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From Visual Literacy to Audio Description: 
A Case Study of Accessible Translation 

in Contemporary Art 

Cláudia Martins 
Instituto Politécnico de Bragança – CITeD 

In 1982, UNESCO issued the Declaration on Media Education, following widespread concern 
about the “mediazation of modern culture” (Thompson 1990). This apprehension around 
the role of the media and what started to be called “the digital divide” has since then 
deepened. Authors as Barthes (1977) delved into visual theory, particularly “the role and 
function of images in representation and communication” (Newfield 2011), and thus arose 
the concept of visual literacy, also named “media literacy” (Chauvin 2016) or “multimodal 
literacy” (Holsanova 2020). Visual literacy is relevant nowadays to protect people from 
misinformation, fake news and populism, and is developed by using a deeper analysis of 
all the details in an image, especially in teaching contexts. Transferring this concept to 
traditional visual contexts, such as museums, introduces additional layers of information 
that need to be addressed: historical background, artistic movements, styles and techni-
ques, among others. In these cultural venues, mastering this skill is essential, especially 
when describing exhibits for visually impaired audiences. Thus, audio description intends 
to translate images into words that are objective, succinct, vivid and imaginative (Snyder 
2008) to guarantee that these audiences may create a mental idea of the cultural venue they 
are visiting, their ambiance, space layout, lighting and collections (Fryer 2016). Therefore, 
our aim is to examine the concept of visual literacy and its interconnection to audio des-
cription (AD), an endeavour that few scholars have directly explored. Moreover, we intend 
to reflect on the skills audio describers must hold to cater for people’s needs in museums 
and reflect how these may improve through training, through the presentation of a set of 
pedagogical activities. Finally, we will draw on practical examples from audio described 
visits developed for the Contemporary Art Centre Graça Morais (Bragança, Portugal) in 
order to analyse museum ADs created in two different moments by master’s students. 

Keywords: visual literacy, accessible translation, audio description, people with visual 
disability, translation in museums 

1. Introduction 

The Grünwald Declaration on Media Education put forth by UNESCO in 1982 
is based on the concept of media culture and the idea that “we live in a world 
where media are omnipresent”, since “an increasing number of people spend 
a great deal of time watching television, reading newspapers and magazines, 
playing records and listening to the radio” (p. 1). Instead of condemning 
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the reality in the 1980s, the declaration endorsed its importance as a criti-
cal element of modern life. Consequently, they state that media should be 
approached at schools so they can be aligned with the real world. As such, 
the declaration presents four initiatives to encourage media education, pri-
marily to support media education programmes, develop training courses 
for the people involved in education, encourage research on the topic and 
strengthen the actions put forward by UNESCO. 

The situation described in this declaration was enhanced with the birth 
of the internet, a concept that only became widely available from the 1990s 
onwards and differently around the world, despite being a project that stem-
med from ARPANET in the 1960s. The role of electronic communication 
technologies associated with the social implications of globalisation led 
Castells (2004) to speak of the network society, “a society whose social struc-
ture is made up of networks powered by micro-electronics-based information 
and communications technologies” (p. 3). 

UNESCO put forth a preparatory document for the World Summit on 
the Information Society in 2004, where it emphasises that “access is at the 
centre of one of the most disruptive effects of the information society” (Greco 
2018, p. 208), since information and communication technologies are not 
only “mere tools but rather social forces that are increasingly affecting our 
self-conception (who we are); our mutual interactions (how we socialise); our 
conception of reality (our metaphysics); and our interactions with reality (our 
agency)” (Floridi 2015, p. 2). 

Due to this being another factor for social inequity, social agents began 
expressing concerns about the role of the media in society and social rela-
tionships in what was to be called “the digital divide” (a term coined by Lloyd 
Morrisett, according to the National Communication Association 2014), 
which has since been considerably deepened, particularly after the advent 
of the internet. It then widened a more profound gap between developed 
richer countries and underdeveloped and developing poorer countries. For 
instance, Greco (2018, p. 208) speaks of multiple divides besides the digital 
one, such as the one between languages that are “information rich” and those 
which are “information poor”. For this author (2022, p. 22) “the question 
of access [becomes] the most cogent ground for theoretical, political and 
social debate”. 
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Also related to the power of the media is the growing influence of the 
image and the often-repeated slogan “an image is worth a thousand words”, 
highly representative of our sight-dependent society or ocularcentrism. 
Authors such as Barthes (1977) delved into visual theory, into aspects such 
as “the role and function of images in representation and communication” 
(Newfield 2011, p. 82). Thus, the concept of visual literacy (VL) was born 
and has inspired many counter definitions, in what the International Visual 
Literacy Association (IVLA) calls the “problem the six blind men faced when 
describing an elephant” (Burbank / Pett, 1983). In other words, these men’s 
descriptions depended on the part of the elephant they were touching, and 
on the understanding one has of VL that will change according to one’s 
perspective. If “our world has clearly become visually-oriented” (Avgerinou 
2003, p. 2), promoting and teaching VL is crucial, which echoes the Grünwald 
Declaration and the importance of media education. 

Furthermore, developing VL is also relevant nowadays to protect people 
from misinformation, fake news, and populism. It can be developed through 
a deeper analysis of all the details that make up any image, not to mention 
its underlying intentions and aims. If one were to transfer this concept into 
traditionally visual contexts, such as the case of the cinema or museums, 
one would be confronted with new layers of information that need to be 
addressed, that is, historical background, artistic movements, styles and 
techniques, among others. In the case of audio description (AD) provided 
in cultural contexts, a possible definition put forward by Snyder (2008) is 
that this mode intends to translate images into objective, succinct, vivid and 
imaginative words, so as to enable the creation of a mental idea of the place 
visited, its ambiance, space layout, lighting and collections (Fryer 2016). 

Although some scholars (e.g. Snyder 2007, 2008) and AD standards (such 
as the American Council of the Blind’s AD project, 2010) uphold the need 
for enhanced observation skills, the fact remains that little research has 
been conducted on the relation between visual literacy and AD. It is in this 
context that we seek to focus attention: on examining the concept of VL and 
its interconnection to audio description, for we believe that audio describers 
must hold this skill, along with that of verbal literacy, so that they may cater 
for the needs of people with visual disability. However, two texts must be 
mentioned: Snyder’s (s.d.) paper named “Literacy and Audio Description”, 
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in which he defends that AD is similar to poetry and “the use of descriptive 
language can build more sophisticated literacy for all” (p. 8), by observation, 
clarity, and efficiency of description, as well as his PhD thesis (2013); and 
Holsanova’s (2020) study that will be thoroughly discussed in this text. 

Considering the relationship between the concept of VL and the skills 
required for AD, it is important to strengthen its interdependence and the 
pedagogical need to develop these professionals’ VL through training. For 
this purpose, we will analyse four examples taken from audio-described 
visits that were developed for the Contemporary Art Centre Graça Morais 
(CACGM), in Bragança, Portugal. Through the analysis of these examples 
developed in two different moments, we will attempt to describe how our 
experience in creating audio-described visits evolved throughout the years 
by furthering training and reflecting on the practices. 

This paper has been organised in four parts: visual communication shall 
be the focus of section 2, followed by section 3, where a discussion of what 
VL consists of, its importance and alternative designations shall be presen-
ted; section 4 approaches audio description, with a focus on its required 
skills; and, finally, section 5 analyses 4 AD examples from two exhibitions 
at CACGM. This chapter concludes with reflections on the fundamental 
connection between VL and AD. 

2. Visual communication 
It is common to remark that communication through images is as old as 
humankind, and one needs only to think of cave paintings or the earliest 
writing systems, to name just two. Throughout the centuries, the use of 
sight has expanded in such a manner that we can say that Western countries 
consolidated an ocularcentric tradition, “based as it is on a vision-generated, 
vision-centred interpretation of knowledge, truth, and reality” (Kavanagh 
2004, pp. 5–6, in line with the theses put forth by Plato, Descartes, and the 
philosophers of the Enlightenment). This ocularcentrism was enhanced even 
further since the invention of the printing press in the fifteenth century. 
However, this over-importance of sight and visual information has turned 
out to be detrimental to the appreciation and development of the other sen-
ses (especially touch, taste and smell) in modern society. In this regard, the 
reference to ekphrasis (e.g. Webb 1999; Pujol / Orero, 2007, p. 49) is common 
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as it highlights not only an important precursor to AD, but also because it 
was a stylistic resource that offered a graphic and often dramatic description 
of a work of art by providing a vivid description. 

On the other hand, it has become highly beneficial for those disciplines 
that explore visual language, because images speak directly to us, emotionally 
and holistically (Barry 1998, cit. Avgerinou / Petterson 2020, p. 441). In a text 
from 2011, Avgerinou and Petterson subscribe to the idea that “memory for 
pictures is superior to memory for words” (p. 27). However, combining both 
would achieve an even more substantial effect, already proposed by numerous 
scholars, such as Branch / Bloom (1995) or Paivio (1983). 

Therefore, visual communication is an interdisciplinary, multidisciplinary 
and multidimensional area of knowledge (Avgerinou / Pettersson 2020, p. 
439) that ranges from mass media to film and cinema studies. We would also 
add Audiovisual Translation (AVT). 

As mentioned, in 1990, Thompson spoke of the “mediazation of modern 
culture”, which for Peck (1997) is “central to the historical process of moder-
nization” (p. 237). Consequently, mediatisation changed how “symbolic 
goods are produced, transmitted, and received” (ibid.) and how we interact 
as receivers of these goods and with others at a distance and through media 
(particularly nowadays with social media). Such ideas echo Floridi’s (2015) 
introduction to “The OnLife Manifesto” summarised in section 1. 

Fast forward 30 years, and the world has witnessed an outburst of media 
platforms, products, services, and the like, so much so that the significance 
of images is deeply entrenched in modern life. Despite the potential in these 
old and new media, the truth remains that the image is always present. In 
fact, Ma / Semali (2003, p. 87) sustain that the digital world has come to 
represent the vision of a virtual library. 

In line with this, Newfield (2011) points out that “visual images of all 
kinds [are] increasingly used to represent meaning, ideas and feelings, often 
in complex combinations and orchestrations with words, sounds and move-
ment” (p. 82). For this reason, images cannot be regarded as naïve, deprived of 
meaning or purpose. There are meanings to be found in images, as Unsworth 
(1997) upholds. Based on Halliday’s categories, Unsworth (1997) refers to 
1) ideational / representational meaning, where images can be narrative or 
conceptual; 2) interactive / interpersonal, if images express modality (e.g. are 
images naturalistic, realistic or scientific?); and 3) textual / compositional, 
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which deals with the salience or prominence of images. These must be con-
sidered when working with images in any context. Therefore, to understand 
images, one must develop visual perception, which Avgerinou / Pettersson 
(2020) identify as involving “the sensing of information, the use of past 
experience, and the processing of information along dual pathways” (p. 455). 

It is in this increasingly visually mediated world that scholars endorse the 
need for visual education (e.g. Messaris 1994), because working with images 
enhances the visual perception and comprehension of a myriad of visual 
forms and cognitive abilities, develops awareness of visual manipulation, 
distortion, and misinformation and encourages aesthetic appreciation in all 
forms of visual communication. 

3. Visual literacy 
Hobbs (1997) defines literacy as “the ability to access, analyze, evaluate, and 
communicate messages in a variety of forms” (p. 119), and the concept has 
been widely applied to various areas, such as one becomes computer literate, 
science literate and our current focus that is the visual literate. 

According to the 1982 UNESCO Declaration, VL places emphasis on mass 
media, including television, newspapers, magazines, and movies (Chauvin 
2003, p. 122), which are all naturally visual, although it may also include 
“works of art, architecture, body movements, and many other direct signs 
observed in the natural environment” (ibid.). The original definition of VL 
was put forward by Fransecky and Debes (1972), according to whom VL is 
a mix of skills “developed by seeing and at the same time having and inte-
grating other sensory experiences” (Chauvin, 2003, p. 122). With this skill, 
people can discriminate and interpret visual information and communicate 
through images. 

However, Avgerinou (2003) states that John Debes was the first to coin the 
term “visual literacy” in 1962. For this latter author, sight-based skills involve 
using all sensory experiences to enable people to use visual information cri-
tically. This idea brings forward the concept of multimodality, which shall 
be explored further below. 

Apart from VL, Chauvin (2003, p. 120) also discusses the concept of media 
literacy. He claims that this term was created in 1993 by the Media Awareness 
Network (now MediaSmarts) in Canada to promote media education in 
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Canadian schools. This organisation collected various working definitions of 
media literacy: on the one hand, some stress the dimension of understanding, 
enjoying and producing media products, whereas others wish to focus on the 
empowering role of this skill to change “citizens’ passive relationship to media 
into an active, critical engagement capable of challenging the traditions and 
structure of a privatized, commercial media culture, and thereby find new 
avenues of citizen speech and discourse” (Bowen 1996). Another author – 
Shepherd (1993) – also emphasises the informed and critical understanding 
that one should have of mass media. Thus, how media literacy is defined 
by Bowen (1996) or Shepherd (1993) resembles the concept of critical visual 
literacy (CVL), as developed further ahead. 

From Hobbs’ (2002, cit. Chauvin 2003) perspective, VL is preferred by 
“specialists in art theory and history, psychology, and production; media 
literacy (…) by people with specializations in sociology and communica-
tion. Information literacy (…) preferred by librarians” (p. 124). Regardless 
of the term chosen by scholars, Chauvin (2003) highlights the multisensory, 
multisemiotic nature of VL, because, for him, it includes any combination 
of following modes, including “body language, motion, and dance; two or 
three dimensional works of art; photographs and clipart; films and videos, 
including music videos; museum exhibits and dioramas; advertisements; 
illustrated written and verbal discourse; architecture; hypermedia and virtual 
reality experiences” (p. 125). 

Based on Debes’s (1962) definition of VL, as well as IVLA’s (1989), Pettersson 
(1993) summarises the basic factors concerning this skill. Therefore, VL 
encompasses: seeing and integrating other senses; interpreting visual symbols 
to create visual messages; translating visual images into verbal language; and 
searching and evaluating visual information in media. 

Furthermore, the critical factors for VL are visual language, visual thin-
king, and visual learning that match Braden and Hortin’s (1982) manner of 
expressing, thinking and learning in terms of images. These images can be 
seen, imagined and drawn, actions that occur unconsciously but reach their 
fullest when they interact (McKim 1980). Avgerinou and Pettersson (2011, p. 7) 
further develop these factors and add two others, where visual perception is 
at the core of all other dimensions of VL. 

Moreover, according to Avgerinou (2003), there are ten points of conver-
gence for VL, summarised as follows: a) visual language exists and parallels 
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verbal language; b) it is a cognitive but also affective skill; c) it implies both 
reading/ decoding/ interpreting and writing/ encoding/ creating; d) it is   
learnable, teachable and can be developed and improved; e) it is not isolated 
from other senses; f) it is interlinked with visual communication, visual 
thinking, and visual learning; and g) VL is focused on intentional commu-
nication. The multisensory dimension in VL matches the multimodality 
proposed by Kress and van Leewen (1996) or Kress (2010), in which multi-
modality is the normal state of communication. As Serafini (2010) states, 
“this shift from a linguistic focus to a multimodal one requires readers to 
navigate, design, interpret and analyse texts in new and more interactive 
ways” (p. 86). 

Interestingly, Avgerinou and Pettersson (2020, p. 434) identify three waves 
in VL research, where wave three refers to a new generation of scholars that 
show interest in VL, such as Kress and van Leewen already mentioned. The 
first wave refers to VL in art education and into media studies, while the 
second to the VL movement in itself. 

Similarly, Avgerinou (2003) also defines Critical Visual Literacy (CVL) 
which is the awareness of “the ideologies that permeate communication 
within a particular cultural context” (p. 2), where critical can be understood 
as “reasoned analysis” (Newfield 2011, p. 92) versus “mere” analytical analysis. 
Therefore, one “seeking to uncover the social and political interests in the 
images’ production and reception concerning the social effects of power and 
domination” (Newfield 2011, p. 92) emerges as a critically visually literate 
person. 

In short, Avgerinou and Pettersson (2020) claim that VL is “an umbrella 
term covering a broad spectrum” (p. 433). Apart from (C)VL, other authors 
suggest alternative terms for this type of literacy, such as Media Literacy 
(Chauvin 2003) or Multimodal Literacy, which consists of something that is 
necessary for reading, viewing, responding to, and producing multimodal 
and digital texts (Walsh 2010, p. 111). Finally, Holsanova (2020) considers it 
essential to study “the dynamic interpretative processes of meaning making” 
(p. 133) which, in this case, is done through visual language. 

Regardless of the name given to this type of literacy, this skill encompasses 
not only the five dimensions presented above by Avgerinou and Pettersson 
(2020) but also the reception and the production sides by Holsanova (2020), 
as we shall explain in the following section. 
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4. Audio description 
Among the areas that work with images, AVT is one of them, an area within 
Translation Studies that, since the twenty-first century, has come of age and, 
for this reason, “deserved a separate room (…) in the translation studies (TS) 
building” (Romero 2018, p. 188). Traditionally, AVT mainly dealt with the 
cinema and thus developed various translation modes, such as subtitling 
or dubbing. However, it has crossed the cinema borders to encompass per-
forming arts events – theatre plays, dance, musicals, concerts – and other 
cultural venues, such as museums and art galleries, archaeological, religious, 
and historical sites, and the like. 

As such, AVT used to comprehend mostly interlingual subtitling, dubbing, 
voice-over and later began including subtitling for the deaf and hard-of-
hearing, film audio description, live subtitling, museum audio description 
and sign language interpreting, as well as other emerging AVT modes. 
Closely related to these latter modes, another “room [was] devoted to media 
accessibility” (Romero 2018, p. 188), initially regarded as a sub-area of AVT. 
Notwithstanding, in line with work conducted by Greco (2018) and Romero 
(2018, 2019), Media Accessibility (MA) has come forward as “a driving force 
for social change” (Romero 2018, p. 189) and has somewhat become an 
autonomous area of study. In its development, MA experienced three shifts. 
First, it abandoned its particularist approach, whereby “[i]t was still framed 
as specific for persons with sensory disabilities” (Greco 2018, p. 211), to 
embrace a more universalist approach, according to which, in addition to 
sensory barriers, linguistic concerns also became included, that is, “access to 
media products, services, and environments for all persons who cannot, or 
cannot completely, access them in their original form” (Greco 2018, p. 211). 

Added to this shift, another occurs, connected with “the increasing atten-
tion towards users as bearers of valuable knowledge for the investigation of 
accessibility processes and phenomena as well as their involvement in the 
design of accessibility solutions and artefacts” (Greco 2018, p. 212). This shift 
leads to an emphasis on access to creation and not only to content, embodied 
in Romero’s accessible filmmaking, where the AVT/MA specialist should 
be consulted and present from the outset of the whole process. Therefore, 
these changes enhance a user-centred but proactive perspective for achie-
ving human rights since, as Greco (2018) puts it, “there is no accessibility 
without participation” (p. 213) of end users, be it with or without disabilities. 
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These shifts are fundamental if we reconsider the power of the media and the 
multiple divides it brings on for “accessibility becomes the ground on which 
power negotiations and social struggles take place” (Greco 2018, p. 208). 

In this increasingly prominent area of studies, our focus will be on AD as 
“a mode of audio-visual transfer which involves making audio-visual content 
and live performances accessible to people with sight loss” (Mazur / Chmiel 
2021, p. 51), and more specifically in museums where it “is a verbal des-
cription that seeks to make the visual elements of the diverse contents of 
museums and galleries accessible to blind and partially sighted people” 
(Hutchinson / Eardley 2019, p. 42). Even so, more than AD is needed for 
mediation to be accomplished; other senses must participate, especially 
touch and smell, even though taste is less common1 

1 However, Tate Sensorium is worth mentioning since the 2015 experiment presented 
four art pieces inside a black room where visitors would be able to listen to music, 
taste foodstuffs available, touch through an ultrahaptics device and experience scents 
and fragrances, while having their physiological responses recorded and reviewed. 
Cf.: https://www.tate.org.uk/whats-on/tate-britain/ik-prize-2015-tate-sensorium. 

. The merging of an array 
of resources will enable a fuller and more meaningful experience, called a 
multisensory, multidimensional experience (e.g. Martins 2015, p. 213). 

Bearing in mind these considerations about AVT/MA and the above sec-
tions, it is of the utmost importance that audio describers possess an enhan-
ced VL and are aware of the need to acquire and constantly develop their 
observation skills, since they are working with visual communication, with 
a visual language and conveying different layers of information to people 
who have visual disability or, at one specific moment, cannot access the full 
product, among others that might be interested in accessing AD. 

According to Holsanova (2020), the literacy of audio describers is twofold: 
as the receiving end and as a producer of information. As the author claims, 
on the reception side “the audio describer is a recipient of the text who must 
read the text thoroughly; make sense of the language, images, and graphics 
and interpret their interplay; find semantic relationships among various 
resources; and identify the main message” (p. 136), whereas, on the produc-
tion side, “the audio describer is a producer who selects relevant pictorial 
information in the context of the message, verbalizes it, integrates it with 
the content of the written text, and transforms all this into speech” (p. 136). 
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Although Holsanova (2020) mentions “written text”, the underlying idea is 
that these “texts” are multimodal in their nature. 

It is based on this double perspective of audio describers’ work that we 
reiterate the notion of intersemiotic translation (originally put forward by 
Jakobson in 1959), which consists of the need for the “interplay between 
various resources, their contribution to the content of the message, and their 
orchestration in order to achieve a certain effect” (Holsanova 2020, p. 134). 
This author also refers to the importance of intermodal integration, where 
audio describers should make sense of verbal and visual information and 
which enables them to “achieve a comparable understanding and experience 
for the audience” (Holsanova 2020, p. 143). 

5. Training future audio describers for (C)VL 
In the context of AVT/MA, it is essential to ascertain how students can 
be taught to develop their (C)VL to become competent audio describers. 
Although little research has been conducted about audio describers’ VL, 
except for Snyder (2013) and Holsanova (2020), multiple parallels with VL 
approaches can be established. 

From the perspective of Kleege / Wallin (2015), close reading and deep 
analysis of visual material should be developed, along with intermodal inte-
gration, that is, making sense of visual and verbal information and supple-
menting what is lacking (Holsanova 2020). Besides a heightened VL, audio 
describers must develop a critical skill – a higher-order skill that includes 
selection, judging, and reordering. Challenges will occur at different stages, 
from drafting an AD script to evaluating and editing it. 

In 2014, Bittner presented a comparison of nine sets of guidelines from 
the UK, the USA, Ireland, Australia, Germany and France, which followed 
Vercauteren (2007) and RNIB’s (2010) comparative analysis. In Bittner’s 
(2014, p. 1) view, audio describers should be aware of the ultimate efforts 
of AD, which must focus on what to cover, how to do it and the recording 
part. He identified these categories by quoting the International Television 
Commission, Snyder (2008) and the American Council of the Blind (2010) 

As far as “what” is concerned, Bittner (2014, p. 1) identified six aspects: 
form, motion, colour, sound, camera perspective (in the case of film AD), 
and supportive information. Considering these aspects, the author compares. 
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For Bittner (2014), the “what” and “how” are notably more important than 
recording in AD training, since audio describers are not necessarily respon-
sible for recording their own audio descriptions. In terms of “how” to audio 
describe, Bittner (2014) refers to the fact that most guidelines defend that “the 
style of AD should be factual, not interpretative” (p. 5) – description focuses 
on what is seen (i.e. Snyder’s (2007) mnemonic WYSIWYD or what you see is 
what you describe) without conveying moods or attitudes. Thus, a subjective 
description is deemed unnecessary and unwanted in most guidelines (Bittner 
2014, p. 9). This dichotomy has been widely debated in AD (e.g. Schaeffer e.a. 
2023 included in JAT’s special issue on beyond objectivity in AD). 

Within the specific context of AD training, Jankowska (2019) recognises 
that, despite its offer at various levels, “yet a consistent definition of a descri-
ber’s competencies is still lacking” (p. 197). However, it is worth mentioning 
Díaz (2006), which encompasses a set of four competences for subtitlers and 
audio describers – linguistic, content-wise, technological, and personal – and 
Snyder’s (2007) 4 skills for audio describers – observation, editing, language, 
and voice. 

Jankowska (2019) also refers that training materials in AD were less wides-
pread than other areas in translator training, and highlights the Erasmus+ 
ADLAB PRO project (2016–2019), which produced free materials available 
online for this purpose. Corroborating Jankowska’s idea, Mazur / Chmiel 
(2021) state that “AD is a fairly young discipline, both as a professional practice 
and an area of academic interest. This also means that AD training is not yet 
fully fledged, and AD training methodologies and pedagogical approaches 
are still underdeveloped” (p. 52). 

Nonetheless, there is a handful of papers on the didactics of AD, namely 
ADLAB PRO (2018), Chmiel e.a. (2019), Mazur / Chmiel (2021) who focus 
on the survey conducted within ADLAB PRO, Jankowska (2017, 2019), or 
Luque / Soler (2019). 

According to the European project framework (ADLAB PRO 2018), there 
are thirteen competencies for audio describers to bear in mind, some of 
which are subdivided. These are as follows: 1) insight into the history, deve-
lopments and trends of AD practice and research; 2) general knowledge of 
the concept of AD; 3) practice-oriented understanding of the functioning 
of audio-visual texts, in general and for different/selected types of AD; 4) 
technical knowledge and skills regarding software solutions for both the 
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production and reception/distribution of AD for different/selected types of 
AD; 5) knowledge of the workflow and identification of the different people 
involved in the AD production process for different/selected types of AD; 
6) skills for the production of an AD script for different/selected types of 
AD; 7) skills for the delivery of different/selected types of AD; 8) knowledge 
of the parameters for a qualitative AD end product and skills for assessing/ 
editing the AD; 9) knowledge of the use of Audio Introductions and what to 
include in them; skills for writing and recording AI’s; 10) knowledge of the 
use of AST’s, dubbing and voice-over and the different applicable scenarios; 
skills for adapting, if applicable, and recording AST’s/dubbing/voice-over; 
11) knowledge of new developments and the capacity/willingness to stay 
abreast: the translation of AD’s, use of MT, use of artificial voices; 12) knowle-
dge of new developments in terms of new areas of applicability and new 
audiences; and 13) knowledge of the needs of blind and partially sighted 
audiences in live interactions when leading tours and guiding. These are 
subsequently connected to subcompetencies and modules that specifically 
draw on the above-mentioned skills. 

Jankowska (2019) presents a set of exercises that are aimed at enhancing 
audio describers’ skills. The author’s pedagogical approach is, in turn, based 
on Biel’s integrative functional approach, which is inspired by “the professio-
nal realism of training, social constructivism and functionalism” (Jankowska 
2019, p. 198), combining a “more traditional approach of offering knowledge 
through lectures and readings (…) [with] the principles of active and discovery 
learning (…) [and] a variety of exercises (…) that promote inductive rather 
than deductive learning” (Jankowska 2019, pp. 198–199). As Jankowska (2019) 
summarises, “it is through practice and searching for real solutions to real 
problems that future describers learn how to use the tools provided by the 
theory” (p. 199). 

Jankowska’s exercises are organised into different modules that are 
1) first steps in AD scripting, 2) AD (interlingual) translation, 3) learning and 
questioning the guidelines, 4) from rules to strategies, and 5) collaborative 
AD scripting (Jankowska 2019, p. 200). 

I selected two exercises from Jankowska’s first module because these are 
more focused on the development of VL through verbal literacy. The first 
exercise is called “Can you draw it?”, whereby students are read “two mani-
pulated descriptions of the same schematic picture” (Jankowska, 2019, p. 201)   
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and asked to draw what the descriptions incited them to. One of the des-
criptions is structured but imprecise, and the other is detailed but chaotic. 
According to the author, this exercise “enable[s] trainees to experience AD 
from the perspective of a user and to use this experience to deduce possible 
AD drafting solutions” (p. 201) while the students are still a tabula rasa. 
After drawing, students discuss the description that was easier to follow. 
This exercise can also enable trainers to approach different AD styles, such 
as objective vs. subjective vs. poetic or longer, more detailed vs. shorter, and 
more succinct AD. 

The second one is named “Can you see what I am seeing?”. Here, students 
sit around a table where some objects are placed. They must all describe 
what they see from their place. In the end, they contrast their descriptions 
and reflect on how they were affected by several factors, since “[t]he way we 
depict something depends on the distance for which we examine the scene, 
what we look at in particular, which objects we pay most attention to, where 
we view the scene from, and on our previous experiences or knowledge” 
(Jankowska 2019, p. 203). This echoes the elephant drawn by the eight blind 
men in the introduction. 

The idea of past experiences and knowledge is not only an aspect approa-
ched by Langacker’s construal from cognitive linguistics, but also the abo-
ve-mentioned authors that created and developed the concept of visual 
literacy: the fact that one’s past experiences is bound to influence and to a 
certain extent determine the details you select as important in a visual object, 
what you actually pay attention to and the aspects you ignore. 

All in all, the constant interplay between these VL and verbal literacy 
is a necessary step in audio describers’ training. Training both literacies 
is essential, particularly so through ongoing group discussion with other 
audio describers-in-training, professional audio describers and end users. 
Consciously and intentionally developing them is highly productive for their 
consolidation as future professionals in AD. 

6. Accessible translation at CACGM 
The European Master in Translation (EMT) network encompasses the 
European Higher Education (HE) institutions which offer translation training 
and were accepted through an application. Within the EMT context, Valdez 
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et al. (2023) conducted a survey that focused on ascertaining the training 
these HE institutions offer, with a special focus on AVT and MA. According 
to the results, MA is not offered in the Portuguese HE institutions that make 
up the EMT, and the country has limited provision of AVT. 

The Polytechnic Institute of Bragança (IPB) is a HE institution in the 
northeast of Portugal that is not part of the EMT (yet). However, it has been 
providing students with training in interlingual subtitling, subtitling for the 
deaf and the hard-of-hearing and AD since the academic year 2013/2014, and, 
since 2021/2022, training in plain and easy language. 

As far as AD is concerned, the focus has always been on film AD and 
museum AD. In 2018, the IPB signed a protocol with the CACGM so as to 
develop a master’s project in museum AD2 

2 The master project was developed between 2018 and 2019, and completed in 2020 
by Ingrid Freitas (cf. References). 

. At the time, the master’s researcher 
and their supervisor carried out a pilot experiment (i.e. a small-scale study 
to evaluate the project’s feasibility) for the exhibition “Metamorphosis of 
Humanity” by Graça Morais3

3 Graça Morais is a Portuguese contemporary artist. She was born in Vila Flor, a village 
in the northeast of Portugal, in 1948. The CACGM was named after her and her work 
is permanently on display there, though the exhibitions are regularly changed. 

 and, drawing on this first experiment, prepared 
the AD for a second exhibition called “Blue Eyes of the Sea” also by Graça 
Morais (Martins / Freitas 2019). 

While working on the exhibition “Blue Eyes of the Sea”, the research team 
devised a template for audio-described visits (partially based on Martins 2015), 
and the term was coined to mean a visit that is wholly based on AD, not only 
because it includes what Neves (2011, p. 26) calls “replacement AD” (i.e. a 
stand-alone AD that describes the piece through an audio without resorting 
to other senses or materials), but also what she calls “spatial orientation 
AD” which provides instructions and directions to guide people with visual 
disability through space. 

Later, in 2020–21, the main researcher (the supervisor in the previous 
study) continued working solo on ensuing exhibitions, namely “Drawings and 
Paintings: Graça Morais’ donations” and Túlia Saldanha’s4

4 Túlia Saldanha (1930–1988) is a Portuguese contemporary artist born in Macedo, 
northeast Portugal, who died before her time. Her harsh personal life led her to get 

 “onedayisaw” (inten-
tionally without any spaces). Finally, between 2021 and 2023, the IPB developed 
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the project “Culture for All Bragança” (NORTE-07-4230-FSE-000058) for 
the Municipality of Bragança and created another six audio-described visits 
for the CACGM: 4 exhibitions by Graça Morais and two by visiting artists. 

This project allowed the research team to perfect and consolidate their 
expertise in museum AD, among other areas, and it was then that the tem-
plate created for the audio-described visits in 2018 was revised and improved 
(see Table 1). The project also presented the opportunity to work both in 
previous audio-described works, namely from “Blue Eyes of the Sea”, and 
in installation-based exhibitions, such as “Assembly Lines” by Alex Dorici5 

5 Alex Dorici is an artist born in Switzerland in 1979 who has a Portuguese mother 
and Italian father. He studied arts in Switzerland and Italy and worked in Paris. 
Portuguese art is admittedly an influence on his artistic approach. 

, 
in line with the previous Túlia Saldanha’s exhibition. 

Table 1. Template for audio-described visit 

Template for 
audio-described 
visit 

Technical acknowledgements 

Instructions 

History of building 

Description of the exhibition space 

The exhibition (topic and artist) 

Spatial description in each room and from one room to another 

AD of a selection of works 

Farewell and feedback 

“Blue Eyes of the Sea” was elected among the 6 CACGM visits produced 
within the “Culture for All Bragança” project for the purpose of the analysis 
presented in this chapter. On the one hand, the 2019 exhibition was displayed 
in seven rooms on the first floor of CACGM and its audio-described visit 
included fifteen works with replacement AD, along with spatial AD. It was a 
much larger exhibition with a total of fifty-eight pieces. On the other hand, 
in 2023, the exhibition was part of a display that included other pieces from 

involved with Coimbra’s Circle of Plastic Arts despite not having prior experience or 
training. Regardless, she became a reference in Portuguese art installation. 
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Graça Morais’s different periods and themes and it only occupied the ground 
floor of CACGM, with a dozen works exhibited on the whole. Of the fifteen 
works audio described in 2019, only six were audio described in 2023. 

The previously existing ADs were used to improve the 2023 ADs, so that 
the final texts would become linguistically simpler, in line with plain language 
requirements, less confusing and thus clearer for people with visual disability, 
and at times less detailed to avoid information overload. Furthermore, we 
also reflected on the underlying visual processing strategies used in 2019, the 
elements chosen then and their semiotic connotations. 

It is worth mentioning that all the ADs were tested and validated by people 
with and without visual disability and the changes introduced in the 2023 
AD also stemmed from comments made by these diverse audiences. The 
need and requirement to have end users participate in the creation process is 
aligned with what Greco (2018) upholds – the proactive principle, reflecting 
a common practice in various MA areas. 

Two common pieces were chosen from the 2019 and 2023 exhibitions: 
“Blue eyes of the sea” and “Feast” (cf. Figures 1 and 2, respectively). It is worth 
explaining that these two works are part of a collection that was commissio-
ned by the Municipality of Sines, a coastal city in the south of Portugal. For 
this commission, Graça Morais stayed in Sines for 6 months to get to know 
the community of fishermen and photograph their life. Thus, the exhibition 
mostly represents men, contrary to Graça Morais’s usual objects of study 
which are women, nature, animals and the metamorphosis from humans 
to animals and the reverse. This is relevant information for audio describers 
and will determine the way the chosen works are analysed and evaluated 
(two stages for VL). These works are all part of a larger, common narrative 
which is to depict the fishermen’s harsh life in the sea. 

The aim for this section was to analyse the differences between the ADs 
created for the two exhibitions. It will bear in mind Martins’s (2015) micros-
tructure for AD, which includes linguistic aspects – total number of words 
and of sentences –, strategies for lexical and syntactic simplification and 
details that may have been either omitted, added or nuanced. At the same 
time, comments will be made about the visual processing that underlay the 
ADs and how we communicated/ translated the visual elements and their 
connotations. 
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Figure 1. “Blue eyes of the sea”  
(Graça Morais, 2005 – photo by Cláudia Martins) 

Examples 1 and 2 are presented below and refer to the AD for the 2005 
painting “Blue eyes of the sea” (cf. Figure 1) by Graça Morais. 

Example 1 – painting “Blue eyes of the sea” (2019 exhibition) 

The acrylic, charcoal and pastel painting on canvas is 3 metres high and 1.9 metres wide, 
and is in the vertical position. (0) It is attached by cables to the ceiling; it looks as if it 
is suspended on air and does not touch the ground. It is possible to walk around the 
piece, due to the space that separates the canvas from the wall. (1) Dated October 2005, 
a man’s bust is depicted on a blue background. (2) The hairless figure has striking black 
features for his face, such as protruding ears and nose. (3) He appears to be a man with 
a long life due to the age lines on his face and neck that hint the character’s lifetime. 
The irises in his eyes stand out as being a bright light blue as if they were marbles. His 
closed mouth is marked by black and orange lines. The character has an absent look. 
Where the rest of his head should be, you see scribbles that form the shape of a crab in 
orange tones. In the centre of the body of the crab, a huge ball appears that resembles 
the iris of the man’s eyes. (4) Dripping ink marks run all over the canvas.6 

6 The AD is preceded by the following: Now, at 12 o’clock, we have the work “The blue 
eyes of the sea”, the work that gave its name and is the symbol of this exhibition. 
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Example 2 – painting “Blue eyes of the sea” (2023 exhibition) 

On the right of the text, we have a painting in acrylic, charcoal and pastel on canvas, 
3 metres high and 2 metres wide. (1) It is upright and dates from October 2005. It 
is the bust of a man painted on a blue background. (2) He has no hair and his face 
is drawn in bold black lines. It has protruding ears and a large nose. The irises or 
pupils of the eyes stand out for being a bright light blue as if they were marbles. 
Despite this, the man has an absent look. The mouth is closed and marked by 
black and orange lines. (3) He appears to be a man who has had a long life from 
the wrinkles on his face and neck. 

Above the head, orange strokes create the drawing of a crab. In the centre of the 
crab’s body is a huge ball that resembles the irises of the man’s eyes. (4) The work 
is filled with ink marks that run along the entire canvas.7 

7 The AD is preceded by the following: Centre entrance – The exhibition starts at 
the entrance to the centre, where we have one of the wall texts. It’s entitled “A 
Conversation with Dante” and was written by Graça Morais. Let’s read it. [text]. 

The observation of this piece highlighted the materials used, its size and the 
possibility of interaction (i.e. going around it, which was no longer possible 
in 2023), the striking features on the man’s face and their direct connotation 
to his age and difficult life, and the different shades and hues of blue that 
are connected to the sea. Blue is also the colour of the man’s eyes that could 
be read as the sea being his life, a more interpretative element that was not 
included in the final AD. The shape of the crab in orange strokes and the 
dripping ink marks were also important elements selected for they connect 
again with the sea and the artist’s way of creating art. 

As far as length is concerned, the 2019 AD includes 201 words and twelve 
sentences, whereas the 2023 AD became slightly shorter, with 167 words, 
though the number of sentences remained 12. 

The 2019 and 2023 texts provide spatial information, some details of 
which were omitted, as can be seen in (0). The painting’s measures and date, 
techniques and materials (e.g. acrylic, charcoal, pastel, no frame) are covered 
in both ADs. (1)–(3) are instances of syntactic simplification that converted 
a longer subordinate sentence into two sentences and, for instance, replaces 
a derived adjective – hairless – for the sentence “he has no hair”, in line with 
plain language guidelines. (4) also consists of a simplification strategy: it 
turns a shorter, more poetic sentence into a longer one that is more direct 
and explanatory. 
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Figure 2. “Feast” (Graça Morais, 2005 – photo by Cláudia Martins) 

The ADs for “Feast” are shown in examples 3 and 4. This is a painting also 
from 2005 by Graça Morais. 

Example 3 – painting “Festim” (2019 exhibition) 

The charcoal and pastel drawing on paper is 1.2 m high and 1.6 m wide and on 
the horizontal. It has a light wood frame and is protected by glass. (1) In the centre 
of the work, where it would be firm land, we have two figures that occupy a large 
part of the picture, facing each other. (2) They are in the process of metamorphosis 
between humans and seagulls. 

The figure on the left is in profile and takes its right hand to the head. (3) It has 
its body leaning forwards and it seems to expel a flow in shades of white, black, 
and yellow from its mouth. Two wings of an angel come out from its back. (4) The 
birdman wears black shorts and his feet are flat on the floor. 

The figure to the right of the work, slightly larger than the first, has legs and 
wings of a seagull. (5) The character brings its hands to its mouth, as if eating, 
making direct reference to the pictures of Graça Morais’s daughter. It has a well-de-
fined nose and, instead of eyes, yellow and white blotches prevent you from reali-
sing if the eyes are open or closed. Between the legs of these two figures, a seagull 
appears drawn in a mixture of grey and white which is in profile. 
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On the right side of this seagull, a female figure is seated, with her head resting on 
her right hand and the elbow on her right knee and her other hand at her waist. 
According to available interpretations, this woman represents Vasco da Gama’s 
mother, the Portuguese navigator and explorer who is said to have been the first to 
arrive in India by sea and to have lived in Sines. This woman is a direct reference to 
another work from the same series called “The seagull lament of Vasco da Gama’s 
mother” that is not part of this exhibition. In this piece, the seagull complains to Vasco 
da Gama’s mother about the destruction of Sines at the hands of industrialisation. 

To the right of this second figure, we see a seagull leaning forward to catch a 
fish, surrounded by debris. 

On a second plane, where the sea is represented, to the left of the work, a rowboat 
with two indistinct figures is outlined. 

On the background, the port facilities of Sines are sketched in red, grey and 
black lines. 

The sky is painted black as if it represented industrial pollution. In the centre 
is an orange tip that might be the sun. (6) Another interpretation for these shades 
of black and red is related to the painter’s concern about the fires that occurred in 
Portugal. 

Example 4 – painting “Festim” (2023 exhibition) 

On the wall in front of us is the painting called “Feast”, also from 2005. 
The charcoal and pastel drawing on paper is 1.2 metres high and 1.6 metres 

wide. It has a light wood frame and is protected by glass. (1) In the centre of the 
work, we have two figures that occupy a large part of the frame. They are on dry 
land, by the sea, and are in (2) the process of transforming into something between 
humans and seagulls, as is usual in Graça Morais’s creative process. 

The figure on the left is in profile facing the right of the frame. It raises its right 
hand to its head. (3) Its body is leaning forward and seems to vomit an opaque 
liquid, painted in shades of white, black and yellow. Two wings come out of its 
back. (4) The birdman wears black shorts. He has both feet firmly on the ground. 
The figure on the right is slightly larger than the first and has seagull legs and 
wings. (5) It brings its hands to its mouth, as if it is eating something. Instead of 
eyes, it has yellow and white spots that prevents us from knowing whether its eyes 
are open or closed. 

Between the legs of these two figures, there is a seagull drawn in grey and white 
tones. There is also a seated female figure, with her head resting on her right hand 
and her elbow resting on her right knee. The other hand is on her waist. According 
to Jorge da Costa, the curator of this exhibition in 2019, this woman represents 
Vasco da Gama’s mother, the Portuguese navigator and explorer who is said to have 
been the first to reach India by sea and to have lived in Sines. The inclusion of this 
figure results from the request of the Sines’s City Council, who commissioned the 
series. Around these figures, there’s another seagull eating from the ground and a 
boat with two people. 
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In the far background, we can guess the Sines port facilities in red, grey and black 
lines. The sky is painted black, as if representing the pollution from the industry 
in Sines. In the centre an orange line that could be the sun setting on the farthest 
horizon.8 

8 The AD is preceded by: Straight ahead, we pass by the glass doors that give access to 
the garden on our left and head towards the back of the room. On the right is the 
lift and a set of four framed drawings. On the wall in front of us is a painting called 
Festim, also from 2005. 

In terms of visual processing, this piece is far more complex than the pre-
vious one, since it conveys various layers of information on the foreground, 
midground and background, roughly Sines and its industry, life in the sea 
and the beach that represents the community that stays behind. Although 
the colours might be regarded as milder, they are semiotically more loaded 
and the understanding of this piece was enhanced thanks to two guided 
visits to the 2019 exhibition, one with the artist herself and another with the 
director of the centre who curated the exhibition. Not only does the piece 
tell a story, thus favouring a more narrative approach, the figures drawn and 
painted here also depict metamorphosed animals-people and smaller people 
and animals with apparently different functions. In the AD, it becomes clear 
that the team turned the semiotic interpretations into part of the final text 
as a means to produce some sort of explanation for the figures, colours and 
the three layers of information. 

The 2019 AD is 441-word long and includes twenty-one sentences, while 
the 2023 AD was shortened to 373 words but increased the number of sen-
tences from 21 to 23. 

Both texts include information about the location of the painting within 
the room, its measures and date, techniques and materials (e.g. charcoal, 
pastel, wood frame, glass) and an inkling on the style of the artist, i.e. meta-
morphosis. However, this is an instance of simplification (see (2) in examples 
3 and 4), where the technical word “metamorphosis” was replaced for its 
explanation. Other examples of simplification are: (1), (3) and (4) where the 
sentences in the 2019 AD are divided into two to aid comprehensibility. In 
terms of omissions, there are two noteworthy cases: (5) omits the information 
about the artist’s daughter, which may not be particularly relevant for VL, in 
(6) the reference to the fires in Portugal is omitted altogether in example 4. 
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The AD conducted in 2019 was mostly concerned with covering the visual 
details deemed important, often in complex syntax. Despite covering many 
of the criteria put forth by Martins (2015), there were aspects that the 2023 
AD simplified, omitted or nuanced. Not only was the temporal distance 
essential for these changes, but the feedback received from people with and 
without visual disability also led the team to introduce the above-discussed 
changes. It is also worth noting that the 2023 AD benefitted from plain 
language guidelines which were widely used throughout the “Culture for 
All Bragança” project. 

7. Final remarks 
Despite our solid ocularcentric tradition, one is not necessarily a visual lite-
rate merely because one has sight. Based on several authors, visual literacy is 
regarded as a skill that must be learned, developed, and improved to allow 
us to interpret visual symbols, their meanings, and underlying intentions, 
and recode them if needed. For the case of audio describers, VL establishes 
a parallel with verbal literacy. These two sides are paramount for these mul-
timodal, intersemiotic professionals who must develop their observation 
skills, as Snyder (2007) upholds, especially important in the identification, 
selection, and prioritisation of the most pertinent visual elements to be 
included in the AD script. 

For Holsanova (2020): 

[t]he audio describer – being first recipient and later producer – combined the 
contents of the available resources, made judgements about relevant information, 
determined ways of verbalizing visual information, used conceptual knowledge, 
filled in the gaps missing in the interplay of resources, reordered information for 
optimal flow, and facilitated understanding and cognitive processing. (p. 145) 

This definition of audio-describers’ work leads to the concept of critical VL, 
since one must consciously and critically (i.e. through a reasoned analytical 
approach) look at/into images, deconstruct them and then encode them to 
produce a text that may produce a mental image in those who enjoy AD. 
Apart from this, one must not overlook the relevance of meshing a verbal 
description with other senses to give rise to a multimodal, multisensory 
experience. 
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Consequently, pedagogical activities aimed at training audio describers 
are crucial to developing and consolidating their skills. As such, a selection 
of activities proposed by Jankowska (2019) were presented that enable stu-
dents to engage in different ways with the visual object, by questioning the 
rules and designing their own strategies, but also discussing and arguing in 
favour or against specific ADs. Drawing on this pedagogical approach, we 
examined four cases of ADs retrieved from the 2019 and 2023 exhibitions 
“Blue Eyes of the Sea” at CACGM. While the first AD was carried out within 
a master’s project, and to some extent pioneering in Bragança and CACGM, 
the second AD was developed within the “Culture for All Bragança” project 
and benefitted from the experience amassed through the 4 years that sepa-
rated the experiences. Notwithstanding, both experiences were developed 
collaboratively and involved authentic, real-life exhibitions (and thus were 
not mere academic exercises). They embody what Jankowska (2019) purports: 
that is through practice and search for real solutions to real problems that 
skills are developed, and, we would add, VL for AD is enhanced. 

As a result, we presented and briefly discussed the underlying strategies 
for visual processing, as well as some of the changes that occurred in the 
ADs, mainly highlighting instances of simplification and omission. The 
need to identify visual elements in an object is undeniably intertwined with 
audio-describers’ visual and verbal literacy, but often the number of details 
described must be balanced and either simplified, nuanced or omitted alto-
gether. However, it is worth mentioning that the final AD was also assessed 
through reception studies that allowed audio describers to ascertain whether 
their work was producing the intended purpose by collaborating with people 
with visual disability. 

In a nutshell, as Chauvin (2003, p. 126) purports, we are visual before we 
are linguistic beings, and, as such, visual literacy is indeed a prerequisite to 
human thinking (Sinatra 1986). 
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