes apparent when one tries to 
understand the extent to which captions can enable all students to improve 
their recollection of course video materials and why all students seemed to 
perform better when captions were used regularly with video materials in the 
classroom than when they were not. In a time before Wikipedia, cell phones, 
and texting—when the attention spans of students were imagined to be greater 
than that of fruit flies—professors could at least also imagine that information 
from video materials was given undivided attention by all students in the 
college classroom. Such an expectation, however, may be falsely premised on 
the illusion that all students receive information in the same way and that the 
learning disabled are the exception.8

Despite a central focus on television usage with younger K-12 populations, 
closed-caption research has developed a small but complex body of literature 
over the past forty years that lends itself to this study. One set of studies exam-
ines the impact of using closed-captions on the achievement of students with 
hearing disabilities. These analyses reveal a significant improvement in academic 
performance and knowledge retention.9 The growing body of academic research 
on deaf American Indians and Alaska Natives significantly corroborates these 
trends.10 A second set of studies examines how closed-captions can be an effec-
tive tool in improving student reading ability.11 Students who were educated 
through the use of both closed-captions and sound improved their academic 
performance and increased their vocabulary related to the subject matter being 
covered. A third set of studies examines the impact of using closed-captions in 
the instruction of remedial readers with normal hearing. These analyses reveal 
that comprehension of the course material was increased. This increase corre-
lated with greater student attendance and more time spent in understanding the 
course materials. Although these studies focused on either learning disabled or 
abled, what they reveal in tandem is the potential for captions to be an effective 
teaching tool for ensuring achievement for all students.12

proBlems In the analysIs of captIon Impact

Although empirically sound, several theoretical problems emerged in analyses 
of caption-use impact. One, the literature contains centered discussions on the 
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reliability of captions as a useful educational tool for K-12. Arguments for the 
use of captions have been focused on either learning disabled or abled, with 
the common benefits for both groups—the approach taken in this study—
remaining an open question.

Second, the literature reveals that students do not always respond to course 
material and teachers in the same way. Some may really like a course because 
of their personal opinions about the course material and/or the instructor. 
Like all student populations, Native American and Alaska Native students 
may on the one hand be very agreeable to instructors who they feel can relate 
to their experiences, understand them as individuals and members of sover-
eign indigenous cultural groups, and are willing to assist them in their efforts 
to comprehend the course material. On the other hand, the remainder of 
students may be very disagreeable to instructors who they feel are not helpful, 
not someone who can relate to them, or not willing to make time for answering 
questions, regardless of the many resource aids being offered in class.13 Such 
variations in behavior make it particularly difficult to assess the aspects of 
pedagogy upon which student achievement is based, including the factors of 
closed-caption use and faculty personality.

Third, in some studies it is difficult to determine the extent to which 
caption use or the course material impacted student desire to achieve. In 
Goldman’s and Goldman’s study, for example, popular situation comedies 
were used with closed-captions as a pedagogical practice with great success.14 
Faculty in primary, secondary, and higher education all use different resources 
to educate their students; however, most in higher education are not seeking 
to “entertain” their students according to the standards of popular culture. 
Therefore, it is difficult to understand how closed-caption use will impact 
academic achievement among college students without further student-
centered interviews. This will be the goal of phase II of this study.

unIversal desIgn In hIgher educatIon (udhe) and 
captIons

A larger question surrounding this discussion will no doubt continue to chal-
lenge scholars interested in understanding the impact that learning disabilities 
have on Native American and Alaska Native student success in higher educa-
tion: how can one address the specific needs of Native American and Alaska 
Native students within a mainstream curriculum? A potential answer to 
this question lies in the intersection between two accommodation models 
used during the course of this observation study: Universal Design (UD) 
and Universal Design in Higher Education (UDHE). Burgstahler and Coy 
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illuminated the importance of diversifying educational pedagogy in their coau-
thored work Universal Design in Higher Education: From Principles to Practice, 
which suggested that “UD promotes an expanded goal to make products 
and environments welcoming and useful to groups that are diverse in many 
dimensions, including gender, race and ethnicity, age, socio-economic status, 
ability, disability, and learning style.”15 Although Ronald Mace initially coined 
UDHE for use in the fields of architecture and consumer product design, 
when applied to higher education UDHE encourages the creation of flexible 
pedagogy that ensures curricular equity—without lowering academic stan-
dards—for all learners in college classrooms.

These accommodation models, which include closed-caption use, has led 
to the reorientation of the roles that faculty, student service administrators, 
and disabilities services play on college and university campuses. By stressing 
symbiotic relationships to reduce barriers to learning and facilitate student 
achievement, faculty and administrators collaboratively produce educational 
materials and pedagogical practices. For example, they may systematically use 
captions with all video materials shown in the classroom, and student support 
services may provide sufficient funds for the purchase and maintenance of 
captioned video materials and academic technology for the classroom that can 
address the diverse needs and learning styles that college students embody. 
The outcome is a holistic pedagogical practice within higher education that 
enables—without ability or cultural segregation and stigmatization—univer-
sally designed curricula for all college classroom learners.16

The benefits of a UDHE approach can be seen in one particular area, that 
of addressing the barriers to student success caused by “learning differences.” 
Within this discourse, importance is placed on educator recognition of the 
incredible variation in knowledge acquisition that exists among student popula-
tions. For example, unrecognized barriers that affect a student’s ability to learn 
or attend classroom instruction, or “invisible disabilities,” often go unnoticed 
as a component of this variation.17 This is disconcerting because such barriers 
can affect reading, information processing, test taking, and writing capabili-
ties. These barriers also contribute to the reported 75% to 93% dropout rate 
for Native American and Alaska Native students in higher education.18 The 
implementation of UDHE through Universal Design in Learning (UDL) 
curriculum in the college classroom helps educators to address these barriers 
by designing a classroom environment and curriculum for all learners.

Despite the force of Burgstahler’s and Coy’s implementation models 
and examination of how UDL in implementation and practice requires a 
supportive administration, academic discussions of post-implementation phase 
efforts within specific disciplines have yet to begin. This case study attempts to 
initiate this conversation by relating it to Native American and Alaska Native 
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student achievement needs and shedding light on the benefits of UDL in 
pedagogical practice. The next section presents the case study and preliminary 
findings from my own journey in implementing UDL in my class in American 
Indian studies at San Francisco State University.

the study: sample and methods

The observations presented here come from a recent case study begun in 
the spring of 2007 as a result of my participation with the Ensuring Access 
through Collaboration and Technology–Faculty Learning Community group 
at San Francisco State University (EnACT–FLC) under a grant from the 
Department of Education. The charge given to participants was to find ways 
to integrate UDL principles into one or more of our classes. The rewards that 
resulted from this challenge are this observational case study of the effects 
of captions on student achievement and the resource captions could poten-
tially provide for reducing barriers to student success. The initial convenience 
sample for this study consisted of forty-nine students in my American Indian 
Studies 150 class “American Indian History in the United States.” Ten of these 
students were enrolled in or descended from five different Native American or 
Alaska Native nations, and were both urban and rural in origin.

Due to an increased teaching load during the second year of observations, 
enrollment in this class increased from forty-nine to one hundred twenty 
students, and these became the sample population for the duration of this 
study. However, the Native American and Alaska Native population has consis-
tently remained between ten and twelve students per semester. These students 
collectively represented the diversity of ethnic groups found on campus. Like 
all other students, the Native American and Alaska Native students repre-
sented various social and economic backgrounds and majors from across the 
colleges, including students who were seeking degrees ranging from biology 
and engineering to American Indian studies and English. Students also repre-
sented individuals of diverse learning capabilities and reflected variations by 
which students learned and came to understand information.

In preparation for their first exam, students watched several videos which 
alternated between captioned and uncaptioned, of varying content and excite-
ment (for example, Savagery and the American Indian Part I (Wilderness) 
and Part II (Civilization) and the Ancient America Series Search for the First 
Americans).19 By “excitement” I mean entertainment value. Although all of 
these videos are produced by the collaborative efforts of Native Americans 
and anthropologists, they vary in the degree of whimsy with which some of 
the scholars present the information. Such presentations range from stories 



collIns | usIng captIons to reduce BarrIers to natIve amerIcan student success 81

of local community members ricocheting bullets over the heads of archaeolo-
gists at Meadowcroft in Pennsylvania—a site used to support the Land Bridge 
Theory—to young Arapaho children laughing at the fact that they can make 
bull’s-eyes with an ancient atlathl, to the whimsically stoic facial expressions of 
renowned Cherokee actor/activist Wes Studi after his serious explanation of 
the achievements of the ancient peoples of the Eastern Woodlands, Southwest, 
and Pacific Northwest. To guide them toward the important information to 
excerpt from the videos, students are given a list of events and scholars on 
which to take notes. Some examples of the alternation between captioned and 
uncaptioned videos include: in the first video, Search for the First Americans, 
captions were used; with Savagery and the American Indian, Part I, no captions 
were used; for the showing of Savagery and the American Indian, Part II, 
captions were used; and so on.

oBservatIons

When I first began this case study, I was a little skeptical about whether or not 
a simple tool like closed-captions would actually impact the way that students 
interacted with the course material, one another, or their overall achievement. 
In fact, to my amazement two trends emerged in all students, particularly 
the Native American and Alaskan students. When captions were not used, 
students were quite passive and silent during in-class discussions—with the 
usual talkers dominating the conversation—and generalizations were perva-
sive, such as “the Indians did this . . . ,” “the Native did that. . . .” However, 
when captions were used, the complete opposite occurred: students were more 
engaged; seemed to take better notes, as reflected in exam grades; and they 
were responsive to specific questions asked about the films and the individual 
and collective Native American and Alaska Native lived experiences upon 
which the films shed light. In a similar vein, both Native and non-Native 
students made interesting analogies between the course material and their 
everyday lives, and readily referenced specific information and events from the 
video. Native American and Alaska Native students often recalled knowledge 
that parents and/or community members had taught them which at times 
complemented some videos and contradicted others, and this led to vigorous 
discussion about the reasons for multiple perspectives on Native American and 
Alaska Native histories, which ones are true, and who gets to decide. In large 
part this was because the history of their band or family, for example, did not 
match the common history discussed about their tribal nation in the video. 
Such discussions were refreshing and meaningful in that they illuminated for 
non-Native students the significance of intracultural variation within Native 
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American and Alaska Native communities and histories and complemented 
future lectures on the topic.

Two major trends in the correlation between caption use and student 
success emerged during this observational study. First, prior to the first exam 
when captions were not used during the presentation of video materials, 
student discussions and notes on video information were very general. The 
average C grade on the first exam also reflected this excessive general knowl-
edge and lack of specificity on the material covered in the videos (see figure 1, 
left columns).

However, during the presentation of lectures and video materials prior to the 
second exam, which included consistent use of captions in all videos, discus-
sions were very detailed. Students recalled specific names, dates, and places 
from the videos with greater frequency during both large and small group 
discussions. Discussion of video and reading materials together produced very 
interesting and lively debates—context specific—between Native American 
and Alaska Native students, as well as Native and non-Native students. 
Students also debated the similarities and differences between Native and 
mainstream American understandings colonization, culture, and history in 
the United States. Scores on the second exam also reflected this increased use 
of specific information. There was an overall increase in B and A grades, with 
an average B grade as opposed to the average C grade on the first exam (see 
figure 1, right columns). Likewise, the average grade for Native American and 
Alaska Native students—including those that had been officially diagnosed 
with a learning disability—increased from C+ to A–. These trends repeated 
throughout the second year of observations (see figure 2).

Figure 1. Baseline indicators of student performance without caption use during fall semester 2007 (left 
columns) and with caption use during spring semester 2008 (right columns).
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As a researcher, my initial reaction to these trends was skepticism. Was an 
aspect of this observational study leading and skewed? Was the video material 
used in the second part of class easier? Was the video material used in this part 
of the class more entertaining? Upon further examination, the only hypothesis 
that could be reached was that this was a basic response from students being 
given a tool that assisted them in their educational experience. Final exam 
grades reinforced this assumption, as the same average grade trend observed 
after the second exam was repeated. Prior to the final exam, as prior to the 
second exam, captions were consistently used during the showing of course 
videos. Large and small group discussions were observed to be equally lively 
and specific course information as part of argument and debate could be heard 
with great force and effectiveness in usage.

Students who have taken “American Indian History in the United States” 
with me frequently comment in course evaluations on the very high standards 
that I keep—perhaps too high. While this bar may be high, it is there in order 
to make all students competent in their knowledge of the many roles that 
Native Americans and Alaska Natives have played in United States history and 
their incredible agency, definitely more than the average American. Student 
performance was not a reflection of a relaxed standard or grade inflation, but 
the fruits of academic rigor and genuine interest in the course material, which I 
found to be enhanced by a small effort to make the delivery of the information 
to all students more efficient. In fact, students throughout the semester—both 
learning disabled and abled alike—frequently commented on what a pleasure 
it was to have the captions with the videos. This resource aided them with 
the spelling of difficult Native American names and nations, anthropological, 

Figure 2. Indicators of student performance with consistent caption use during the fall 2008 and spring 
2009 semesters.
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archaeological, and historical terminology, and overall comprehension of what 
people said in the videos in general. For Native American and Alaska Native 
students, many were excited to see the names of places and towns written out 
in their ancestral languages, and that non-Native students were responsible 
for learning place-names in Native American and Alaska Native languages. 
These intriguing results have caused me to seek approval to continue this study 
from Human and Animal Protections of San Francisco State University’s 
Institutional Review Board by tracking such trends over time in tandem with 
student feedback—to be obtained through person-centered ethnographic 
interviews—on their learning experience.20

summary and conclusIon

When David Rose and Anne Meyer wrote Teaching Every Student in the Digital 
Ages: Universal Design for Learning, it seems that their goal was to stress the 
point that students who “do not fit the mold” still have strengths that can be 
cultivated by a flexible curriculum that enables all to learn effectively.21 Rose 
and Meyer allude to a very important point that my observations corroborated: 
there is much that a professor at a teaching institution can do for students to 
reduce the barriers they face during the education process. Sometimes—as in 
this case—it is something as simple as adding captions to videos used peda-
gogically for all students. For Native American and Alaska Native students in 
higher education, regardless of learning style, these observations hold signifi-
cant implications for ensuring their success. This minor implementation of 
a UDL technique into a curriculum may be a viable practice that enables 
them, and all students, to become more specific in their usage and discussion 
of video-based course material and the events covered within them, better 
note-takers, and thus better achievers on exams. This can all be done with a 
flexible curriculum that takes their needs into consideration, within an educa-
tional environment that does not emphasize a binary of abilities, but instead 
addresses a barrier to learning merely by implementing a resource that makes 
academic success a possibility for all.
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