New children's series Mixmups launches Ultra Access for inclusive viewing
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In a significant advancement for television accessibility, the launch of the children's series Mixmups has introduced a new feature known as Ultra Access, designed to provide tailored viewing experiences for children with diverse needs. This development comes at a time when the demand for inclusive content in media continues to grow, following several decades of incremental progress in the field.
The concept of Ultra Access emerged from the experiences of its creator, who has personal insights into the challenges faced by children with hearing and visual impairments. In an article for The Guardian, the creator reflects on their childhood experience of partial deafness, which made it difficult to fully engage with television. The introduction of Teletext in the 1980s, which enabled subtitled viewing, revolutionised their access to storytelling on screen. However, the article points out that since the initial legislative changes aimed at improving accessibility—including audio description for visually impaired individuals and British Sign Language (BSL) interpretation—there has been a notable stagnation in innovative solutions.
The need for personalised viewing options became apparent while the creator was working on their series, prompting them to consider how young audiences, particularly deaf children who cannot read subtitles, would understand the material. The article highlights the creator’s observations of educators and parents who employ various techniques to adapt storytelling to cater to the special needs of children. This observation spurred the idea that television access could also be personalised, raising questions about the potential for viewers to adjust audio settings, visual cues, and signing options according to their unique requirements.
Armed with these insights, the Mixmups team collaborated with Stornaway, a Bristol-based interactive TV technology firm, to develop Ultra Access. This pioneering feature empowers viewers to select from a diverse menu of 14 different access options, such as reduced background sound, Makaton signing, and enlarged subtitles. The ability to customise the viewing experience means that thousands of permutations exist, allowing each child’s unique needs to be accommodated.
The implications of Ultra Access extend beyond Mixmups, as the technology presents possibilities for broader applications across streaming platforms. The article suggests that Ultra Access could allow for optional BSL signing across various content services, making inclusive viewing options more readily available. Furthermore, advancements in artificial intelligence may facilitate even more streamlined implementations of such features in the future.
The launch has been met with enthusiasm, particularly from parents of disabled children. One parent, participating in a user-testing focus group, expressed relief, stating, "Finally, someone gets it!" This sentiment reflects a growing recognition of the importance of inclusivity in media and signals a hopeful future for accessible television viewing.
As it stands, the launch of Mixmups with Ultra Access represents a milestone in broadcasting, marking a step forward in meeting the needs of diverse audiences.
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