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Introduction

Accessibility issues are crucial to the ability of students with disabilities  
of all types to fully receive a higher education. In the digital era, this means 
issues big and small – from the usability of an LMS to a professor’s 
choices on a syllabus.

This booklet features articles on approaches colleges and universities  
are taking and some of the tough questions institutions are facing to serve 
this student population. We think the approaches are worth studying at 
other institutions.

Inside Higher Ed will continue to cover accessibility issues. We welcome  
your comments on this compilation and your thoughts on future coverage.

--The Editors
editor@insidehighered.com

http://editor@insidehighered.com
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Educational publishers such as 
Cengage, McGraw-Hill and Pear-
son are investing heavily in digital 
courseware -- interactive, person-
alized course content that aims to 
improve the learning experience.

Videos, simulations, quizzes and 
built-in homework assignments 
make these products an attrac-
tive option for faculty and stu-
dents alike. But not every student’s 
learning experience is enhanced 
by them. College accessibility staff 
say that digital courseware is fre-
quently inaccessible to students 
with disabilities, particularly blind 
students who use screen readers.

Universities and colleges that 
receive federal financial aid are re-
quired by law to ensure their digital 
learning materials are accessible 

to all students or provide reason-
able alternatives in a timely man-
ner. Failure to do so can result in an 
accessibility complaint to the Edu-
cation Department’s Office for Civil 
Rights or a discrimination lawsuit.

Earlier this year the Los Angeles 
Community College District lost a 
discrimination lawsuit brought by 
two blind students, the National 
Federation of the Blind and its Cal-
ifornia affiliate. The Federal District 
Court for the Central District of Cal-
ifornia ruled that the college district 
had breached Title II of the Ameri-
cans With Disabilities Act and Sec-
tion 504 of the Rehabilitation Act 
as it failed to provide accessible 
course materials to the students.

The court specifically criticized 
the use of Pearson’s MyMathLab, 

a popular digital courseware prod-
uct, at Los Angeles Community 
College. The software, which was 
used by one of the blind students, 
was inaccessible, the court said. 
The college also failed to quickly 
provide materials from an equiva-
lent math textbook as an alterna-
tive. In the court’s final ruling, the 
college was ordered to hire a dean 
of educational technology, make 
its website accessible and improve 
procurement practices so that no 
technology is purchased without 
an accessibility evaluation.

While many colleges and uni-
versities have introduced stringent 
accessibility checks for software 
purchased for use across the insti-
tution, these checks rarely extend 
to digital courseware -- which is 

By Lindsay McKenzie // December 2, 2019 

High-tech instructional materials are gaining popularity with instructors, 
but they can be problematic for students with disabilities. Colleges and 
publishers say there’s no easy fix.

The Digital Courseware Accessibility Problem

NEWS

SOURCE: ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/OKSANASTEPOVA
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The Digital Courseware Accessibility Problem

often selected by individual facul-
ty members without coordination 
from IT accessibility staff.

“It’s a sticky wicket because of 
academic freedom,” Cyndi Wiley, 
digital accessibility coordinator at 
Iowa State University, said in an 
email.

Wiley said she and colleagues 
are actively working to include dig-
ital courseware in their procure-
ment processes and educate fac-
ulty about accessibility issues.

“Some faculty simply don’t know 
products are inaccessible or are 
just relying on accommodations 
to provide alternative means to the 
content,” she said. “The problem is 
publishers often take weeks, not 
days, to provide alternate content 
that is equal to what is being used 
in classes.” A few weeks is a long 
time in a college course, and stu-
dents waiting for alternative con-
tent can fall way behind their peers. 
“That leads to attrition and reten-
tion issues for the university.”

Although Wiley doesn't have the 
power to stop faculty from select-
ing courseware with accessibility 
issues, she can make recommen-
dations for alternative options and 
help them look for other possible 
solutions. She suggested some 
professors might be resistant to 
the idea of accessibility staff telling 
them what materials they can and 
cannot select.

“We want to partner with fac-
ulty and departments as much 
as possible. Mostly, faculty have 
been supportive of this approach. 
It demonstrates that we are not 
mandating what their choices are, 
but we are encouraging them to 
choose accessibly.”

Wiley, like many other digital ac-
cessibility staff, believes publishers 
should be doing more to make their 
products accessible, even if it is the 
institution’s legal responsibility to 

tion to make content accessible, he 
said.

“Accessibility is not a con-
tent-based decision,” he said. “If 
universities were to act in concert, 
they could put a lot of pressure on 
the publishers. After all, it is the 
universities that the publishers are 
selling to.”

Danielsen said stricter pro-
curement policies could prevent 
colleges from having to make 
“stopgap accommodations” for 
students when publishers don’t 
quickly make fixes or provide alter-
native content.

He said the court case against 
the Los Angeles Community Col-
lege District was significant be-
cause the court recognized that “at 
least part of the liability was creat-
ed by the publisher product.”

“It doesn’t change who has the 
legal obligation, but it does sig-
nal that a publisher can create a 
problem for the university that gets 
them into legal jeopardy,” he said. 
“Universities need to be making the 
argument aggressively, that they 
can’t buy a product that is inacces-
sible.”

Danielsen said increased user 
testing by publishers and insti-
tutions would prevent situations 

ensure accessibility.
“One hundred percent, the pub-

lisher should be responsible for 
providing accessible content. They 
need to put money and resourc-
es into their content creation,” she 
said. “We do not have the means to 
fix courseware issues. We try and 
work with the publishers, but some 
are very resistant to making chang-
es. It costs them money. It’s not our 
place to fix publisher content. We 
believe it is their responsibility, and 
if they are not going to make their 
content accessible, we are going to 
try our best not to buy it.”

Chris Danielsen, director of pub-
lic relations for the National Fed-
eration of the Blind, said the orga-
nization has received dozens of 
complaints about digital course-
ware from students in the past two 
years.

“We have been concerned about 
this for a long time,” he said. “We 
are doing what we can to put pres-
sure on the publishers.”

Danielsen noted that the more 
components software has, the 
more things that can potentially 
go wrong. Some professors may 
get “prickly” about being told what 
courseware they can and can’t use, 
but universities have a legal obliga-

Some faculty simply don’t know  
products are inaccessible or are just relying  
on accommodations to provide alternative 

means to the content.

“

“
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The Digital Courseware Accessibility Problem

where students are denied the 
opportunity that new technology 
presents.

“The ultimate irony is that tech-
nology can actually level the play-
ing field if it is applied appropriate-
ly,” he said.

Elynsey Price, a spokeswoman 
for Pearson, said the company is 
committed to providing accessible 
course materials.

“We stand behind our digital 
products, which are rigorously 
tested for compatibility with the 
most commonly used accessibility 
tools and devices,” she said. The 
company recognizes, however, that 
it has “many opportunities for im-
provement.”

“Pearson has invested significant 
resources to continuously improve 
the accessibility of our digital prod-
ucts. We routinely update our ex-
isting digital learning platforms to 
improve accessibility, usability and 

questions instead.
“My grades have suffered as a 

result in some classes,” she said. 
“Some of my instructors didn’t re-
ally know how to deal with it.”

Scott Virkler, chief product and 
operations officer at McGraw-Hill 
Education, said the company is 
working to address these issues. 
The publisher's accessibility team 
is devoting time to making their 
content more compatible with 
screen readers. Most recently, the 
team developed a way to make 
drag-and-drop-style questions 
work.

“It’s not easy to retrofit products,” 
he said. Products that are not ac-
cessible will be phased out over 
time and replaced with products 
that have been developed to be ac-
cessible from the outset, he said.

“It’s a journey,” he said. “These 
changes aren’t going to happen 
overnight.”           ■

compatibility with assistive tech-
nologies through an ongoing au-
dit and remediation process,” said 
Price. The company is also inte-
grating accessibility requirements 
into new product development and 
working to meet Web Content Ac-
cessibility Guidelines 2.1 and plans 
to soon publish a Global Accessi-
bility Policy, she said.

Tiffany Anderson, a blind student 
at Johnston Community College 
who uses a screen reader to ac-
cess online content, said she has 
had frustrating experiences with 
McGraw-Hill courseware. She has 
encountered issues such as her 
screen reader not reading content 
in order and being completely un-
able to interact with interactive 
content. She described how she 
couldn’t answer any of the math 
questions she was assigned to do 
for homework in one of her class-
es. Her instructor emailed her the 

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/12/02/professors-colleges-and-compa-
nies-struggle-make-digital

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/12/02/professors-colleges-and-companies-struggle-make-digital
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/12/02/professors-colleges-and-companies-struggle-make-digital
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Teach how you want 

The Brightspace platform supports a variety of teaching and learning 

modalities. Now you can o˜er your students online, hybrid or even 

self-paced programs to accommodate unique learning styles. 

Easily reflect and continue learning 

With ePortfolio, students can reflect on their learning throughout their 

time at your institution and maintain access even after they graduate, 

benefiting from the long-term support they’ll need in practice. 

E°ortlessly create courses 

Instructors can quickly and easily drag and drop their content into the 

learning management system, helping them build a course more easily. 

No more worrying about organizing content and files or needing a PhD 

in technology. Our easy-to-use solution can give your instructors more 

time in their day to focus on their students. 

Keep an eye on student engagement 

Our Class Progress tool allows faculty to easily monitor student 

performance and gain insight into which students might be struggling. 

Brightspace equips your instructors with all the information they need 

in order to help students in need. 

Measure student success with ease 

You easily can create and measure learning outcomes in Brightspace, 

allowing your instructors to provide any guidance needed to ensure 

they’re supporting student success. 

Need more reasons? Keep reading the eBook to see reasons 6–9 to switch to D2L’s Brightspace platform! 

Already convinced? Visit D2L.com/contact to speak to one of our product experts! 

© 2020 D2L Corporation. All D2L marks are trademarks of D2L Corporation. Please visit D2L.com/trademarks for a list of D2L marks. The D2L family of companies includes D2L Corporation, D2L Ltd, D2L 
Australia Pty Ltd, D2L Europe Ltd, D2L Asia Pte Ltd, and D2L Brasil Soluções de Tecnologia para Educação Ltda. 

http://www.d2l.com/contact
https://www.d2l.com/contact/
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Landmark College, the first col-
lege in the United States for stu-
dents with learning disabilities, is 
growing enrollment in its online 
courses. The rural Vermont college 
is designed exclusively for students 
who have diagnosed learning dis-
abilities, such as dyslexia, autism 
spectrum disorder or ADHD.

“These are bright students, intel-
ligent students, but often they have 
not succeeded in traditional class-
room settings,” said Rick Bryck, 
dean of Landmark’s school of edu-
cational research and innovation.

The National Center for Learning 
Disabilities estimates that one in 
five children in the U.S. has learning 
or attention issues, although only a 
small portion of those are identified 
in schools. Only about 71 percent 
of students with specific learning 
disabilities leave high school with 

for learning material and multiple 
options for demonstrating their 
learning. Learning through video 
or audio might be better for some 
students than text, the framework 
suggests. Writing papers or taking 
an exam might not be best for ev-
eryone.

“We can best serve all of our range 
of students with learning differenc-
es by starting from the beginning 
with good design principles,” Bryck 
said.

Landmark also focuses on pro-
viding students with “executive 
function support.” Executive func-
tion refers to mental skills like short-
term memory, self-control and flex-
ible thinking, which many students 
with learning disabilities struggle 
with. Poor executive functioning 
might mean a student has trouble 
getting to class on time or starting 

a regular diploma -- trailing the na-
tional rate by about 10 percentage 
points. Students with learning dis-
abilities are half as likely as their 
peers to enroll in a four-year col-
lege and twice as likely to be jobless 
when they reach working age. The 
gap widens for African American, 
Hispanic and Native American stu-
dents with learning disabilities -- 
only 65 percent of whom leave high 
school with a diploma.

To address these problems and 
hopefully enable students with 
learning disabilities to succeed, 
Landmark employs some different 
pedagogies and structures in both 
its online and on-campus classes.

Much of Landmark’s philosophy 
revolves around a concept called 
universal design for learning. The 
framework asks instructors to pro-
vide students with multiple options 

Courtesy of Landmark College

By Lilah Burke // January 15, 2020 

Landmark College, the first institution for students with learning disabilities, 
is growing online courses. Here's how they're different.

Going Online With a Learning Disability

https://www.ncld.org/research/state-of-learning-disabilities/executive-summary/
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/02/07/universal-design-learning-arrives-campus-concerted-grassroots
https://www.insidehighered.com/users/lilah-burke
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from high school and are taking a 
full course load. Internal findings by 
the college say 83 percent of Land-
mark college students achieve their 
goals, though those goals may not 
include getting a degree from Land-
mark.

Whittaker noted that colleges ex-
clusively for students with learning 
disabilities often act as a sort of 
bridge into traditional higher educa-
tion.

While the college attracts over 
450 students to campus, its online 
courses for students with disabili-
ties are available only to high school 
or gap-year students. In many cas-
es students can earn college and 
high school credit simultaneously.

Part of the goal in focusing on 
younger students was to help them 
transition into college, a move that 
can be more fraught for students 
with learning disabilities. "They’re 
not only earning college credit," said 
Tabitha Mancini, director of custom-
er relations and outreach for online 
programs at Landmark, "but we’re 
also helping to scaffold and build 
the skills they need for successful 
transition into higher education."

Landmark officials say they try to 
migrate their philosophy into an on-

line classroom. The online dual-en-
rollment classes keep student num-
bers small (12 to 14 students) and 
limit the amount of text students 
are required to read.

Online courses at Landmark are 
offered in a wide range of disci-
plines and are $1,000 per course. 
The majority of the 100 or so stu-
dents who participate each semes-
ter are from public or private high 
schools that have partnered with 
Landmark, some of which focus on 
students with learning disabilities. 
The college also deploys “liaisons,” 
modeled after on-campus execu-
tive function support, to help online 
students succeed. A liaison might 
be a designated employee of one 
of these partner schools, or other-
wise an employee of Landmark’s. 
Although liaisons are taught Land-
mark’s philosophy, approach and 
technology systems, they are not 
required to be special educators.

The Challenges of Online 
for Students With Disabilities
Whittaker said that generally 

there have been concerns around 
both online programs and dual en-
rollment for students with learning 
disabilities -- ones she is hopeful a 
place like Landmark can mitigate.

work in advance.
In Landmark classes, executive 

function support means breaking 
learning down into “microunits,” 
Bryck said, and being explicit in in-
structions. Outside the classroom, 
on-campus students have access 
to executive function coaches who 
use questioning and reflection to 
help students achieve their goals, 
while online students have access 
to similar advisers.

Meghan Whittaker, director of 
policy and advocacy at the Nation-
al Center for Learning Disabilities, 
said that the curriculum, courses 
and trained faculty Landmark offers 
are certainly helpful for students 
with learning disabilities. But get-
ting those supports and services 
into every college should be the real 
goal for higher education, she said. 
Persistence in college can be a ma-
jor problem among students with 
learning disabilities as they struggle 
to get the accommodations they 
need. Many faculty members at tra-
ditional colleges are subject matter 
experts, Whittaker said, but they are 
often not trained in teaching, poten-
tially adding to problems for stu-
dents with disabilities.

“What schools like Landmark of-
fer is that students learn to self-ad-
vocate but are in an environment 
that is much more welcoming and 
inclusive of their needs,” Whittaker 
said. “The unfortunate part is that 
it's only available for students that 
can afford it.”

Of Landmark’s population of first-
time, full-time, degree-seeking stu-
dents, only about 36 percent grad-
uate, which in this context means 
completing their associate degree 
in three years or their bachelor’s de-
gree in six years.

But in 2018 only 33 percent of 
students who entered Landmark 
counted as first-time, full-time, 
meaning that they arrived straight 

Going Online With a Learning Disability

We are mixing two different laws, 
two different obligations, and neither is really 

addressing this responsibility.

“

“
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Going Online With a Learning Disability

“By and large, we have not seen 
online programs do a good job 
for students with disabilities,” she 
said. “In online programs it’s much 
harder for teachers to read student 
cues, to know if they’re falling be-
hind, to know if they’re struggling.”

Dual-enrollment programs for 
high school students at traditional 
colleges can sometimes result in 
students with learning disabilities 
not being accommodated.

“The student who is enrolled in 
a dual-education program is still a 
K-12 education student,” Whittaker 

ment of Ed has really not answered 
questions about who is responsible 
for what and under what circum-
stances.”

If students cannot find accommo-
dation in dual-enrollment programs, 
they might choose not to partici-
pate, Whittaker said, setting them 
even further behind their peers.

“I’m glad to see that Landmark, as 
a school that specializes in [learn-
ing disabilities], is getting involved 
in the dual-enrollment program,” 
Whittaker said, “because I think 
they could be a great partner.”        ■

 

said. “The high school the student 
is enrolled in is still responsible for 
providing that student’s [individu-
alized education program] and ac-
commodations and special educa-
tion services.”

But the college and faculty are 
under different legal obligations, 
making the responsibility for ac-
commodations in those cases un-
clear.

“We are mixing two different 
laws, two different obligations, and 
neither is really addressing this re-
sponsibility,” she said. “The Depart-

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2020/01/15/landmark-college-expands-online-courses-stu-
dents-learning-disabilities

https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/12/02/professors-colleges-and-companies-struggle-make-digital
https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2019/12/02/professors-colleges-and-companies-struggle-make-digital
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Part Two... did you miss Part One? Check it out here. 

Simplify grading 

Instructors can annotate papers directly in Brightspace and even 

grade papers o˜line using our grading app. 

Learn any time, anywhere 

All students can access content on any device, ensuring a consistent 

experience for everyone so they can stay connected anywhere, both 

inside and outside the community. 

Trust in a true partner 

At D2L, we value each and every one of our partnerships. 

Our dedicated implementation team will work closely with you 

and your instructors to serve and support your institution’s unique 

needs during setup and implementation. 

Reach every learner 

Keep up with the changing needs of today's student while still 

supporting your traditional learners with D2L’s responsive design 

and microservices. 

Want to know more? 

Let’s connect at D2L.com/contact 

Want to see more first? 

Start here! 

See why University of the Sciences 
made the switch to D2L’s Brightspace! 

Paul Denton 
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Champions of accessibility aware-
ness have made strides in highlight-
ing that all students, not just those 
with disabilities, benefit from mul-
tiple, flexible options for learn-
ing materials. A recent uptick in 
high-profile lawsuits alleging fail-
ure to comply with the Americans 
With Disabilities Act has motivated 
many institutions to think carefully 
about how they work with students.

But many colleges and univer-
sities still lack coherent policies 
around accessibility, and those that 
have them sometimes struggle to 
enforce or define them across the 
entire university.

A new set of quality indicators 

nology (CAST). CAST has received 
funding for AEM since 2007 by an 
award from the U.S. Department of 
Education's Office of Special Edu-
cation Programs (OSEP). OSEP's 
primary role is to support organiza-
tions that promote accessibility for 
K-12 students under the Individuals 
With Disabilities Education Act of 
1990, but its purview has gradually 
expanded to include organizations 
related to higher education and 
work-force development, as well 
as an increased focus on technolo-
gy tools like learning management 
systems, hardware and devices 
used in classrooms.

The AEM center's document lists 

for accessible educational mate-
rials aims to help institutions en-
sure at scale that all students have 
the same learning opportunities in 
face-to-face classrooms and digital 
learning environments. The guide 
took 16 months to complete, and 
time will tell whether institutions 
will widely adopt it, underscoring 
the challenge of gathering consen-
sus on an issue that’s only recent 
risen on institutions’ priority lists.

The quality indicators were de-
veloped by the National Center on 
Accessible Educational Materials 
(AEM), an arm of the Massachu-
setts-based nonprofit organization 
the Center for Applied Special Tech-

ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/MATEJMO

By Mark Lieberman // February 20, 2019 

Many colleges lack formal policies for digital accessibility, leaving students 
with disabilities at a disadvantage. A new set of quality indicators could  
lay the foundation institutions need.

Helping Institutions Reach Accessibility Goals
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tors are designed for,” Curry said. 
“Most institutions, of course, aren’t 
looking proactively at accessibili-
ty. They’re looking at it more as a 
retrofit, or they’re being reactive if 
something litigious comes up.”

She reached out to specialists in 
the field for support, including ac-
cessibility experts at institutions in-
cluding Virginia Tech, the University 
of Southern Maine and the Univer-
sity of Tennessee at Knoxville.

The goal of the indicators is to 
provide a comprehensive guide for 
institutions looking to formalize 
campuswide policies on accessi-
bility. But achieving the goal wasn’t 
straightforward.

The indicators are geared toward 
a broad audience, including two- 
and four-year colleges and career 
and technical institutions of wide-
ly varying shapes, sizes and loca-
tions. All of the language in the in-
dicators had to be “generalizable,” 
Curry said, rather than naming 
specific titles or functions to which 
some universities might not relate.

Securing broad adoption of the 
indicators is likely to take time as 
well. Curry has been surprised thus 
far that organizations getting an 
early preview of the quality indica-
tors haven’t had much feedback. 
She attributes the tepid response to 
the fact that accessibility remains a 
difficult topic for many key players 
in the field.

“We really haven’t gotten any-
body saying that they’re incom-
plete,” Curry said. “For us the chal-
lenge has been getting them out 
there and used.”

The indicators strike accessibil-
ity proponents as well intentioned 
and potentially valuable, according 
to Tom Tobin, faculty associate on 

the learning design, development 
and innovation team in the Division 
of Continuing Studies at the Uni-
versity of Wisconsin at Madison. 
He sees them as a motivator for 
institutions to “build strong foun-
dations for inclusive practices.”

Professional organizations like 
the WICHE Cooperative for Educa-
tional Technologies and the Online 
Learning Consortium have rec-
ommended the indicators to their 
members, but few institutions have 
formally adopted them, according 
to Tobin. One of their shortcomings, 
he says, is that they’re “narrowly 
conceived.”

“While the description of the qual-
ity indicators alludes to the broad 
access benefits for all learners when 
accessible materials, tools and in-
terface are adopted, the actual indi-
cators and critical components are 
focused squarely on meeting the 
needs of learners with disabilities -- 
only a part of the access conversa-
tion,” Tobin wrote in an email.

Tobin suggests institutions fo-
cus accessibility efforts on the po-
tential impact on student access 
and learning outcomes, rather than 
merely on “legal-compliance argu-
ments.”

“By adopting an accessibility-ver-
sioning tool or a set of standards 
like the quality indicators, leaders 
can think that they have ‘checked 
the box’ for accessibility and that 
there is nothing more to be done,” 
Tobin said.

He also hopes decision makers 
keep in mind that the definition of 
students is broad, encompassing 
“learners on mobile devices, people 
with work, family, military and other 
time-based barriers to learning and 
studying.”          ■

seven quality indicators and offers 
techniques for achieving them. 
Each one is accompanied by a de-
tailed set of critical components -- 
recommendations for implemen-
tation.
■ The institution has a coordi-

nated system for offering students 
with disabilities tools that meet 
their needs.
■ Students who require special 

support receive it “in a timely man-
ner.”
■ Written guidelines clearly out-

line procedures students can fol-
low to receive support.
■ Materials for students with 

disabilities come from a variety 
of sources and methods -- “e.g., 
coaching, presentations, webinars, 
briefs, book studies.”
■ A “systematic data collection 

process” monitors the institution’s 
commitment to its accessibility 
goals.
■ Data collected from the above 

process informs subsequent deci-
sion making about improvements 
to accessibility offerings.
■ Accessibility efforts are sup-

ported by “sufficient fiscal, human 
and infrastructure resources.”

Cynthia Curry, an accessibility 
expert with close to two decades 
of experience working on similar 
issues at public universities, joined 
the AEM center in 2016 and be-
came its director in 2017. She was 
immediately tasked with develop-
ing quality indicators of accessibil-
ity for higher education, as well as 
for K-12 and work-force programs.

“Part of the problem is that peo-
ple don’t have the time to do some-
thing systemic around accessibili-
ty within their institutions, which 
is exactly what the quality indica-

Helping Institutions Reach Accessibility Goals
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Dan Smith was frustrated. A col-
league had just told him he needed 
to make his online Introduction to 
Theater course more accessible, in 
compliance with federal law and a 
new mandate from the Michigan 
State University administration.

Smith immediately objected on 
two fronts: he didn’t have time, and 
he didn’t feel he should have to do 
something just because adminis-
trators demanded it.

“A lot of it is, once you’ve got a 
class that you’ve got the ball roll-
ing on it … for six years, you have 
this expectation that the class runs 
itself,” Smith told “Inside Digital 
Learning.”

Smith's interaction with Kate 
Sonka, Michigan State’s assistant 
director of academic technolo-
gy, happened in March 2016. Two 
and a half years later, Smith has 

word to their colleagues, and to 
make experiences palatable for as 
many students as possible.

From ‘Why?’ to ‘Why Not?’
When Sonka first told Smith 

about the course’s accessibility 
blind spots, he was defensive -- he 
hadn’t even designed the course 
originally, and he didn’t have time 
to rewrite all of his lectures.

As it turned out, he didn’t have to. 
The institution had enough funding 
to pay two assistants to help Smith 
add headings, break content into 
chunks and identify videos that 
needed captions.

“There can be a collaboration in-
volved,” Smith said. “It doesn’t fall 
entirely on one individual to do this 
work.”

Smith now thinks of accessibil-
ity as a philosophy that applies to 
all students, not just those with 

changed his tune. He’s reluctant 
to describe himself as a “champi-
on” of accessibility among faculty 
members, but actions may speak 
louder than words.

When the institution hosts meet-
ings or advertises conferences 
that address accessibility, Smith 
attends. When he sees something 
that violates what he now sees as 
a commonsense imperative for in-
clusion, he points it out. When Son-
ka tells him his course could bene-
fit from another multimedia option 
or accessible feature, he adds it.

"Now he’s one of our greatest 
collaborators in the college," Sonka 
said. "I go to him any time I want to 
talk about accessibility."

"Inside Digital Learning" talked to 
several instructors who have been 
thinking deeply about accessibil-
ity issues. All aspire to spread the 
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By Mark Lieberman // August 29, 2018 

Faculty members often worry that making digital courses accessible  
to all students will be too time-consuming or expensive -- but some  
of their colleagues want to convince them otherwise.

Overcoming Professors' Skepticism About Digital Accessibility
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the class and struggling the next 
semester as well, De Felice said.

The student had applied for and 
received an accommodations 
waiver from Michigan State’s dis-
ability office. But the options on 
that waiver -- taking the quiz in a 
location of her choice, getting more 
time to complete assignments -- 
didn’t reflect the student’s needs, 
and the student never raised her 
specific concerns with De Felice.

“That bothers me a lot,” De Felice 

said. “I think there were ways that I 
could have met her needs.”

Now De Felice encourages col-
leagues to invite him to discuss 
pathways to accessibility. He gets 
fewer takers than he’d like, but he 
always eagerly agrees when asked. 
He brings two different copies of 
the same syllabus -- one that’s 
been run through an electronic dis-
ability checker, and another that 
hasn’t. He lets a screen reader in-
terpret both to show attendees the 
difference.

“When they see what very simple 
formatting things do in a screen 
reader, it's very impressive,” De Fe-
lice said.

Context shapes instructors’ per-
spectives on accessibility. Weber 
State University, in Utah, near a 
local military base, has a high-
er-than-average number of stu-
dents with post-traumatic stress 
disorder, according to Jenny Kokai, 
an associate professor of theater 
there. She spends time thinking 
about how students might react 
to videos or stories she shares in 
class.

For various reasons, many of Ko-
kai's students struggle with hand-

disabilities. In another one of his 
classes, he assigns students to 
design a poster. Some students 
fret that they won’t be able to de-
sign a visually attractive piece. So 
Smith added an option for students 
to assemble a proposal that would 
be given to a hypothetical poster 
designer.

“We should ensure that students 
feel able to succeed,” Smith said.

Previously, Smith felt confident 
he was adequately focused on en-
suring his students’ success. Now 
he feels more willing to admit when 
he doesn’t know something. At a 
workshop last December, someone 
told him that “speaking into a mi-
crophone is an accessibility issue.” 
Some professors and present-
ers who claim to have loud voices 
decide to project without the help 
of electronic amplification -- but 
sometimes a microphone is being 
used so transcribers and videogra-
phers can preserve the contents of 
a lecture for future consumption.

“It’s important to be compliant 
with the law. Those arguments are 
certainly valid,” Smith said. “But, 
‘it’s going to improve your rela-
tionships with your students’ -- I 
think that’s more of an argument 
to make for why this is something 
that should get done.”

What Motivates Introspection
Faculty champions can be in-

spired as much by individual ex-
periences with students as by their 
engagement with the broad topic 
of inclusion. Dustin De Felice, as-
sistant professor and director of 
the master’s program in foreign 
language teaching at Michigan 
State, felt wounded after a student 
complained late in the semester 
that she couldn’t take online quiz-
zes because she suffered from 
extreme vertigo when staring at 
screens for more than a few min-
utes. The student ended up failing 

Overcoming Professors' Skepticism About Digital Accessibility

Dustin De Felice

Lecture for future consumption.
“It’s important to be compliant with the law. 

Those arguments are certainly valid. But, it’s 
going to improve your relationships with your 

students.

“

“

https://www.insidehighered.com/college/230782/weber-state-university
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/230782/weber-state-university


The New Accessibility: Students With Disabilities and Access to Technology  |  17

Overcoming Professors' Skepticism About Digital Accessibility

writing, so she offers take-home 
essay exams that can be typed at 
a student’s chosen pace. Every-
body wins: the students have more 
flexibility, and Kokai doesn’t have to 
deal with proctoring.

Further Reading
Michigan State put together an 

accessibility guide for instructors 
and teaching assistants. It could 
be a model for efforts on your cam-
pus.

resources. Being a faculty cham-
pion doesn't mean having all the 
answers.

"Everything I know about acces-
sibility was self-taught, I sought out 
or I learned through necessity," Ko-
kai said. "While I have spent a lot of 
time thinking about this and striving 
to educate myself and to improve 
things for students, it has been an 
ongoing process and I am by no 
means an expert or a model."         ■

The institution’s limited resourc-
es also dictate Kokai’s approach to 
improving accessibility. Because 
Weber State doesn’t have the mon-
ey to undertake a massive caption-
ing project, Kokai gravitates to vid-
eos that come with captions.

Kokai laments that she hasn't 
had more structured training on 
these issues, particularly when 
she knows she should be paying 
attention but doesn't have time or 
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Two high-profile civil rights law-
suits filed by the National Associ-
ation of the Deaf against Harvard 
University and the Massachusetts 
Institute of Technology are set to 
continue after requests to dismiss 
the cases were recently denied for 
the second time.

The two universities were ac-
cused by the NAD in 2015 of failing 
to make their massive open online 
courses, guest lectures and other 
video content accessible to people 
who are deaf or hard of hearing.

Some of the videos, many of 
which were hosted on the univer-
sities' YouTube channels, did have 
captions -- but the NAD com-
plained that these captions were 
sometimes so bad that the content 
was still inaccessible.

Spokespeople for both Harvard 
and MIT declined to comment on 
the ongoing litigation but stressed 
that their institutions were commit-

of court. When that attempt failed, 
the universities again moved to 
dismiss the cases.

Judge Katherine A. Robertson 
of the U.S. District Court of Mas-
sachusetts largely rejected the 
universities' second attempt to 
dismiss the cases. On March 28, 
Robertson denied the institutions' 
pleas for the exclusion of their web-
sites from Title III of the Americans 
With Disabilities Act and Section 
504 of the Rehabilitation Act. Title 
III of the ADA prohibits disability 
discrimination by "places of public 
accommodation." Section 504 of 
the Rehabilitation Act prohibits dis-
crimination on the basis of disabil-
ity in programs that receive federal 
funding.

Judge Robertson did, however, 
agree that the universities could 
not be held responsible for the 
accessibility of third-party con-
tent on their websites under the 

ted to improving web accessibility.
This is not the first time a univer-

sity has faced legal consequences 
for failing to adequately caption 
videos. The University of Califor-
nia, Berkeley, decided to remove 
thousands of educational videos 
from public view in 2017 after the 
U.S. Justice Department ordered 
the university to provide captions. 
The decision drew criticism from 
disability rights advocates but 
highlighted the financial and ad-
ministrative burden placed on uni-
versities by web-accessibility re-
quirements.

Both MIT and Harvard have 
argued in court filings that they 
should not be required to provide 
closed captions for every video 
they create or host on their web-
sites. After the institutions’ first 
attempt to dismiss the cases was 
denied, there was a yearlong at-
tempt to reach a settlement out 
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By Lindsay McKenzie // April 8, 2019

A legal dispute over video captions continues after court rejects  
requests by MIT and Harvard University to dismiss lawsuits  
accusing them of discriminating against deaf people.

Legal Battle Over Captioning Continues 
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content was outside the accessi-
bility requirements of the ADA and 
the Rehabilitation Act, Mayerson 
said.

Harvard and MIT define third-par-
ty content as "including content 
posted by students, individual fac-
ulty members and other scholars." 
But in court documents, the plain-
tiffs disagreed that content creat-
ed by "individuals such as faculty 
members and students who are 
closely associated" with the univer-
sities should be classified as "third 
party." Judge Robertson ruled that 
third-party content could not in-
clude content created or developed 
"in whole or in part" by the universi-
ties, or "someone associated" with 
the universities.

Scott Lissner, the ADA coordi-
nator at Ohio State University, said 

he believes it is his responsibility 
to make all content on Ohio State 
websites accessible, regardless of 
where it comes from.

“If we believe the information is 
useful to our constituents and pro-
gram participants then it should be 
available to all of our constituents 
and program participants with the 
same level of independence, plan-
ning and effort,” he said.

Mayerson believes the recent rul-
ing against the universities is the 
"end of the line" in terms of having 
their cases dismissed.

“I don’t think there’s anything left 
for Harvard or MIT to argue,” she 
said. “The outcome that we’ve al-
ways sought is for accessibility on 
these websites for people who are 
deaf and hard of hearing. We’re still 
on that road.”          ■

Communications Decency Act.The 
CDA was an attempt by Congress 
in 1996 to regulate pornographic 
material on the internet, but Sec-
tion 230 of the act has been used 
to argue that operators of internet 
services should not be regarded as 
publishers and cannot, therefore, 
be held liable for content they did 
not create.

Arlene Mayerson, directing at-
torney of the Disability Rights Ed-
ucation and Defense Fund and 
one of the lawyers representing 
the plaintiffs in the case, said that 
the third-party content represents 
“a tiny amount of the material that 
we have been looking to have cap-
tioned.” The most significant part 
of Judge Robertson's ruling was 
her rejection of the universities' ar-
guments that much of their online 

Legal Battle Over Captioning Continues 
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Administrators and professors alike wonder how their institutions' 
progress in making course content available to all students compares 
with others, as advocates continue their push.

By Mark Lieberman // August 15, 2018 
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Moving from one step to the 
next, according to Pettyjohn, re-
quires snappy answers to a ques-
tion accessibility proponents often 
hear from skeptics: What’s in it for 
me? (Advocates have taken to ab-
breviating the question WIIFM, pro-
nounced “wiffem.”)

For senior leadership, it’s keep-
ing the institution out of court at a 
reasonable price. For supervisors 
and directors, it’s streamlining their 
procedures and widening the pool 
of potential students. For profes-
sors and instructional designers, 
it’s the opportunity to improve the 
learning experience for all students, 
not just the ones with disabilities.

“We’re talking about it as a social 
justice issue and a student suc-
cess initiative,” Sonka said. “It’s a 
lot harder for faculty to look me in 
my eyes and say, ‘I don’t care about 
these things,’ rather than, ‘Oh, this 
is a thing we have to do because of 
a policy.’ ”

MADISON, Wis. -- Kelly Payn-
ter and Jimmy Barnes have been 
teaching online courses for nearly 
two decades. They consider them-
selves veterans of the modality at 
this point. But when their boss, the 
dean of the School of Education 
at Jacksonville State University, in 
Alabama, not so subtly requested 
that they enroll in the institution’s 
new certificate course in online in-
struction, they had no choice but to 
confront what they didn’t know.

They quickly discovered they had 
a lot to learn, particularly on the 
value of a proactive approach to 
ensuring that digital courses and 
curricular materials are fully acces-
sible to all students.

“It’s a lot easier to make some-
thing accessible up front than to go 
back and fix it later,” Paynter said 
during a discussion session at the 
Distance Teaching & Learning con-
ference last week. “It’s almost eas-
ier to do it and get in the habit and 
then you’re fine.”

Many attendees at this confer-
ence likely experienced an echo 
of the journey Paynter and Barnes 
took during their certification class. 
Accessibility popped up in a few 
places on the conference schedule, 
and the topic was top of mind even 
in sessions that weren’t explicitly 
focused on it. Comments from at-
tendees reflected a wide range of 
progress and perspectives, from 
a full-throated embrace of acces-
sibility efforts to lingering concern 
over the best path to implementa-
tion.

For accessibility advocates like 

Kate Sonka, assistant director of 
academic technology at Michigan 
State University, frank conversa-
tion around the topic is a step in the 
right direction.

“Give a round of applause to 
yourselves, high-five yourselves, 
pat yourself on the back for being in 
a session around accessibility and 
inclusion,” Sonka told attendees at 
one panel. “I think people some-
times feel intimidated by coming to 
talk about or hearing about it -- not 
sure what’s going on in your cam-
puses or how to handle it. I always 
want to begin by saying, ‘Welcome. 
You’re here; you’re among friends.’ ”

Three Steps
The session featuring Sonka out-

lined three steps in an institution’s 
evolution of improving accessibil-
ity. According to Heidi Pettyjohn, 
electronic and information technol-
ogy accessibility coordinator at the 
University of Cincinnati, some in-
stitutions can reach one step with 
one part of their efforts, while at the 
same time they’re at another step 
on a different part.
■ Compliance: Understanding 

relevant federal, local and internal 
policies.
■ Commitment: Understanding 

the spirit of the law; investing in 
tools and resources; securing buy-
in from affected offices.
■ Culture: Understanding the 

need for accessibility as part of a 
commitment to inclusion; inten-
tionally designing courses and 
programs to promote inclusion; 
providing full support to staff and 
faculty on accessibility efforts.

Accessibility Rules the Conversation
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accessibility at Kennesaw State 
University, in Georgia, outlined her 
less-than-fond memory of the in-
stitution’s old process for caption-
ing online courses. Faculty mem-
bers uploaded videos to a closed 
server, and student assistants ed-
ited the captions before sending 
them back to the instructor, who 
had to complete 12 steps by the 
time the process was complete.

Student assistants could only 
work 19.5 hours each week. Some 
faculty members submitted vid-
eos between 50 and 90 minutes 
long. A clip on the latter end of that 
spectrum could take two weeks to 
several months to caption. “It was 
a really terrible situation,” Camer-
on said.

A year later, the institution had 
subscribed to a media platform 
(Kaltura) and a corporate subscrip-
tion service (Cielo24) that stream-
lined the process and minimized 
the amount of effort instructors 
had to put in. During fiscal year 
2016, Kennesaw State completed 
240 hours of professional caption-
ing, followed by 160 the following 
year. “Anything above 100 hours is 
a ton,” Cameron said. Cielo24 also 
created a tool that allows faculty 

members to efficiently write their 
own captions without having to 
send individual videos to another 
office.

Cameron said accessibility ef-
forts on her campus can even 
serve students who don't have 
learning disabilities but learn bet-
ter from reading text than hearing it 
out loud, or struggle to make sense 
of a professor's thick accent.

During the same session, John 
Raible, associate instructional de-
signer at the University of Central 
Florida, offered a preview of his in-
stitution’s major captioning effort, 
which began last week and will 
cost $20,000 worth of students’ 
distance learning fees over the 
next year. The institution will use 
a video accessibility scanning tool 
to identify media files that need 
captioning, all of which will be sent 
to a vendor (Rev) for processing. 
The goal is for 10,000 minutes to 
be captioned this fall, followed by 
7,500 more in the spring and 2,500 
next summer.

Until this year, the institution had 
mainly worked on captioning on a 
case-by-case basis. If this year's 
initial efforts are a success, Raible 
hopes funding can be extended for 

Those questions can be asked in 
a variety of ways. Starting in spring 
2017, Megan Wuebker, an instruc-
tional designer at Cincinnati, helped 
lead a yearlong pilot of Blackboard 
Ally, a tool that integrates with an 
institution’s learning management 
system and roots out areas of text, 
images and multimedia that might 
be difficult for some students to 
access. Wuebker found that giving 
instructors something tangible to 
do over a long period of time, rath-
er than explaining in one sitting the 
importance of accessibility, helped 
them feel more involved and en-
gaged in the process.

Wuebker said she heard one fac-
ulty member participating in the pi-
lot say the experienced helped them 
more clearly understand what it 
takes to make courses accessible, 
rather than leaving workshops on 
accessibility ready to take action 
and then quickly forgetting about it.

Some faculty members latched 
onto the colored gauge icon on 
the Ally tool that indicates wheth-
er a course is not that accessible 
(red) or very accessible (green). “It 
turned into a game -- how can I 
get the dial green,” Wuebker said.

One audience member pointed 
out that some hands-on programs 
like nursing pose accessibility 
challenges inherent to the course 
content. Pettyjohn recommended 
that this attendee reach out to her 
institution’s Americans With Dis-
abilities Act coordinator and re-
minded her that the institution is 
obligated to provide access to all 
program content once it admits a 
student to a particular program.

Practical Applications
Installing a culture of accessibil-

ity requires time and money -- but 
over time, it can help an institu-
tion save both. At another confer-
ence session, Jordan Cameron, 
assistant director for academic 

Accessibility Rules the Conversation

We’re talking about it as a social justice issue 
and a student success initiative.  It’s a lot 

harder for faculty to look me in my eyes and 
say, ‘I don’t care about these things.

“

“

https://www.insidehighered.com/college/486840/kennesaw-state-university
https://www.insidehighered.com/college/486840/kennesaw-state-university


The New Accessibility: Students With Disabilities and Access to Technology  |  23

Prompter to his repertoire to help 
smooth out his delivery.

"The moral of our story is old 
dogs can learn new tricks," Payn-
ter said. "Even though we went into 
it that we weren’t going to get any-
thing out of it, we actually did."

Perhaps that's why Sonka took 
time out of her Aug. 8 presentation 
to ask the crowd a leading question.

"Are we ever done with acces-
sibility?" she asked. There was no 
doubt which answer she hoped to 
hear.            ■

gists. Paynter found just-released 
accessibility features on Microsoft 
Word, like a table tool that auto-
matically treats the top row as a 
header, as well as key principles 
like maintaining a plain-text print-
ing option on each page and em-
bedding a link within a description 
rather than writing out a cum-
bersome URL that would sound 
clunky through a screen reader. 
Barnes now sees the value of cre-
ating videos that augment existing 
written content, and added a Little 

Accessibility Rules the Conversation

future years. As his institution's en-
rollment continues to soar, scrutiny 
will only increase, he said.

"The bigger the footprint, the big-
ger the binoculars looking at you," 
Raible said.

Lessons Learned
Back at Jacksonville State, the 

two online instructors who thought 
they had it all figured out now ad-
mit that they're still learning, too, 
thanks to a course led by the insti-
tution's two instructional design-
ers and two educational technolo-

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/digital-learning/article/2018/08/15/accessibility-concerns- 
large-and-small-dominate-conference
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Atlantic Cape Community College 
administrators were shocked when 
the college was sued for discrimi-
nation under the Americans With 
Disabilities Act. They thought the 
college was doing a pretty good job 
providing accommodations for stu-
dents with disabilities, given staff 
and budget constraints.

Two blind students at the col-
lege felt otherwise, however, and, 
backed by the National Federation 
of the Blind, filed a lawsuit in 2015 
claiming Atlantic Cape violated the 
ADA.

One of the students, Anthony Lan-
zilotti, said in court documents that 
he failed several courses because 
the course materials were not pro-
vided in an accessible format. The 
other student, Mitchell Cossaboon, 
objected to an institutional policy 

At the time of the consent decree 
in 2015, Mark Riccobono, presi-
dent of the National Federation of 
the Blind, commended the college 
on its “willingness to engage in a 
comprehensive program to ensure 
that all of its students, including the 
blind, receive a truly equal educa-
tion.”

Riccobono said it was “especially 
significant” that the college agreed 
to make all of its technology acces-
sible within three years. The college 
has since received an extension on 
the consent decree.

Sharon Krevor-Weisbaum, man-
aging partner at the law firm Brown 
Goldstein Levy, who represented 
the plaintiffs in the case, said it’s 
typical for such lawsuits to be set-
tled with a consent decree. The ad-
vantage of a consent decree over a 

requiring visually impaired students 
to be accompanied at all times by a 
sighted aide.

Atlantic Cape agreed to settle 
the case, entering into a consent 
decree that required the college to 
conduct a full audit of its technol-
ogy and develop a plan to make all 
student-facing materials accessi-
ble to blind students. The consent 
decree also required ADA training 
for all faculty, among other condi-
tions.

The college has since taken steps 
not only to become ADA compliant 
but to make accessibility part of its 
institutional culture. Though the col-
lege still has work to do, it has start-
ed to build a reputation as an insti-
tution that supports students with 
disabilities -- so much so that their 
numbers at the college are rising.

Atlantic Cape Community College

By Lindsay McKenzie // May 22, 2019 

Atlantic Cape Community College reformed its accessibility practices  
after a disability discrimination lawsuit. Now students with disabilities  
are enrolling in record numbers.

ADA Lawsuit Prompts Institutional Change, Draws More Students 
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One of the first actions the college 
took was to change the name of the 
Office of Disability Support Ser-
vices to the Center for Accessibility, 
said Barnes. The college signed a 
$274,000 contract with accessibil-
ity consultants Interactive Accessi-
bility Inc. in 2016 to perform a tech-
nology audit, report accessibility 
outcomes and help provide acces-
sibility training to faculty and staff, 
as required by the consent decree.

“We rebuilt all of the policy and 
procedures from the top down,” 
said Barnes. It was important that 
the Board of Trustees, the president 
and the deans were all on board, he 
said.

“We wanted to make accessibility 
part of the culture of the institution," 
he said. "We didn’t want to be think-
ing about accessibility just for the 
sake of compliance.”

Rather than retroactively fixing 
inaccessible content created by in-
structors or provided by third parties, 
Atlantic Cape focused on encourag-
ing the creation and procurement 
of accessible content, said Barnes. 
As part of this effort, the Center for 
Accessibility and the instruction-
al technology department started 
working closely together to provide 
training to faculty members.

Michelle Perkins, director of in-
structional technology at Atlantic 
Cape, said the college now offers 
four accessibility workshops to in-
structors, from beginner level to 
advanced. Basic training is manda-
tory, but participation in the more 
advanced sessions is voluntary. 
Perkins said she has been pleased 
with the number of faculty mem-
bers who have taken part in the 
more advanced training, even if they 
don’t have great computer skills. 
The training teaches faculty how 
to create accessible content with 
colors, fonts and descriptions that 
can be picked up by screen readers 
and other assistive technologies. It 
also teaches them how to assess 
whether products they purchase 
from publishers are accessible.

Persuading busy faculty to at-
tend workshops is never easy, but 
attendance has been encouraged 
through emails and the work of 
"accessibility champions" -- fac-
ulty members who are available to 
offer support or answer questions 
should other faculty need help. The 
instructional technology team is 
also on hand to troubleshoot any 
specific issues faculty have, said 
Perkins.

Atlantic Cape uses Blackboard 
Ally technology that alerts facul-
ty if the content they upload to the 
learning management system is 
not accessible, with specific feed-
back and instructions on how to fix 
each issue, said Perkins.

Nicolaas Matthijs, product direc-
tor of Blackboard Ally, said the tool 
is now used by 550 colleges and 
universities. Unlike other commer-
cially available website-accessi-
bility checkers, Ally is designed to 
work with digital course content 
and multiple learning management 
systems, he said.

The Ally team is working not 

private settlement is that the court 
retains jurisdiction -- it’s a “stron-
ger way to ensure compliance,” she 
said.

Though Atlantic Cape has made 
good progress toward full accessi-
bility, Krevor-Weisbaum notes that 
it has taken time for the college to 
find the right strategy. The three-
year consent decree was extended 
in late 2018 for another three years.

“They have certainly shown they 
are making this consent decree 
high priority, and we’re very pleased 
about that,” she said. “It took a while 
for them to get the right people in 
place to make the change that they 
needed to make, but they are doing 
that now.”

Michael Barnes, director of the 
Center for Accessibility at Atlantic 
Cape, said the college has made a 
lot of progress since 2016 toward 
integrating accessibility into the 
culture of the institution.

“Lawsuits are painful -- I don’t 
want to sugarcoat that at all,” said 
Barnes. But the impact on Atlantic 
Cape has been positive, he said.

“It made us look at ourselves, our 
processes. It made us really evalu-
ate how we work with students and 
think about how to be a better, more 
inclusive, institution.”

ADA Lawsuit Prompts Institutional Change, Draws More Students 

https://www.pressofatlanticcity.com/education/atlantic-cape-allocates-for-ada-settlement/article_9f607c7a-dcd1-11e5-81dc-53323f09c06f.html
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ADA Lawsuit Prompts Institutional Change, Draws More Students 

only to give institutions more de-
tailed accessibility reports, but is 
also building out the tool to offer 
live feedback and support -- pos-
sibly checking the accessibility of 
content not just in the LMS or on a 
college website, but in instructors’ 
Google Drive or Dropbox accounts. 
A spokesperson for Blackboard Ally 
declined to comment on how much 
the tool costs.

According to Ally stats, 90 per-
cent of the course material in At-
lantic Cape’s LMS is now accessi-
ble to students with visual or other 
impairments, said Perkins. The tool 
also enables administrators to 
identify materials that are not meet-
ing requirements. This data insight 
can be used to generate reports on 
progress in ADA compliance by de-
partments and also pinpoint faculty 
who may need extra support.

“Ninety percent looks awesome, 
but we still have work to do,” said 
Barnes. “We spend a lot of time 
reviewing content on our LMS -- 
sometimes there are files that are 
buried.”

Though individual faculty can be 
identified and potentially ranked 
on the accessibility of their course 
materials, the objective is not to 
shame or punish anyone who is not 
meeting the desired standard, said 
Barnes.

“We’re not going to people’s 
bosses and telling them someone’s 
course materials are not accessi-
ble,” he said. “We’ll have brown-bag 
lunches; we’ll go through the con-
tent one on one and see how we 
can be of support.”

“This is not about minimizing the 
instructor’s experience -- some of 

registered with the Center for Ac-
cessibility has increased by 25 per-
cent and is now at around 500 stu-
dents. College administrators have 
no way of knowing how many oth-
ers are enrolled but didn't register 
with the center.

Juliana Torres, a student at Atlan-
tic Cape who is due to graduate this 
month, is visually impaired. In her 
four years at the college pursuing 
three majors, Torres said she has 
noticed major improvements in the 
support services available to her.

“I had a lot of anxiety deciding 
whether or not to go to college,” she 
said. A New Jersey native who wants 
to become a professional caterer, 
Torres said she was attracted to At-
lantic Cape because of its strong cu-
linary arts program.

“I don’t want to say that there 
weren’t support services when I start-
ed, but they have improved," she said. 
"I now have the accommodations 
that I need to have a seemingly nor-
mal day-to-day school life.”

Support staff helped her plan her 
course schedule and ensured she 
was able to access course materi-
als in a way that worked for her.

Though the support staff has 
been instrumental in helping her 
succeed, Torres believes they are 
stretched too thin and feels guilty 
that she took up so much of a staff 
member's time. “The support staff 
needs more support,” she said.

Torres said she has nonetheless 
been pleased with her experience.

“Not everyone needs or wants to 
go to college,” she said. “But I’m very 
grateful for the fact that I was able 
to come here and get the support I 
needed.”           ■

them have been teaching for 30 or 
40 years. This is about taking the valu-
able materials that they’ve created 
and asking how we can make them 
into an accessible digital format.”

In addition to data insights, Black-
board Ally also automates some 
work, said Perkins. 

If an instructor uploads a PDF, for 
example, Blackboard Ally will auto-
matically generate the document in 
multiple file formats for students to 
download. Students can then easily 
access the material on their phone, 
tablet, e-reader or other assistive 
technology.

Making content available in mul-
tiple formats has benefited all stu-
dents, not just those with disabil-
ities, said Perkins. Students with 
long commutes can now have 
course materials narrated to them 
while they drive, for example. Ac-
cessibility isn’t just for the obvious 
students who need it -- it’s for the 
benefit of everyone, she said.

Because students with disabili-
ties are not required to register with 
the Center for Accessibility, faculty 
are keenly aware that their classes 
need to be accessible to all stu-
dents at all times, said Barnes.

"This has really resonated with 
faculty," he said. "My office could 
have no idea if they're here, and 
they have the legal right to take your 
class." 

Barnes said the college has seen 
an increase in the enrollment of 
students with disabilities.

“We have students now forgoing 
other institutions to come here,” he 
said.

Since 2016, the number of stu-
dents with disabilities who have 

Read Original Article https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2019/05/22/accessibility-turnaround-atlantic-cape- 
community-college
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Adam Nemeroff, an instruction-
al designer in Dartmouth College's 
department of academic and cam-
pus technology services, admits he 
has “super-complicated and con-
flicted” thoughts about the role of 
technology in ensuring that digital 
courses and curricular materials 
are fully accessible to all students. 
He’s seen his institution and others 
in recent years talk more about ac-
cessibility and invest in digital tools 
to address concerns head-on. But 
he thinks there’s a downside to be-
ing too tool focused.

“If you’re starting with the tech-
nology, you’re doing it wrong,” Ne-
meroff said. “In my experiences, it’s 
mostly an issue of perspective to 
show where these problems could 
arise for specific individuals and 
people really understanding that.”

fied quality-review process. Most 
observers agree human interven-
tion will always need to remain part 
of the accessibility conversation, 
given the diverse array of defini-
tions of the term. Thus far, howev-
er, digital tools have proved more 
successful at identifying superficial 
failures in courses than at digging 
into the nuances that make cours-
es more deeply accessible to a wid-
er range of students.

“I have not yet found a digital tool 
that replaces human knowledge 
and experience when it comes to 
accessibility,” said Eric Moore, a 
UDL and accessibility specialist in 
the University of Tennessee's office 
of information technology. “I lik-
en it to a warning light in their car 
-- it lets you know there’s an issue, 
but you still need to know whether 

Institutions have begun taking 
accessibility more seriously as the 
threat of litigation has grown, en-
forcement has grown more strin-
gent and challenges for students 
have garnered more mainstream 
discussion. Learning management 
systems like Blackboard and Can-
vas are among the companies of-
fering products and services billed 
as early-warning systems and even 
antidotes to accessibility short-
comings. Institutions are striving 
in greater numbers toward univer-
sal design for learning, which em-
phasizes multifaceted tech-driven 
approaches to improving students’ 
access to learning.

Technology has limitations, of 
course. Institutions rely on it so 
heavily so that some have consid-
ered joining forces for a more uni-

SOURCE: ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/LEOWOLFERT

By Mark Lieberman // May 2, 2018 

Institutions are working harder to ensure digital accessibility  
than ever before. Technology tools in the LMS and elsewhere  
can help, but only so much.

Technology Can Address Digital Accessibility -- to an Extent
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and administrators.
Moreover, “disabilities” is anoth-

er fraught term with parameters 
that are increasingly difficult to pin 
down. Kate Sonka, assistant di-
rector of academic technology at 
Michigan State University, operates 
from the premise that accessibility 
in its ideal form helps everybody, re-
gardless of abilities. Making cours-
es more accessible doesn't just 
mean checking boxes or address-
ing known quantities, Sonka said.

“If I'm using a tool to make my 
content accessible, or even design-
ing a course with UDL in mind, I 
still need to understand that I could 
have a student come into my class 
with an accommodation request I 
hadn't planned for -- and that will al-
ways be the case,” Sonka said.

Under a federal law established 
in 1973, organizations are required 
to ensure equal accessibility for 
people with disabilities. That law 
and subsequent federal guidance 
served as the basis for a 2013 case 
in which a blind Louisiana Tech Uni-
versity student successfully sued 
the institution because his profes-
sor didn’t provide an alternative to 
an internet-based application he 
couldn’t use. The judge ruled that 

the institution needed to allow that 
student and all others to be inte-
grated into a class, rather than sep-
arated based on availability.

The Web Content Accessibility 
Guidelines, updated most recent-
ly in 2008 by the World Wide Web 
Consortium (W3C), now offer a de-
tailed road map for ensuring com-
pliance with federal law. But, Sonka 
points out, “even if you fully meet 
WCAG 2.0 requirements, content 
can still be inaccessible" for stu-
dents outside the disability catego-
ries conventionally associated with 
accessibility.

Where Technology Comes In
Tools like Blackboard Ally, Can-

vas Accessibility Checker and the 
open-source Udoit from the Univer-
sity of Central Florida offer oppor-
tunities for institutions to quickly 
ascertain their accessibility prog-
ress, both in individual courses and 
as a whole. These tools are embed-
ded within an institution’s learning 
management system and provide 
reports on digital course materials.

Ally runs materials through a 
checklist of common accessibility 
issues and assigns an “accessibil-
ity score” between one and 100 to 
each. The goal is to alert an insti-
tution or instructor of areas where 
it needs improvements, suggest a 
road map to greater accessibility, 
and in some cases generate addi-
tional resources (such as mobile 
versions of documents) that can 
make a course more accessible.

“Ally is a catalyst, opening the 
door to have an even larger conver-
sation with those institutions as to 
what needs to be addressed,” said 
Nicolaas Matthijs, product manag-
er at Blackboard Ally. “The score 
that we’re seeing on the average is 
fairly low. But they didn’t know that 
until they had Ally.”

When Blackboard last year con-
ducted an anonymized survey of 

that’s a serious thing or something 
that’s not that big of a deal.”

Ask a tech company the same 
question, though, and the answer is 
a shade more optimistic.

“I think [institutions] would like 
to have a magic button to push to 
make all content accessible,” said 
Jared Stein, vice president of high-
er education strategy at Canvas. 
“We’re still a ways away from hav-
ing that magic button. But it’s fea-
sible.” Stein adds a note of caution, 
though: “Even if we have that mag-
ic button, I don’t know that that by 
itself is necessarily the right solu-
tion.”

What Falls Under 
“Accessibility”?
The first challenge that comes 

with addressing accessibility con-
cerns is a matter of defining terms.

Broadly, “accessibility” refers to 
allowing individuals with disabilities 
to use a product or system as easily 
as someone without those disabil-
ities. Estimates put the number of 
students in higher education with 
disabilities at around 10 percent -- 
though that number is complicated 
by the fact that many students with 
disabilities don’t feel empowered to 
share those details with professors 

Technology Can Address Digital Accessibility -- to an Extent

Source Wendy Velez-Torres,  
instructional technologist at Coppin State University

How are students with disabilities affected?
Format Barrier Accessible Alternative

Printed
text(paper)

Incompatible with screen readers used by blind/low vision 
students with learning disabilities

Supplement with audio, provide  
and electronic copy of text

Audio Hearing impaired students may not hear it, students with LD 
(auditory processing) may have difficulty understanding it. Supplement with printed text

Video Blind/low vision students may not see it, students with LD  
(auditory processing) may have difficulty understanding it.

Provide description, caption or written 
transcript

Picture Blind/low vision students may not see it Add description/caption

Synchronous
(real time)
discussion

Blind/low vision students, students with LD and ADHD,  
students with medical/physical/physiological disablities  
may have difficulty following up keeping up

Use asynchronous (online format for all  
or some discussions to allow more time  
for processing and responding

Tests/quizzes Many students with disabilities have slower processing speeds 
that impact performance

Provide extended time/ Supplement with 
audio/provide large text size option

https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/letters/colleague-20100629.html
https://www.insidehighered.com/news/2013/07/26/settlements-put-colleges-duty-ensure-blind-students-access-materials-under-new
https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG20/quickref/
https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG20/quickref/
http://www.blackboard.com/accessibility/blackboard-ally.html
https://www.canvaslms.com/news/pr/instructure-announces-accessibility-checker-for-canvas-and-partnership-with-speechmatics-for-video-captioning&122650
https://www.canvaslms.com/news/pr/instructure-announces-accessibility-checker-for-canvas-and-partnership-with-speechmatics-for-video-captioning&122650
https://cdl.ucf.edu/teach/accessibility/udoit/
https://blog.blackboard.com/accessibility-of-digital-course-content-insights-and-trends-from-blackboard-ally/
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chemistry” and other fields with jar-
gon that tools might not seamless-
ly transcribe, Nemeroff said.

In some cases, technology is 
better suited to answering binary 
questions than to identifying more 
complex defects, according to Jar-
ed Smith, associate director of Web 
Accessibility in Mind (WebAIM), a 
Utah-based nonprofit that provides 
web-accessibility consulting to 
higher education institutions and 
other organizations. A tool can say 
whether an image has been outfit-
ted with alternative text that blind 
readers can hear in place of seeing 
the image -- but it often can’t say 
whether alternative text is accurate, 
or whether it’s been installed auto-
matically by the software program, 
Smith said.

Technology can determine wheth-
er a video has been outfitted with 
captions, but not whether those 
captions are more than “automat-
ically generated gibberish,” Smith 
said. Drop-down menus are anoth-
er source of confusion. Automat-
ed tools struggle to analyze those 
menus’ complex code, which can be 
problematic for users who operate 
the computer without a mouse.

Smith estimates that augment-
ed tools identify a little more than 
a quarter of potential errors. “That 
means there’s another 70 percent 
that’s going to extend beyond the 
tools to identify,” Smith said.

Tech tools can be misleading 
in the opposite direction as well, 
Moore said. Some images, for in-
stance, don’t require embedded 
alternative text for screen readers 
because they’re stock images that 
aren’t essential to understanding 
the written material, or because 
they're technically tables that func-
tion like text boxes. Observers of 
accessibility reports might get dis-
couraged by seeing a large number 
of errors, but that number might be 

from Instructure (Canvas's develop-
er) to create the tool, which is now 
used by more than 50 institutions, 
according to Kelvin Thompson, the 
center's executive director. The tool 
analyzes announcements, assign-
ments, discussions, files, pages, 
syllabi and module URLs. Items 
outside its purview include external 
documents and some video/audio 
files.

“It’s an arrow in the quiver; it’s a 
step in the right direction,” Thomp-
son said of the tool.

What Tech Can (and Can’t) Do
From Blackboard’s perspective, 

“low-hanging fruit” includes iden-
tifying documents that have been 
scanned rather than originated on-
line. Scanned documents are much 
more difficult to make accessible 
than digitally native content, be-
cause they don't lend themselves 
to screen readers.

But digital tools are likely to miss 
subtle details that can make a big 
difference. For instance, text or im-
ages in particular colors might pose 
a challenge to colorblind readers, 
but technology tools are unlikely 
to flag those as problematic. Tech-
nology might not have the firmest 
grasp on “Italian opera, organic 

the accessibility factor of institu-
tions' courses, the average acces-
sibility score was 27 percent. That 
has since crept up to 30 percent.

“In the last five years, there’s been 
some progress. The bad news is 
the starting point is very poor,” Mat-
thijs said. “Progress that has been 
made is fairly small. There’s a lot of 
work to be done.”

Blackboard doesn’t pretend that 
using Ally on its own is a work-
able solution. Ally can address 
“low-hanging fruit,” according to 
Matthijs, and point to areas where 
an institution’s disability services 
can intervene more closely, but it 
doesn't substitute for a human's 
watchful eye.

Canvas’s Jared Stein similarly de-
scribes the company’s Accessibility 
Checker as “a very human-centric, 
engaging tool that doesn’t elimi-
nate the human interaction from 
the equation.”

Udoit, an open-source tool fund-
ed in part by Canvas, was born half 
a decade ago at Central Florida out 
of a similar desire to streamline 
accessibility conversations. The 
institution's Center for Distributed 
Learning and Student Accessibility 
Services secured a $10,000 grant 
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institutions and enabling them to 
tackle accessibility more effective-
ly on their own. For its part, Canvas 
hopes to partner specialized tools 
and companies in an effort to tack-
le accessibility at a more granular 
level. Though the company is light 
on specifics, Stein believes it’s likely 
technology will within the next five 
years be much more capable of 
addressing accessibility questions 
than it is now.

“I think institutions are realizing 
more what the limitations of those 
tools are,” Stein said. “They’re not 
a plug-and-play solution, but it can 
be part of a broader accessibility  
effort.”           ■

lematic entirely,” Nemeroff said.
Blackboard's work with institu-

tions has followed a similar path, 
according to Matthijs.

“As we’ve started having these 
conversations with institutions, I’ve 
seen a noticeable trend -- that fear 
of litigation is less and less the start-
ing point of the conversation, less 
and less becoming a driver,” Matthi-
js said. “Institutions are more and 
more starting -- it’s a slow evolution 
but noticeable -- to see some of the 
opportunities, and they’re now start-
ing to see other institutions that are 
trying to tackle this problem.”

Companies are still grappling with 
the right balance between serving 

artificially high.
What More Is Needed?
Nemeroff at Dartmouth believes 

institutions have started to take a 
more active role in addressing ac-
cessibility for reasons that go be-
yond avoiding lawsuits. His team 
has started discussing accessibil-
ity with instructors throughout the 
design process.

“If you’re not doing this kind of 
broader strategic and operational 
planning to make sure these things 
are happening and that people are 
changing their behaviors, simply 
putting Ally out there isn’t going to 
change the underlying practices 
that are either promising or prob-

Technology Can Address Digital Accessibility -- to an Extent
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in pairs or groups and share learn-
ing experiences.
■ Treat each student as an in-

dividual. Do not expect them to 
speak for an entire demographic 
group or make suppositions about 
their membership in one. Ask for 
preferred pronouns.
■ Avoid making assumptions 

about students’ abilities based on 
stereotypes. Be aware of those ste-
reotypes and work to not perpetu-
ate them.
■ Convey the same level of 

confidence in the abilities of all of 
your students. Be even-handed 
and cautious about being overpro-
tective of or unduly strict toward 
any group or individual.
■ Address challenging class-

room behaviors and attitudes, such 
as microaggressions and offensive 
and alienating comments. Make it 
a teachable moment, asking stu-

Implementing inclusive teaching 
strategies in your classroom does 
not require huge changes or full 
course redesigns. Nor does inclu-
sive teaching demand the aban-
donment of favorite classroom 
techniques, topics, readings or 
assignments. Rather, it suggests 
ways to be more intentional about 
how you deploy those tools to cre-
ate the best learning environment 
for your students.

In fact, inclusive teaching prac-
tices may not be something total-
ly new; you may already be using 
many inclusive teaching strategies 
without specifically calling them 
such. You can implement them 
in small steps along a number of 
paths, as long as your compass 
is set to intentionality and fore-
thought.

To help instructors better struc-
ture their intentional approaches to 
inclusion in teaching, the Columbia 
University Center for Teaching and 
Learning synthesized the research 
on inclusive teaching into five prin-
ciples, then added research sum-
maries and suggested teaching 
strategies to accompany each 
principle. The five principles, which 
serve as guideposts for the dif-
ferent paths that lead to inclusive 
teaching practices, provide instruc-
tors some options for their journey, 
as described in detail in our Guide 
for Inclusive Teaching at Colum-
bia. Our goal is to offer instructors 
everywhere many ways to meet 
their teaching needs through strat-
egies that are guided by these re-
search-based principles.

We encourage all instructors to 
review the strategies in the five 
principles below. You can choose 
what works best for your own 
teaching style and disciplinary 
context, students, learning goals 
and classrooms -- both digital and 
physical. While all five principles are 
essential to cultivating an inclusive 
teaching practice, you do not need 
to use every teaching strategy to 
get to inclusive teaching; instruc-
tors should adopt the strategies 
that work best to advance diversity, 
equity, inclusion and belonging in 
their distinct teaching contexts.

Principle 1: Establish and sup-
port a class climate that fosters 
belonging for all students. Instruc-
tors should recognize and value 
students’ varied identities, experi-
ences and backgrounds and work 
to create a space where students 
are both challenged and heard. 
Research has shown that course 
climate can influence everything 
from student engagement in class 
to student motivation and per-
sistence -- and is strongly connect-
ed to how much students learn.

Teaching Strategies
■ Build instructor-student rap-

port. Make a point of learning stu-
dents’ names (and how to pro-
nounce them) and get to know 
students through in-class surveys 
and activities, office hours, and 
online chats. Share your passions, 
interests and personal learning pro-
cess with students.
■ Build student-student rap-

port. Encourage students to work 

5 Principles as Pathways to Inclusive Teaching
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tent that recognizes diversity and 
acknowledges barriers to inclusion. 
Effective instructors meaningful-
ly consider the role that content 
plays in creating a learning envi-
ronment where students see them-
selves reflected and valued. Con-
tent -- broadly defined to include 
metaphors, case studies, project 
and assignment topics, statistics 
and data, as well as textbooks and 
course readings -- sends powerful 
messages to students about their 
place in the discipline and in the 
courses we teach.

Teaching Strategies
■ Select content that engages a 

diversity of ideas and perspectives. 
Consider whether some perspec-
tives are systematically underrep-
resented or absent.
■ Choose content by authors of 

diverse backgrounds. Discuss con-
tributions made to the field by his-
torically underrepresented groups.
■ Use multiple and diverse ex-

amples that do not marginalize 
students. Use examples that speak 
across gender, cultures and socio-
economic statuses, ages, and reli-
gions.

See here for other classroom 

practices related to these teaching 
strategies.

Principle 4: Design all course 
elements for accessibility. Recog-
nize the diversity of different learn-
ers’ abilities and experiences and 
provide multiple ways for them to 
engage with course materials and 
express what they have learned. 
Using Universal Design for Learn-
ing approaches to course design 
and teaching ensures that all stu-
dents will be able to demonstrate 
their learning without unneces-
sary challenges unrelated to the 
academic content of the course. 
Such approaches benefit all learn-
ers and eliminate the guesswork 
for instructors when determining 
whether the learning experienc-
es they are designing will be both 
cognitively and physically accessi-
ble to everyone.

Teaching Strategies
■ Provide multiple means of 

representation and supporting 
materials (illustrations, glossaries, 
etc.). Use a variety of modalities 
and adjustable formats.
■ Provide multiple means of 

action and expression. Offer a 
range of assessments for students 

dents to reflect critically on as-
sumptions and positions without 
attributing motives.

See here for other classroom 
practices related to these teaching 
strategies.

Principle 2: Set explicit student 
expectations. Give students clear 
guidelines for class components, 
so they know what learning they 
are accountable for, including how 
they will be graded and why. Ex-
plicit articulation of learning ob-
jectives and goals, transparency 
around performance expectations 
and criteria-based grading sys-
tems empower students to share 
the responsibility for their learning 
and to develop growth mind-sets.

Teaching Strategies
■ Explicitly articulate assess-

ment criteria. Share grading rubrics 
and practice applying those rubrics 
to anonymized work. Offer stu-
dents multiple low-stakes oppor-
tunities for demonstrating learning.
■ Provide timely, clear and 

actionable feedback that helps 
students take ownership of their 
learning.
■ Establish community agree-

ments and discussion guidelines. 
Work with students to create those 
guidelines to promote an inclusive 
learning environment.
■ Provide examples of exem-

plary work. Use those examples to 
communicate expectations, facil-
itate understanding, demonstrate 
discipline-specific skills and help 
articulate assessment expecta-
tions and standards.
■ Model expected behavior. 

Adhere to community agreements 
and display the skills that students 
are asked to demonstrate in their 
assessments and assignments.

See here for other classroom 
practices related to these teaching 
strategies.

Principle 3: Select course con-

5 Principles as Pathways to Inclusive Teaching
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to demonstrate learning and fre-
quent opportunities for feedback 
on progress.
■ Provide multiple means of en-

gagement. Encourage learner au-
tonomy with choice of topics or as-
signment formats. Invite students 
to co-design elements of class-
room activities or assignments.

See here for other classroom 
practices related to these teaching 
strategies.

Principle 5: Reflect on your be-
liefs about teaching to maximize 
self-awareness and commitment 
to inclusion. Examine your person-
al assumptions and views. Inclu-
sive teaching requires that you be 
intentional and explicit about the 
strategies you want to use in your 
teaching. Thus, self-reflection is a 
necessary step for the planning, 
preparation and implementation of 
those strategies. Ask yourself the 
questions outlined below.

Teaching Strategies
■ What are my identities and 

how do my students perceive me? 

large group, paired, small group 
and individual work.

See here for other classroom 
practices related to these teaching 
strategies.

We invite you to reflect on how 
many of these practices you al-
ready use in your classes, as well 
as to consider any new ones you 
might want to try based on areas 
that might need more attention in 
your teaching. This is not about stu-
dents’ preferences but about how 
students learn. The practices in the 
Guide for Inclusive Teaching at Co-
lumbia are based on decades of re-
search that demonstrate how stu-
dents’ perceptions of class climate 
can significantly impact their learn-
ing. The very best result of choosing 
to teach inclusively -- transparency 
of intention, explicit conversations 
about learning and a sharing of 
power and responsibility for learn-
ing between student and instructor 
-- is that it creates equitable and 
transformative learning opportuni-
ties for all of our students.

Consider your positionality and 
take inventory of the way your af-
filiations and identities shape your 
perceptions of others and their per-
ceptions of you.
■ What are my implicit or ex-

plicit biases? Do I propagate, neu-
tralize or challenge stereotypes in 
my class? Take an honest inventory 
of your own conscious and uncon-
scious biases and strive to create 
an explicitly centralizing classroom 
climate.
■ How do I handle challeng-

es in the classroom? Build your 
awareness of student behaviors 
(tardiness, lack of preparation, in-
difference) that trigger strong emo-
tions for you and strategize how to 
maintain your equilibrium.
■ How might the ways I set up 

classroom spaces and activities 
foster inclusion or disinclusion? Be 
attentive to your own use of space 
in the classroom (where you stand 
and sit, for example) and vary your 
class activities to offer opportuni-
ties for students to participate in 

5 Principles as Pathways to Inclusive Teaching
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From a young age, I fantasized 
about getting a Ph.D. more than 
I ever dreamed of my wedding. 
Learning was, and continues to be, 
my greatest love. For that reason, 
when the onset of a physical dis-
ability forced me to leave college 
after my sophomore year, I was 
faced with the task of recalibrating.

How could I continue to learn and 
grow in an academic environment if 
my body did not allow me to return 
to campus? How could I forge a 
path to self-sufficiency? As an edu-
cation major, could I still contribute 
to the field even if my standing at 
the front of a classroom was pre-
cluded?

Though isolated, I knew that I 
was not alone in my predicament. 
One in 5 Americans lives with a dis-
ability, and one in 10 has a severe 

college attendance without fitting 
into ADA guidelines, for example? 
What if disability services aren’t al-
ways enough? 

Retention rates hint at a more 
complex story than enrollment 
rates allow. A recent study by The 
Hechinger Report found that only 
one-third of college students with 
disabilities graduate from four-year 
institutions within eight years of en-
rollment, and 41 percent graduate 
from two-year institutions within 
the same time frame. The Huffing-
ton Post concurs that this is a cri-
sis, and these data do not encom-
pass the number of students who 
-- like me -- have to halt their edu-
cational careers due to the onset of 
an illness or injury.

Higher education therefore pres-
ents a catch-22 for students with 

condition. As an American stud-
ies professor once told me and a 
lecture hall of classmates, we are 
fragile; despite what mainstream 
culture leads us to believe, young 
people are no exception -- even if 
our prefrontal cortices tell us oth-
erwise.

The Americans With Disabilities 
Act of 1990 added breadth to the 
educational opportunities afforded 
students with disabilities: 2007-08 
and 2011-12 studies conducted by 
the National Center for Education 
Statistics show that 11 percent of 
college students reported having a 
disabling condition, which is not an 
insignificant fraction of the general 
student body.

But I find myself hovering amid 
the gaps in that data. What about 
those whose conditions impede 
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Would their virtual engagement 
in traditional courses (through pro-
grams like Skype, Blackboard or 
Zoom) change the nature of educa-
tional programs in a way that poses 
undue burden? Or, as disability ac-
commodations, could these alter-
ations be framed differently -- not 
as an institutional programmatic 
restructuring, but as a case-by-
case option, since the technology 
already exists? Where is the line?

For students whose disabilities 
prevent their physically attending a 
full course load, a more seamless 
option would be to pursue or com-
plete a degree through an estab-
lished online program. But, to quote 
Shakespeare’s Hamlet, “there’s the 
rub.” Despite the fact that respect-
ed institutions are increasingly in-
corporating educational technol-
ogy and online learning into their 
milieus, there remains a pervasive 
stigma surrounding the validity and 
value of online degrees.

An article published by the U.S. 
News & World Report states, “There 
are still some who would hesitate 
to hire or consider an online degree 
holder.” To those degree holders, 
they warn that employers “will be 
curious about your collaboration 
skills,” given the isolated nature of 
computer-based programs.

Such attitudes layer additional 
hurdles atop the pile of disadvan-
tages that those with disabilities 
face. Should a student commit to 
the financial implications of pursu-
ing an online degree despite (or be-
cause of) their limitations, it seems 

dire that they could then graduate 
from that program with a com-
pounded sense of inferiority in the 
job market.

It is not uncommon for radical 
change to spark a wave of skepti-
cism (see the Luddites of the indus-
trial revolution). But at a time when 
technology affords the expansion 
of quality online learning -- which 
is proven equitable when compared 
with face-to-face learning, perhaps 
even better in some cases -- it is 
crucial that we, as students, edu-
cators and employers broaden our 
perceptions of virtual degree seek-
ers and holders by taking a mindful 
approach to the consideration of 
context.

A recent Chronicle of Higher Ed-
ucation article makes the striking 
statistical claim that online educa-
tion is a feminist issue. It is time to 
consider that it is an ability justice 
issue as well.

As someone who thrives in a 
classroom setting, I never would 
have considered online or blend-
ed learning had I not been forced 
to weigh their merits. But I, like 
many before me (see Maureen Ann  
Nolan, who attended college by 
phone in the ’70s; bestselling au-
thor Laura Hillenbrand; and Lily 
Altevena), found myself humbled 
by the fragility of my physicality. 
What’s worse than that vulnerabil-
ity is the narrow attitudes of others.

When it comes to online learning, 
it is time for a collective shift in per-
spective. Anything different perpet-
uates inequity.          ■

disabilities. Enrolling may seem 
tenuous, physically strenuous (if 
at all possible) and even irrespon-
sible given that many people with 
disabilities are poor or low income, 
and a pile of student loans adds 
burden to an already tilted probabil-
ity of independence.

The National Council on Disabil-
ity interviewed students with dis-
abilities and found that the major-
ity of subjects “were worried about 
student loans because of their dis-
ability-related needs … will not take 
out loans because of their concerns 
about being able to work and re-
pay them … [or] were concerned 
that they might not be able to work 
enough hours to repay their student 
loans, but did not specifically state 
that they would not take out loans 
in the future.”

So what are the solutions? While 
many colleges have part-time pro-
grams, online courses or blended 
learning options, my liberal arts 
campus was not one of them. In 
2012, 89 percent of public institu-
tions offered online courses, com-
pared to just 60 percent of private. 
Far fewer offer online undergrad-
uate programs, and this poses a 
complicated problem: Is it reason-
able for students whose disabilities 
impede campus attendance to re-
quest technological accommoda-
tions that would catalyze their re-
mote participation in an otherwise 
in-person program? Must their 
educational opportunities be nar-
rowed to those available at online 
schools?

Online Education Is a Disability Rights Issue
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Faster students are smarter stu-
dents. So declared Edward Thornd-
ike of Columbia University’s Teach-
ers College a century ago.

You would think we are more en-
lightened today. Unless you looked 
at Mingus Union High School in 
Cottonwood, Ariz., where students 
are required to wear a red badge 
that “publicly identifies and shames 
underperforming students.” (The 
policy has since been dropped.)

It is patently true that “Society 
rewards rapid thinkers!” as my high 
school humanities teacher, Mr. 
Sabo, said many times, usually as I 
searched my suddenly blank mind 
for an answer. But faster is not al-
ways right, and it is rarely an equi-
table measure of performance -- or 
potential. Like racism and sexism, 
speedism (the belief that faster is 
better) is a contemptuous conceit 
that eviscerates our colleges and 
the souls of our most needy stu-

Fortunately, our instructor did not 
judge us.

Judgements like Thorndike’s can 
seem out of touch with modern 
sensibilities, much as the speech-
es of supporters of segregation in 
the 1940s and ’50s are cringe-wor-
thy today. But unlike a civil rights 
or Me Too movement to illuminate 
the blind, education has not had its 
movement to identify and change 
the hegemony of speedism. But it’s 
time to start.

In his excellent book The End 
of Average: How We Succeed in a 
World That Values Standardiza-
tion, Todd Rose provides a chilling 
narrative of Frederick Taylor’s fight 
to eliminate inefficiency in busi-
ness by developing a new science 
of work -- with a core belief that 
individuality no longer mattered. 
However, to efficiently employ its 
human components, employers 
needed to differentiate applicants 

dents.
During a recent training to devel-

op online instruction for students 
with disabilities, our instructor, who 
was blind, demonstrated how a 
screen reader worked. Eyes closed, 
we listened and were challenged 
to follow the stilted robotic voice 
and to keep (literally) in mind where 
on the page we were and in what 
context the words were falling. Af-
ter less than a minute, most of us 
admitted we were hopelessly lost.

“You were listening at about 80 
words a minute,” our instructor 
said. “Seems pretty fast, doesn’t 
it? Well, I work at about 150 words 
a minute. Here’s what that sounds 
like.” Then he cranked up the speed 
to what sounded like somewhere 
between that old FedEx commer-
cial and a squawking modem 
handshake.

You get the point. Tables turned. 
Now we were the slow learners. 

SOURCE: ISTOCKPHOTO.COM/GORODENKOFF
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The long-held belief that faster is better in learning -- speedism --  
hurts students of all speeds, writes Myk Garn, and should be replaced  
with individualized and guided learning models.
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Right? But when fast learners are 
enrolled in palletized courses with 
peers of all learning speeds, their 
progress is slowed, which is frus-
trating and wasteful. Indeed, in 
top-level programs and time-crit-
ical disciplines (think emergency 
medicine), speed is a valid expec-
tation and criteria. But freshman 
composition, what we in Georgia 
call a “catapult course” that dra-
matically impacts success in fu-
ture courses, proficiency is more 
important than speed.

Yet speedism is most insidious 
for slow learners.

And, like racism and sexism, 
speedism is so embedded in our 
educational systems as to be al-
most unrecognizable. Consider 
this 2018 incident in Texas: former 
Texas Supreme Court justice Scott 
Brister, chair of a commission ap-
pointed to find ways to fund a fed-
eral mandate to improve instruction 
for young people with disabilities, 
asked members if the state should 
be spending education dollars “on 
the brightest kids or the slow learn-
ers?” He later apologized for the 
comment.

Even when academia tries to get 
it right, it can get it wrong. In its 
2015 report, “The Carnegie Unit: A 
Century-Old Standard in a Chang-
ing Education Landscape,” the 
Carnegie Foundation argues that 
moving from the Carnegie unit as 
a proxy for learning to measuring 
actual competency is too fraught 
with issues to consider changing 
either quickly or completely. While 
they may be right on some points, 
they misstep when they note that 

by staying put, “at a minimum, the 
Carnegie unit ensures students 
equal time to learn.” Hopefully 
you can see the speedism in that 
statement. Equal time is not equal-
ity. Giving all students the time to 
achieve proficiency is equality.

Our current Taylor/Thorndike 
industrial, palletized, time-based, 
one-speed-fits-all model is unfair 
for any speed of learner. Fortunate-
ly, alternative models of teaching 
and learning are on the ascendan-
cy. The Great Schools Partnership 
is leveraging proficiency-based 
learning, flexible learning pathways 
and learner-centered accountabil-
ity to ensure high-quality teach-
ing and learning is every student’s 
right. In this model students are 
held to high expectations and work 
until they meet them, every day. In 
addition, progress in K-12 is being 
informed by work from Competen-
cy Works and iNACOL.

In postsecondary education, the 
recognition is coming more slowly. 
But networking and guidance from 
projects including the Competen-
cy-Based Education Network, Ev-
ery Learner Everywhere and the 
Association of Public and Land-
grant Universities are building a 
critical mass of innovative models 
that address and replace speed-
ist hegemony with individualized, 
adaptive and guided learning mod-
els where failure is not an option.

In the past the system set the 
speed and measured students 
against the average. In the (not too 
distant) future the speed of the in-
dividual learner will be first, and no 
learner will be last.         ■

between who should be manager 
and who should be workers.

Enter Edward Thorndike, for 
whom the purpose of schools was 
not to educate all students to the 
same level, but to sort them ac-
cording to their innate level of tal-
ent so they could be assigned effi-
ciently to their proper station in life, 
whether eminent leader (manager) 
or worker or disposable outcast, 
and so that educational resourc-
es could be allocated according-
ly. Thorndike’s guiding axiom was 
“Quality is more important than 
equality.”

Because Thorndike equated fast-
er than average with smarter than 
average, he presumed the smart 
students would perform better 
when given an average allotment 
of time. Thus, he argued, by stan-
dardizing time for classes, home-
work and tests, students could be 
sorted and ranked based on how 
long it took the average student to 
complete a task.

Just as academic calendars still 
hew to our agrarian past, our teach-
ing model is still decidedly and dis-
turbingly based on these speed-
ist, Taylor/Thorndike hypotheses. 
Those who learn best (the fastest) 
are rewarded. Those who muddle 
through can continue. Those who 
lag get the help we can afford until 
they leave or are gated out.

While time equity is essential to 
slow learners, it is also an issue for 
fast learners. How could that be? 
Our current educational system 
was designed by fast learners to 
advantage fast learners because, 
well, they are the smart ones. 

Unfair at Any Speed
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I’m old enough to remember 
when “left to their own devices” 
simply meant “ignored.” Now the 
meaning is much more literal.

Students bring devices with them 
to class in ways that weren’t pos-
sible a decade or two ago. The eti-
quette around devices is still catch-
ing up.

In some ways, device ubiquity is 
great. For students with various dis-
abilities, for instance, certain appli-
cations can be liberating. In-class 
polling has become infinitely easier. 
Students can photograph compli-
cated diagrams rather than trying 
lamely to copy them down. And 
those of us with catastrophically 
bad handwriting -- not that I know 
anybody like that -- can attest that 
the opportunity to take legible notes 
is a game changer.

Some of the negatives are well-
known. The most basic is distrac-

cord classes without anyone know-
ing and to distribute those record-
ings to the world in seconds. That 
makes the old prohibitions much 
harder to enforce and raises the 
possibility of brief snippets being 
taken out of context to make some-
one look terrible. I used to teach 
political philosophy, so I can only 
imagine what could have happened 
if someone had posted, say, 10 key 
seconds of explaining Marxism. 
(“Pinko Prof Says ‘Smash State’ 
at State U, Still Cashes Paycheck”) 
Someone with an agenda could do 
tremendous damage to someone 
else just for doing their job.

Still, I’d be lying if I didn’t admit 
that people bring devices into work 
meetings all the time. Sometimes 
they’re for note taking or looking 
things up, but most folks multitask 
to one degree or another. The sort 
of purity that some professors try 

tion. If I’m struggling to follow a 
difficult concept anyway, it’s that 
much harder when the student next 
to me is playing Fortnite. And even 
students who are honestly trying 
can find themselves falling down 
electronic rabbit holes before they 
know what happened.

I’m more intrigued, though, by the 
ways that the omnipresence of de-
vices has shifted some long-stand-
ing cultural norms.

For example, most colleges have 
long had rules against recording 
classes without the instructor’s 
consent. Recordings made for dis-
ability accommodation purposes 
were allowed, but they had some 
pretty restrictive strings attached. 
And in olden times, distributing a 
recording was difficult. Anyone who 
remembers dual cassette decks will 
know what I mean.

Now, it’s easy for students to re-

Blog Column at Inside Higher Ed

By Matt Reed // November 13, 2019 
Norms are evolving, write Matt Reed.
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upward mobility. The catch is that 
those norms are evolving, especially 
where device etiquette is concerned. 
People acting in the best of faith, 
trying to recreate the classroom of 
1995, aren’t preparing their students 
for the world they’ll encounter.

Whether the evolution of those 
norms is good or bad is sort of be-
side the point; change happens. As 
much as I cringe when I see people 

sitting in groups staring at phones 
at tables in restaurants, they do. 
And I want the graduates of my col-
lege to be successful in the world 
that actually exists.

Wise and worldly readers, have 
you found effective ways to teach 
students device etiquette? Even 
better, have you found ways to get 
them to think critically about device 
etiquette?

to recreate with mandatory Faraday 
cages doesn’t even exist in many 
professional workplaces anymore. 
If anything, I’d argue that device 
etiquette is becoming a new work-
place skill.

Part of the historic role of higher 
education was to impart the cultur-
al norms of the professional class. 
That may sound -- and be -- sort 
of creepy, but it’s part of enabling 

Device Etiquette
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