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My name is Curtis.  I am with the Center for Assistive Technology and Environmental Access.  I work with a regional resource center which you can contact at 1-800-949-4232.  

The project we are discussing today is funded by the Dept of Education.  Our project specifically focuses on on-line distance education.  It is becoming more and more prevalent, but it faces many barriers for students with disabilities, especially sensory disabilities.

Many of the stakeholders are faculty members, IT staff, etc. that don’t understand the issues for students with disabilities.  DSS professionals need to be aware of both first and second generation issues, and I’ll explain that more later.  You also need to be aware of the legal issues related to on-line education.  You should also know the tools and resources available to give the stakeholders to make it accessible.

DL is more and more common at both 2 and 4 year schools.  In the 1990s about 1/3 of the schools had some classes offered through DL.  In 1997-1998 school year 1.6 million students were taking DL.  Clearly the number has gone up but we don’t have newer numbers.  About 1.3 million were taking them for credit.

DL has been offered in a variety of formats, such as correspondence, videocassettes, closed television, etc.  Now it’s mostly through the Internet.

The number of asynchronous courses has tripled since 1998.  (Classes you don’t have to log in to at a certain time).

Students with disabilities take these courses.  For many, this is a way to participate in classes they might not otherwise be able to participate in, whether it’s due to health, travel, or inaccessible locations.  More students with disabilities were satisfied with their experiences than students without disabilities, but they are not accessible to everyone.  Generally this is because of the way the course is designed by the professor.

One main concern is that the different files and programs are not accessible by the assistive technologies used by students with disabilities (screen readers, special mouse, etc.)

There are fixes for most of these problems and it’s a matter of being aware of them and doing them.

AsssitiveTech.net is a resource of devices.

The assumption is that if students have and are using the technology, they will have access and that’s not the case.  You have to set up the information to be able to be used by the technology.

If you create a site that works well with AT, then it helps not only students with disabilities, but those without as well.  If you have alt-text for power point slides, for example, it will allow students without disabilities to search for the slide they want very easily.

If you caption lectures, it’s easier for all students to see the terms the professor is using.  Or if the professor talks fast or has a strong accent, it helps all students.

As the technology changes, accessible courses work with devices other than desk top computers, such as cell phones, PDAs, hand-held computers, etc.

If faculty members and IT members know there are access problems and resolve those ahead of time, it’s easier and cheaper to make those changes before the class starts.  It can be very expensive and time consuming to retrofit a course, especially if there’s a lot of video that needs captioning, a lot of power point, a lot of animation or HTML, it’s a lot easier to do that from the beginning than to retrofit.

There may also be instructors with disabilities and it’s just as important to have things accessible for the instructors as it is for the students.

First, lets talk about the legal requirements.  I’m an attorney so I can talk about the legal requirements.  The first question you will be asked is “What are we legally required to do? Can we get out of doing it?  What must we do?”

The ADA is going to apply to virtually all colleges and universities in the country.  Title II applies to all public entities.  Title III applies to places of public accommodation. 

Title II says that accommodations will be made when necessary, but it is very broad and arguably applies to DL.  Title III says no one will be discriminated against.  It is arguably discriminatory to deny students with disabilities access to DL courses.  They both talk about communications.

You have to remember these laws were passed a while ago and there was no Internet as we know it now.  There was nothing about DL mentioned.  So there are no ADA standards for accessible DL or Internet.

We have several different lines of reasoning from several different agencies.

Dept of Justice was asked if the ADA applies to the Internet and they said that entities under ADA are required to provide effective communication, which would include the internet.  But there have been no lawsuits yet.  There have been two federal court decisions, one in Atlanta.  A group of people with disabilities sued the rapid transit agency for a number of ADA related issues.  The only way you could get a bus schedule was to go to the internet and the site was not accessible.  The federal district board said the site was not accessible and the judge said they must make their schedules available in alternate format.  Two weeks later, a court in Florida made an opposite ruling.  A group in Florida sued SW Airlines and American Airlines and the court found that although the website was not accessible, they did not violate the ADA because the Internet is not a “place” and therefore not covered by the ADA.  So there is no consistency about whether the ADA applies.

The next law to look at is Section 508 of the Rehab Act passed in 1998.  Says that Federal Agencies must make sure the /information technology is accessible to people with disabilities comparable to the info avail to those without disabilities.  Applies to Federal agencies and the post office.

The ACCESS board set standards for accessibility of information technology and a set of standards for web accessibility that are very easy to use and follow if you know how to use the technology and there are a number of online tools to evaluate a site to see if you have a problem.  They establish a minimum set of standards and can be used by non-federal agencies to check their accessibility.  Section 508 does not just apply to the internet, but all forms of information technology.  Technically, it applies only to federal agencies, but may also apply to states and therefore universities and colleges depending on interpretation.  So does it apply to colleges and universities?  We don’t know until a case is brought.  However, you have a very good set of standards.  Whether or not they apply, it’s a very good guideline to follow.

Univ. of WI – Madison is an example of a university that has adopted Section 508 for their accessibility policy.  You can go to their web site to learn more.

We said earlier that the ADA may or may not apply.  If there’s a time when you’re facing litigation, if you have used the Section 508 guidelines, you can say that you have made a good faith effort to be accessible.  It’s simply a good idea.

ADA and Section 504 establish the right of students to accommodations.  Additionally, here in Texas and some other states, the state legislatures have passed laws related to accessibility to information technology.  So even if 508 doesn’t apply, you may have state laws that do.

Resna.org lists which states have laws.

What do we mean when we say “accessible”?  The first thing is HTML, the common language of the Internet.  Most pages on the Internet are written in HTML.  HTML is simply a text file that your browser interprets into something that looks nice on your screen.

When we talk about Web Accessibility (first generation) we’re talking about making them more accessible for screen readers and similar devices.  One study looked at web pages used by DL, and used a tool called Bobby and looked for errors.  Only 24% of over 100 pages they looked at were accessible.  This is just the first page you would see if you were to enroll.  So we have a pretty good idea of the level of commitment.

Another study looked at private companies that specialize in DL.  Only 15% were found to be accessible (first page).  

The way most colleges and universities work is to use programs like Blackboard or WebCT.  The courseware pages that are provided are basically shells and faculty members can go in a fill up these shells with content, such as Power Point, streaming video and lectures, Word documents, PDF documents, flash animations, any kind of program appropriate for that class.  These programs make it very easy for the faculty because most faculties do not know the system that well.  Simply plugging info into Blackboard or WebCT is very easy.  But are they accessible?

The latest versions of both programs sill have some accessibility problems, but you can get around and do most things.  They both have accessibility experts working on making them more accessible.  However, if I’m a professor and put in 20 pages of PDF files, it doesn’t matter how accessible the programs are if the material I put in is inaccessible. 

So that’s the difference between first and second-generation accessibility.  First generation is simply the HTML and second generation are the programs used to plug information in.

There are no standards or way to look at power point and see if it will be accessible, the same with Word, Excel, etc.  These are second-generation issues, these are not HTML documents available on the web.  And each program has different accessibility issues you have to address separately.  These documents are created by faculty members who may or may not have a good handle on what it takes to make it accessible.  This is a much harder task. 

I you ask me how to make a web page accessible, I can direct you to a ton of web pages with resources on how to make your page accessible.  There aren’t the resources to tell you how to make a power point accessible, for example.

First generation problems are generally handled by IT professionals who understand a lot of the technology and issues.  The second generation problems are handled by faculty who most likely don’ have hat background and may not even know if they have a student with a disability in their class.

I have a power point presentation with 100 different slides.  I can upload this to the Internet and people without disabilities can see my presentation just fine.  It presents my slides as images.  The problem with that is if I am using a screen reader, I cannot access those slides because screen readers can only read text.  But the power point slide is not text, it’s an image.  So how do I get both the text and the image?  There is a way in the newer versions that allow you to save the presentation as an HTML, but that uses a lot of frames which is also difficult for screen readers.

We are encouraging people to create one HTML file for each power point presentation.  Create each slide as a jpeg file.  Set up the HTML file so each image appears and set up an alt-tag for each image.  In the body of the HTML presentation, set up the text. The text can be the text from the file, an explanation, speaker notes, etc.

This is not very obvious to do, you have to have a good knowledge of accessible HTML, but you will have an accessible slide presentation in HTML that uses less memory, it’s easier for people to use that have slower connections and for people with disabilities.

How do faculty know how to do this?  At our school we created ACCESS e-learning.  It will have 10 different modules for faculty members to go in and take the modules, then they will have the tools they need to make their classes accessible.  The instructions for the power point I mentioned is described there better than I can do here.  Also Word, Excel, Flash animation, etc.

Comment: I work at a community college and the learning curve to even get them to use blackboard was huge.  How long would it take for a faculty member who just learned to use blackboard to learn this?

Answer: We are estimating 100 hours.  We are looking at how realistic this is, how long does it take, can they actually create an accessible page after the modules, etc.

The modules are in beta and will not be publicly accessible for a couple of months.  We hoping to create a shorter version, but this is very much a pilot program.  I think in the final version it will probably only take 20-25 hours to go through the modules.

The web site is www.accesselearning.net
Question: will you have any prerequisites?

Answer: No, but some HTML is helpful.  You don’t have to take all 10 modules, you can just take the ones you want.  If you don’t use flash, you can skip that module.

Q: What is the cost?

A: Free as long as our grant lasts, then we might have to charge something, it just depends.

Q:  Am I right in understanding that they don’t have to know any HTML?

A:  They need a very basic, such as creating an alt-tag, which anyone can learn in a few minutes.

Q: will you cover style sheets?

A:  yes, the 10th module, which isn’t written, yet will cover more advanced issues including cascading style sheets.

If you don’t know what a cascading style sheet is, it’s a small file associated with each page.  It says, for example, the format of the page, the font, the color, the layout, etc.  The nice thing is that as a user, I can override it, such as if I have low vision and I prefer different colors, I can change that.  

Q:  this morning we heard about the DSS provider making faculty web sites accessible.  Have you heard of that, the DSS office making the changes instead of the faculty themselves?

A:  It could be.  In the k-12 model, we had the idea we would teach all the faculty basic HTML issues and found out they knew nothing about HTML, or even how to use Google.  So we stopped and instituted accessibly coaches, so there is one person on each campus responsible.  You might have that at the college or university level, where you have a few people who are the experts and responsible for making them accessible.  But if you do it that way, they will never catch up because they are constantly retrofitting.  The better way is to each the people writing the materials in the first place.

One example is I wrote the flyer for this session and set it off to get printed.  The printer sent it back to me as a PDF, which was a problem when I wanted to make a Braille version.  I had to re-do the whole flyer to be able to make a Braille version.  If I had realized I needed a Braille version at the beginning, it would have saved me a lot of time.

Q:  Is this technology, will it help with captioning lectures in any way?

A:  yes, a program developed by WGBH in Boston called Magpie.  One of the modules will cover how to use magpie.  The way that magpie works is that it’s a very small database attached to your streaming video file.  You simply enter in the captioning and when to display it and it merges the captioning with the video.  It’s very simple to do.

We’re working with the Univ. of Louisville to help them caption all their videos using student workers.  A smart 7th grader can do it.  The problem is that it takes time because you have to type all the information (transcribe the video).

Any more questions?  I’m sorry I didn’t have the right projector, it would have been easier to show you.  I will be downstairs if you want to chat more.  

