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Reframing Web Accessibility in Higher Education

Introduction

Web accessibility is emerging as a key issue and opportunity for educators in post-secondary
education institutions who are using the internet to address a wide range of learner needs
(Brown, 2018; Gronseth, 2018). Web accessibility efforts in post-secondary education are
broadly concerned with removing barriers experienced by prospective students, students,
alumni, faculty, and staff and the broader academic and professional communities with whom
they engage who experience physical, cognitive, socioeconomic, and/or geopolitical barriers to
professional or educational engagement with the institution, each other, or both via the internet
(Lorca et al., 2018).

One of the most pressing web accessibility issues in post-secondary education is the ongoing
production and dissemination of digitally inaccessible course content (Silberman, 2018). This
practice places students with disabilities at an educational disadvantage and puts institutions at
risk of litigation. The fact that universities from Harvard to MIT have been sued over
inaccessible online course content is evidence of the very real financial consequences of
noncompliance for institutions (Kimmons, 2017; Lewin, 2015) and the equally real personal
consequences for people who are left out and held in the margins. Post-secondary institutions
often make significant efforts in the areas of policy, accessibility support services, and
accessibility-informed procurement practices, but until educators and students learn and
consistently apply the skills necessary to identify and create accessible digital content,
inaccessible course content will continue to be a problem.

Locating the Educator’s Role in Web Accessibility

Locating the educator’s role and efficacy in web accessibility is a challenge. What makes course
content inaccessible? Numerous factors affect web accessibility in post-secondary education,
many of which are tangential at best to the workflow and work product of educators and their
learners. It could be reasonably argued that web accessibility factors stemming from technology
procurement, staff training and support, administrative processes and policies, and audit or
oversight voids would be in the institution’s domain to address. Causes relative to technology
design, system integration, or proprietary tech support would be the responsibility of third-party
vendors. Considerations related to archives, collections, copyright and publication are typically
the domain of libraries and publishers. This ocean of factors is generally well-supported by an
ever-growing body of technical and/or policy research and guidelines (American Institutes for
Research & Center on Technology and Disability, 2016; Coughlan & Lister, 2018; Rogers et al.,
2009; US Department of Education & Office of Educational Technology, 2017; Waldors Verne,
2019; Wood et al., 2017). Also, much of the web accessibility rhetoric in post-secondary
education relates to legislative shifts, legal precedents, marketing, corporate social
responsibility, and the creation and maintenance of university websites (Bradbard & Peters,
2008; Lorca et al., 2018). Understandably, educators may not see much relevance to their
practice in these discussions.

How might we define reasonable boundaries for educators’ area of influence within web
accessibility in post-secondary education? Whether educators are teaching face-to-face,
blended, or online courses, wherever and whenever educators and students use digital
technologies and the internet to share knowledge, there is an opportunity for educators to
engage with the accessibility of the content they curate and create for, and with, learners.
Though not an explicit element of curriculum, educators model digital workflows throughout their
academic career. It is incumbent on educators to regard themselves and their students not as
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passive recipients of content, but as active creators (O’'Byrne, 2014) who need skills to
participate in an accessible digital world. In my session, and in the OTESSA journal article to
follow, I refer to these skills as Accessible Digital Content Literacy Skills.

Now, | want to be very careful not to appear reductionist. For educators to see a more fulsome
picture of how web accessibility is relevant to praxis, the field of education needs to more deeply
engage with accessibility discourse relative to pedagogy and pedagogic culture toward
accessibility (Gay et al., 2017, Dolmage, 2017). That said, as one of many possible points of
entry, | feel we need to grapple with what | perceive to be a pervasive, unexplored literacy gap.

The Need for Accessible Digital Content Literacy Skills

Given the breadth of research on the technical and policy factors, web accessibility could
appear to be a technical (e.g., code, design or systems integration) and/or a policy issue to
resolve. However, there are text-based, authoring, and content curation issues that block
accessibility. Accessible digital content literacy skills are skills specifically related to reading,
identifying, curating, and writing/creating web accessible digital content. These skills are
commonly itemized in web accessibility technology and compliance literature as content skills,
not literacy skills, as evidenced in the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) (Caldwell
et al., 2010). Research out of the computer sciences and business fields not only acknowledges
the need for these specific skills but also investigates overlaps between various writing
strategies recommended in WCAG and writing strategies employed for search engine
optimization (Lippay, 2016; Moreno & Martinez, 2013). Unfortunately, these skills are often
missing from web literacy discourse, which is concerned with online reading, writing,
participation, and collaboration skills (Chung et al., n.d.; O’'Byrne, 2014), and digital literacy
discourse, which is concerned with skills needed to produce and engage with digital content,
regardless of its distribution medium (Hobbs, 2017).

Education often seems to cede discourse related to web accessibility barriers and the skills
needed to remove them to fields such as computer science, and to institutional agents such as
student accessibility offices and marketing departments (Bradbard & Peters, 2010; Lewthwaite
& Sloan, 2016). Claiming specific aspects of web accessibility as pedagogical and/or literacy-
related represents a significant opportunity for educators to better define their role in addressing
web accessibility issues in post-secondary education and foster more accessible digital
knowledge sharing communities beyond the institution.

Recommendations for Future Research

Educators and learners must engage with, normalize, and model accessible digital content
literacy skills to co-create accessible course content and proactively contribute to wider efforts
to make the web an increasingly accessible space for all. In doing so, educators extend the
educative value of the course content far beyond the classroom.

The field of education needs to critically re-examine web accessibility from within the educator’s
domain, using frameworks from the field of education. Drawing from web accessibility, literacy,
learning theory and pedagogical literature, more research is needed to identify interventions that
might satisfy the following four criteria: (a) respect the lived-experiences of learners and
educators with disabilities; (b) pedagogically support learning and inclusion; (c) technically
comply with WCAG; and (d) are typically within educators’ control. This reframing would have
implications for course culture, course content curation, online collaboration and co-creation
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practices, information design for learning, archive, search, digital knowledge sharing, and other
digital accessibility considerations in education. Finally, more discourse is needed around
educators’ agency and self-efficacy (Sanderson et al., 2018) to develop and model accessible
digital content literacy skills and inclusion practices in technology-integrated learning
environments.
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