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Abstract

Educators, learners, librarians, and publishers don’t mean to cause pain to me and my
disabled peers, but they do. Digital accessibility and inaccessibility in education is viscerally
material to learners with disabilities; it touches our bodies, minds, and our sense of self-in-
community. Guidance and tools to support the adoption of digital practices that would enable
rather than disable people who use assistive technologies have been around for 20 years and yet
post-secondary leadership, education scholarship, and educator training programs have yet to
normalize them (Dolmage, 2017; Oswal & Melongon, 2017; Palmeri, 2006; Seale, 20204a;
Zdenek, 2019). That too is painful. Universal Design for Learning, arguably the most popular
pedagogical approach to inclusive education in post-secondary, at an institutional level, regularly
omits discussion of digital accessibility; leaving educators unaware there are problems or
solutions to explore. This research project draws on 1) learners’ lived experiences, 2) scholarship
on digital accessibility as sociocultural phenomena (Das et al., 2019; Palmeri, 2006; Seale, 2013;
Treviranus et al., 2019) relative to pedagogy and praxis, and 3) on the liberatory, anti-oppression
work of activists and artists leading the Disability Justice movement (Clare, 2015; Piepzna-
Samarasinha, 2018; Sheppard, 2019; Sins Invalid, 2016). Using a transformative inquiry
approach, this research offers educators multiple entry points to expand their understanding of
digital accessibility, and of how learners with disabilities use technology to participate in post-
secondary learning communities. This is offered in service of supporting fellow educators and
researchers to learn and model a transformative digital accessibility praxis, one that includes and

enables learners with disabilities in both our learning communities and in the digital commons.
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Chapter 1. Introduction

Digital accessibility can be viscerally material, and both educationally and agentively
meaningful to learners with disabilities, and it touches every aspect of student life. Consider
something as basic as how a course syllabus is distributed. If it is distributed in an in-person class
in print form only, this one simple act can precipitate feelings of physical strain, exclusion or
erasure for learners who use assistive technology to read, or who need time to collect their
thoughts in order to have questions ready for an in-class discussion of the syllabus, or who have
specific print needs, e.g. large font, to make print documents accessible. Consider the compound
effect of starting course after course with those same experiences of strain, exclusion, or erasure.
Whereas, if the same syllabus is authored in a digitally accessible format and is also shared
digitally four or five days in advance of class, that simple act can signal to learners that the
educator values accessibility, welcomes learners with disabilities, and has developed digital
practices to facilitate ease of access and momentum for learning.

Learners engage in hundreds if not thousands of digitally-mediated interactions during
their post-secondary education. Their sense of inclusion in post-secondary, and their agency to
manage their well-being (experiences of palpable ease versus strain, and momentum versus
obstacles) is in part dependent on the extent to which the people in their learning communities —

educators, librarians, disability support staff and peers — do or don’t know:

e what makes digital materials and environments accessible or inaccessible, and
e how taken-for-granted digital practices marginalize learners with disabilities.
The research topic of digital accessibility in post-secondary education is vast. Building

since the early 2000’s, some overlapping categories of study have emerged:



e the accessibility of educational technology and materials,
e policy and compliance, and
e pedagogy and praxis.
What follows is just a glance at the type of literature that can be found in each category.

Educational technology and materials: Certainly, much digital accessibility research in
education (DARE) literature looks at technical factors that relate to learners’ use of information
and communication technology (ICT) (Fichten et al., 2009, 2012, 2020), and the accessibility of
digital learning environments, both online learning environments and technology-integrated
bricks-and-mortar learning environments (Fichten et al., 2009; Roberts et al., 2011; Rodriguez et
al., 2017; Seale, 2006). Some DARE literature delves into specific learner experiences, such as
the experiences of people who use assistive technology to participate in collaborative digital
environments with nondisabled people (Das et al., 2019; Nierling & Maia, 2020; Seita et al.,
2021). Additionally, there is no shortage of literature on the creation and curation of digitally
accessible course content, often written for and by both educators and librarians (Bradbard &
Peters, 2008; Lewin, 2015; Linder & Ecampus, 2016; MARY FERNANDEZ, and THE
NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND, INC., Plaintiffs, v. DUKE UNIVERSITY,
Defendant., 2021; Wood et al., 2017; Zdenek, n.d.).

Policy and compliance: There is a plethora of audit-style inquiries into the web
accessibility of academic institutions’ public-facing websites, much of it demonstrating non-
compliance with state legislation (Bradbard et al., 2010; Kimmons, 2017; Lorca et al., 2018).
Compliance-focused literature also investigates the effectiveness of legislation, the development

and implementation of policies and auditing practices, as well as inquiries into the accessibility



of service delivery in academic institutions (Coughlan & Lister, 2018; Epshteyn, 2019; Marquis
etal., 2016).

Pedagogy and praxis: There are practitioners and scholars writing about digital
accessibility relative to pedagogy and praxis. Some are primarily concerned with integrating the
internationally accepted Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) Web Content Accessibility
Guidelines (WCAG) and the Perceivable, Operable, Understandable and Robust (POUR)
framework as published in the 2.0 edition in 2008 (Web Accessibility Initiative, 2024; World
Wide Web Consortium, 2008) into praxis (Bradbard & Peters, 2008, 2010; Gronseth, 2018).
Some are concerned with what could be considered a culture toward, or impeding, digital
accessibility and inclusion that can emerge amongst teaching colleagues within a faculty, and
how that influences pedagogical directions en masse (Gallaher, 2023; Lewthwaite & Sloan,
2016; Youngblood et al., 2018). However, there is a small canon of scholars whose work is
informed by the WCAG 2.0 POUR framework (2008) described below, but who extend their
thinking to critically consider digital accessibility and digital practices as they relate to: the social
construction of knowledge, independence and interdependence in learning, learner agency, the
ableism embedded in common digital practices, social justice, equitable learning experiences,
and the learning outcomes of learners with disabilities (Melongon, 2018; Oswal, 2018; Oswal &
Meloncon, 2017; Palmeri, 2006; Seale, 2006, 2020a; Zdenek, 2019). These scholars take a
critical, disability studies-informed approach to digital accessibility and inclusion that is
potentially transformative.

We have twenty-plus years of scholarship in this area, and thousands of the step-by-step
and how-to guides for digital accessibility practices published and shared on thousands of

academic institution websites. However, campus communities, and educators specifically, have



been slow to adopt accessible digital practices (Seale, 2020a). This hesitance has immediate

impacts on learners with disabilities and long-term impacts for inclusion in the digital commons.

Problem

Globally, researchers argue that despite the potential for ICT to improve access, inclusion
and learning outcomes for learners with disabilities, post-secondary institutions continue to fall
short of effectively utilizing ICT to deliver equitable and accessible educational experiences
(Buhler et al., 2020; Burgstahler et al., 2020; Fichten et al., 2020; Heiman et al., 2020; King et
al., 2020; Seale, 2020a). Concerningly, relatively few studies and educator resources specifically
address the embedded ableism in many of our “normalized” digital practices; practices that can
foster digitally inaccessible learning environments and an inaccessible digital commons,
including the production and dissemination of digitally inaccessible materials. We do have
literature discussing the effect digital practices have on the agency, learning experiences, and
lives of learners with disabilities (Das et al., 2019; Dolmage, 2017; Melongon, 2018; Oswal,
2018; Seale, 2020a, 2023a). However, even critical literature tends to lack engagement with how
digital accessibility and inaccessibility, as phenomena, corporeally manifest in learners’ bodies
as say, a sense of ease, injury, or pain, or how encounters can be felt as perhaps comfort,
stagnation, or strain. Very little is known about how these palpable lived experiences are
reflected on the learners’ academic transcripts. We are left to wonder how often the transcripts of
students with disabilities are accurate reflections of their academic abilities, as opposed to
accurate reflections of their endurance for encountering repeated incidents of disablement, digital
or otherwise. Without this potentially discomforting discourse, we lack evidence of harm —
avoidable harm — and we also lack evidence of the momentum, and benefits thereof, that students

gain when digital hurdles to academic success are removed.



Purpose

At the core of all digital accessibility research in education, | see two common desires.
The first is a desire to improve learning experiences and learning outcomes for learners with
disabilities. It is possible to imagine measurable targets and timelines being set towards
achieving this goal. In fact, Laura King et al. (2020) offers guidance for identifying and engaging
campus “stakeholders” in such a campaign. Armed with decades of legislation, litigation, ICT
design revolutions, frameworks, checklists, and policies, surely those “stakeholders” should
succeed, but there is ample evidence that they have not yet succeeded in their cause (Kimmons,
2017; Marquis et al., 2016; Moriarty, 2018; Oswal, 2018; Oswal & Melongon, 2017; Seale,
2006, 2020a; Silberman, 2018).

The second desire is more nebulous. Inconveniently, many believe it to be a prerequisite,
or at least a corequisite, for any campaign to improve learning outcomes to succeed. The second
desire is for genuine, justice-informed, lived experience-informed cultural acceptance of, and
respect, for the myriad ways learners with disabilities can and do use digital technology to learn
and contribute to post-secondary education and beyond. Looking at the second desire from
another angle, it is a cultural shift that requires the upending of normalized, taken-for-granted
digital practices that recursively reinforce ableism and marginalize learners with disabilities.

This literature review attends to the second desire, focusing in on the educator’s domain,
specifically pedagogy and praxis. We know that both educators’ and learners’ current digital
practices contribute to persistent, even chronic, digital inaccessibility in our teaching and
learning environments and communities. The bulk of the literature on digital accessibility
relative to learning environments and communities focuses on educator practices. Surprisingly,

little literature acknowledges that learners with and without disabilities, functioning as active



contributors in learning communities, must also learn and adopt accessible digital practices to
avoid marginalizing their peers. Certainly, various educational technologies can be vectors for
experiences of digital accessibility and inaccessibility (e.g., Learning Management System
(LMS), digital files, online assessments, websites, etc.). However, as accessibility features are
increasingly built into mainstream and educational technologies, it is increasingly our normalized
digital practices that functionally impair learners with disabilities (Buhler et al., 2020). Said
another way, both educators and learners have the potential and agency to improve digital access
and inclusion; and both can critically intervene in the digital marginalization of people with
disabilities in post-secondary education, and in the broader digital commons.

The purpose of this research project, both the literature review and the CanDARE.ca
website (as research material for dissemination), is to open an exciting, potentially
transformative space for shifting perspectives on digital accessibility and inclusion, and to offer
educators, and ultimately learners, various entry points to critically engage with their own digital
practices. I can’t help but imagine the potential for a paradigm shift given that digital
accessibility in post-secondary touches: literacy and communication, workflows and habits,
research practices and scholarship dissemination practices, teaching and learning including
power and agentive dynamics in learning communities, and assessment of learners with
disabilities.

Research Questions

| began engaging with the literature by asking:

1. How are educators supported to learn about and practice digital accessibility?



2. What critical provocations and interventions support educators to meaningfully
reflect on their digital practices relative to access, inclusion, and improved learning experiences
for learners with disabilities?

3. What academic conventions, systems, and pedagogical approaches impede
educator reflection on the accessibility of their digital practices?

4. How do the visceral experiences of learners with disabilities shape research?

Reflecting on these questions, | observed that two characteristics of research consistently drew,
and held, my attention. The first was critical and transformational inquiries that approach digital
accessibility and inaccessibility as a politically charged, sociocultural phenomenon and social
justice issue. The second was the audible, palpable inclusion of the voices of people with
disabilities. Resources with one or both characteristics were limited, but they were also sticky,
exploratory, and less straightforward than how-to literature. Research with aspects of learner
voice often engaged more chaotically with the messy, knowable, and unknowable experiences of

the diverse and distributed disability community.

Ultimately, my primary research question became this: How might learner voice,
including my voice, and critical problem posing be used to support educators to critically
attend to the digital marginalization of disabled learners in post-secondary and adopt a

transformative digital accessibility praxis?

Methodology and Project Description

Digital accessibility and accessible digital praxis are presently not well understood by
many post-secondary educators. My own relationship to, and understanding of, digital
accessibility has deepened relative to my academic research, my professional practice, and my

health. As a result, | return over and over to my own experiences of digital barriers, digital



dependencies, and digital flow in my learning journey. The CanDARE research project is
designed to combine embodied understandings and experiences with research literature on digital
accessibility in ways that critically shift understanding and potentially transform digital practice,
both for myself and others.

As such, my approach to research fits within Donna Mertens’ conception of the
transformative research paradigm, which begins with acknowledging and observing systemic
oppression in the status quo, and conducting research that seeks liberatory and transformative
outcomes for the researcher(s) and the community (Mertens, 2017). This work is rooted in
critical inquiry and social justice and is inherently political. It is commonly used to work in, and
with, marginalized communities and has been used extensively with disability communities
including Mertens’ own research with the D/deaf (Canadian Association of the Deaf, n.d.)
community.

Mertens argues in support of methodologies that honour multiple ways of knowing.
Drawing on Walton (2014), Mertens advocates for using an expansive literature review,
including work that challenges the researcher’s own values and assumptions, and collecting
“intuitive and integral” knowledge via qualitative, quantitative, or mixed methods. The research
product itself must integrate and demonstrate ways of knowing that are relevant to and respectful
of the community and be shared in “meaningful ways, with diverse audiences” (p. 23). The scope
of this Masters project is much smaller than the scope of Mertens’ work, however, the research
design does align with the essential elements of her approach. Guided by an expansive literature
review, | pair intuitive, transformative inquiry methods (e.g., journaling, creative writing,

montage, etc.) with conventional methods (e.qg., literature review, annotated bibliography, coding



themes, etc.), and share the research product with educators and learners in multiple ways (e.g.,
the CanDARE.ca website, conference presentations, journal articles, etc.)

As a framework for my inquiry, I chose the four spheres of influence model (pictured in
Figure 1 below) as presented by Dr Jennifer Thom (J. Thom, personal correspondence,
September 27, 2023), and the Transformative Inquiry team at the University of Victoria (What Is
Transformative Inquiry, n.d.). This framework challenges teacher-learner-researchers to
iteratively use unbounded questions and creative prompts to engage deeply, sometimes
awkwardly or uncomfortably with teaching, learning and research by drawing on materials
gathered from inquiry partners, self-study, classroom observation, and the academic literature.
These materials are much more than research data points. The materials are used by the teacher-
learner-researcher to be examined, shaped, reshaped and transformed as part of a dynamic,

relational process toward transformative experiences of teaching and learning.



Figure 1

Four Spheres of Influence Model

Inquiry Partners

What do colleagues, parents,
students, community members
" believe? What is the relationship

* between what they tell you and your *

Classroom Observations

What stories from the field are related
to your question? What is the history
underlying these stories? What social context

may hold influence?

10

- beliefs around the topic? How does
. what they say inform your question? |

............
. .
......

« Self Study = Academic Literature -

. What can you learn from your
‘. personal experience? What is your
intuitional knowing about the
topic? Why are you passionate 3
about this? How does this relate  «,
to and/or shape your S
question?

What is the larger academic community 1
thinking about your topic? How do your
questions fit within this context? What

will make your exploration
empirically sound? (Are your
sources trustworthy?)

Note: Four overlapping circles represent what are seen as interconnected, and well-respected

sources for deepening inquiry. The full text is also written in the body of the paper below.

Digital Accessibility Note: The caption above as well as the alt-text for the figure points readers
to the in-text description of the four spheres model because the density of text in the image
exceeds the functional limitations of alt-text and captions. Therefore, for equity and access, the
full text in the figure is transcribed below for readers who perceive figures by alt text or who are
unable to adequately perceive the information in the figure visually and the image is visually
described.

The four spheres of influence model is made up of four overlapping circles. Each circle

represents a respected source of knowledge, or source of materials for sense-making. Together
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they represent the interconnected community that is connected to the research. They read as
follows:

Academic literature: What is the larger community asking about your topic? How do
your questions fit within this context? What will make your exploration empirically sound? (Are
your sources trustworthy?)

Classroom observations: What stories from the field are related to your question? What
is the history underlying these stories? What social context may hold influence? What do you
see?

Inquiry Partners: What do colleagues, parents, students, and community members
believe? What is the relationship between what they tell you and your beliefs around the topic?
How does what they say inform your question?

Self Study: What can you learn from personal experience? What is your intuitional
knowing about the topic? Why are you passionate about this? How does this relate to and shape
your question?

In this project, | drew on these overlapping influences as follows:

Academic Literature: an expansive literature review on digital accessibility relative to
learning experiences, pedagogy, and theory in post-secondary.

Classroom Observation: reflections on my professional experiences as an adult educator
in the field of digital writing, and as a learning experience designer focused on digital
accessibility in post-secondary.

Inquiry Partners: secondary sources and “common knowledge” from my disability
community, the disability arts community, as well as my educator colleagues, and my learner

colleagues.



12

Self Study: documentation of experiences, personal reflections synthesized through
creative writing, personal essay, recordings, and photo montage.

| found myself questioning how | might add my voice to this research space and offer
tools for other’s inquiries. These questions became secondary research questions:

Q 1A: As a researcher, how might I ground my research production in the theory and

work of my accessibility and disability elders, and distribute it in digitally accessible

ways to actively support a digital accessibility paradigm shift in post-secondary?

Q 1B: As a person with disabilities, how might | weave my voice through the voices of
learners with disabilities already captured in research?
Q 1C: As an educator, how might I use critical and liberatory pedagogical approaches to

support educators to reflect on their digital practices?

These “how” questions led me to explore digital means to manipulate and accessibly
express my research, the result of which is the CanDARE.ca website. The website is designed to
bring attention to the work of researchers, activists and learners talking about digital accessibility
and inclusion issues and shine a light on taken-for-granted ableist digital practices.
Experimenting with different forms of digital media and writing, CanDARE.ca engages with the
lived experiences of digital accessibility and inaccessibility that are often obscured by policies,
checklists, legal frameworks, and much academic and empirical scholarship.

The CanDARE Library was developed as an annotated bibliography “crip hack™ (a term

used commonly in the disability community to describe a community-designed technology
solution to a disability challenge). I built the pages of the Library section as individual annotated
bibliography posts to save and structure my thinking about key characteristics of the DARE

literature in a searchable format. Posts are tagged to add visibility and centre the voices of


https://www.candare.ca/post-secondary-library
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disabled and otherwise marginalized artists and scholars, and to improve the searchability of the
resources.

The Praxis section offers traditional blog posts that unhide ableism in common digital

practices. It also offers problem-posing praxis provocations that pair insights from the literature

with image montage, visceral understandings, and creative reflections. By combining traditional
academic work with intuitive work in this way, | hope to use the CanDARE website to provoke
and support embodied understanding and critical reflection in others. A more detailed discussion
of the site design and content can be found in chapter 4.

A final note on the website as a transformative research product. The CanDARE website
is iteratively written, designed, and published. As such, it has changed and will continue to
change relative to user feedback, changing understandings of accessibility, further personal
reflection, and changes in technology. In this way, it will never be “done.” It is currently
undergoing digital accessibility testing by people with disabilities and in time will provide
exemplars for digitally accessible media. However, it is presented “as is,” providing an exemplar
of what I call the “modelling and muddling” approach to digital accessibility. I'm trying. | will
fail. I will learn. And things will get better.

Author Positionality

| read and write with a critical feminist and emancipatory view of teaching and learning.
From this perspective, | see formal, informal, and embodied opportunities for learning as
inherently sociocultural and political. I believe our teaching and learning experiences are
informed and mediated by the dominant culture, dominant narratives, our relationships with
countercultures, our material environment, which inescapably includes technology, and by the

personal, intimate, palpable, and political ways our bodies come to know, understand, and


https://www.candare.ca/unhiding-ableism-in-education
https://www.candare.ca/praxis-provocations/
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engage with the world. Each time I sit down at my computer to read, the voices of my text-to-
speech tools bring to mind the voices of the many learners using assistive technology as part of
their educational path; injecting breadth and breath to my understanding of multiple ways of
learning, ways of teaching, ways of researching, and ways of being. | write with the accumulated
privilege of a white, cis, queer woman who lived most of my life as an enabled able. Now, my
identity is growing into being a disabled learner/educator, researcher /writer conscious of, and
comfortable with, my “otherness” in society. As | work to make sense of the academic literature
and other forms of cultural productions in my field, I also work to make sense of the evolving,
shifting ways my body processes sensory information, attends to language, and moves (or
wobbles) through the world. This isn’t the research | thought I’d write. It is the research only |
can write.
Literature Review Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria

The references cited here emerged from my engagement with scholarly work in this field,
and engagement with the cultural production of artists and activists with disabilities. Sourcing
scholarly work, | began using a combination of Boolean searches in the University of Victoria
Library collections, backward and forward citation-chaining, and journal searches. Searches
included the key construct term “digital accessibility” and variant terms: web accessibility, web
accessible, web inaccess*, web content accessibility, digital accessibility, digital inaccess*.
Search findings then revealed the common use of the term “digital practices” in the literature,
which | then added to searches.

These terms were paired with “post-secondary” and variant terms, such as “higher-ed*”.
References from these general topic papers led me to find many articles related to the use of,

and/or accessibility of, specific educational technologies, as well as articles that discussed
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specific assistive technologies. The references also led me to articles related to specific
experiences of disability, such as learners with vision impairments. Many of these articles proved
to illustrate important complexities and often used methodologies that foreground student voice.

These terms were also paired with search terms related to educators including: educator
resources, training for educators, pedagogy, praxis, accommodations, etc. Terms were also
paired with learner experience terms including: student*, learn*, disabil*, disable*. Literature
pertaining to the K-12 learning context was excluded unless a discussion of skills or needs was
deemed relevant to the post-secondary context.

All research methodologies were included as part of the search. Research approaches
common to the field include qualitative studies, some of which include student voice, as well as
case studies and normative arguments based on practitioner perspectives and literature reviews.
Quantitative and qualitative studies offer some longitudinal data. A small number of research
papers explicitly offer praxis interventions. Common guidance for educators was gleaned from a
survey of educator how-to resources found on the websites of post-secondary institutions in
Canada, the United States (U.S.). and the United Kingdom (U.K.). Transformative or
emancipatory research models were found to be used by scholars interested in transformative
pedagogical approaches and academic activism (Almog, 2018; Oswal & Melongon, 2017; Seale,
2017; Seale et al., 2010).

I encountered most of the disability arts work cited here through my own broad
engagement with cultural production. Much like academic scholars, the disability arts
community has a generous practice of referencing the work of others in the community. As a
result, each time | revisited work that | had seen or read previously, | found myself pointed

toward new-to-me artists and works. The exception to this is the work of Alice Sheppard, who |
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was introduced to when she gave the keynote address, “Disability will (re)ymake the arts” at
Congress of the Humanities and Social Sciences (2021).
People-Centered Definitions

Definitions of some key constructs are offered here to nurture shared understanding and
abate construct conflation. The definitions come with the caveat that language is always alive,
contextual, and political. As such, the definitions provided are explicitly not universal or
conclusive. Informed by both scholarly rhetoric and common usage within the disability
community, these definitions offer a window into the point of view of the writer and locate the
work rhetorically. The static nature of explicit definitions is somewhat antithetical to any
nuanced understanding of, or engagement with, accessibility or disability. However, even if these
definitions serve only as loci for disagreement, they can be tools for much-needed discourse.

Disability: This paper’s conception of disability aligns with common usage of the term in
critical disability studies and Disability Justice rhetoric, literature and cultural production (Bie et
al., 2020; F. K. Campbell, 2009; Goodley, 2014; Hall, 2019; Piepzna-Samarasinha, 2018; Sins
Invalid, 2016). Here, disability is messy. It can exist as an experience of a medicalized
impairment, and as an experience of extra-corporeal social, political, and dynamic constructs,
situated in and on the body. This conception contends that built environments, tools, systems to
organize people, societal norms, and other human constructs such as language, literacy and
progress, privilege some and disable others. Disability can also be experienced intersectionally,
as experiences of disability play out in, and on, the non-normative body in heterogeneous ways
across communities of colour, across class structures, and across diverse geopolitical and

socioeconomic communities.
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Disablism and ableism: Jay Dolmage (2017), citing Kumari Campbell (2009),
eloquently defines disablism and ableism in the post-secondary education context as the
manifestation of conscious and unconscious assumptions or beliefs that have the effect of
separating out, or otherwise inequitably treating, people with actual or perceived disabilities.
Where disablism negatively constructs disability, ableism positively constructs, values and
normalizes the contemporary ideals on which the able, autonomous, productive citizen-learner is
modelled (Dolmage, 2017; Goodley, 2014). It can be helpful to imagine that disablism is to
racism what ableism is to white supremacy.

Disabled learners: I use the term disabled learners cautiously. Personally, I often choose
to identify as a “learner with disabilities.” This descriptor uses person-first language. Just as
often, 1 would stand with others in my community who would resonate with the descriptor
“disabled learner.” Some would say this descriptor is “identity first” and others might see it as
simply situationally appropriate. How we — people with disabilities — identify is our choice and
should be respected (Wong, 2019). The term disabled learners is frequently used in this review
situationally when discussing a learner with a disability who has experienced an act of
educational disablement, meaning something in their learning environment or someone in their
learning community has functionally disabled them (Dolmage, 2017a; Seale, 2020).

Temporarily able-bodied and enabled: Disability Justice authors and activists
polemically use the term “temporarily able-bodied” as a rhetorical device to remind non-disabled
people that, as Almog says, “the boundaries between disability and able-bodiedness are
extremely fragile (Almog, 2018, p. 224).” At some point, most people will experience disability
whether by accident, illness, or aging. | occasionally use the term “enabled learners” or the more

polemic “enabled ables” in a similar way, to refer to able-bodied actors whose social/political,
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environmental, technological and/or educational context enable them to succeed. This use draws
on Eli Clare’s musings about disabled and enabled people.

But if | call myself disabled in order to describe how the ableist world treats me

as a person with cerebral palsy, then shouldn’t I call nondisabled people

enabled? That word locates the condition of being nondisabled, not on the

nondisabled body, but in the world’s reaction to that body. (Clare, 2015, p. 82)

Digital accessibility: This term must be understood to be people-centered. It describes a
dynamic state of being that exists between people and technology, or between people,
technology, and other people. Digital technology, content, code, environments, and experiences
can be described as digitally accessible when designed and operated so that people with
disabilities (who may or may not use specialized assistive technology) can equitably: find,
understand, navigate, engage in, and contribute to information sharing, information production,
and sociocultural experiences in digital environments.

Where web accessibility was originally conceived by the World Wide Web Consortium
(W3C) to address practices online, e.g., the design of websites and web authoring tools (Yesilada
& Harper, 2019), digital accessibility includes web accessibility but is expressly not limited to
online environments. The term digital accessibility can be applied to the design and use of smart
devices, systems computing, data management and storage, software, and apps, etc. It is also
appropriate to use this construct to discuss the accessibility effects of digital literacy practices
such as document authoring, video production, etc.

Though digital accessibility is people-centered, it is not a universal experience. It is
relational, relative to digital tools, environments, materials. It is relative to a person’s own digital

practices and relative to other people’s digital practices. Though some tools, environments, or
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materials could be said to be entirely inaccessible, people often experience degrees of digital
accessibility and inaccessibility. For example, an image file without alt-text cannot be perceived
by a screen reader user and is therefore entirely inaccessible, but it might be the only inaccessible
element of what is otherwise experienced by that learner as an accessible, perceivable, and
navigable document. Learners with disabilities will have varying experiences of digital
accessibility and inaccessibility while using software and apps on their personal devices, sharing
files with peers, using a course LMS or completing an assessment online, interacting with
touchscreens or digital maps, watching videos or slide presentations, listening to podcasts, or
engaging in any digitally mediated task in post-secondary (Bradbard & Peters, 2008; Petrie et al.,
2015; Seale, 2006; Yesilada & Harper, 2019; Zdenek, n.d.).

Digital disablement: Where digital accessibility creates a platform for digital
enablement, inaccessible materials, digitally marginalizing environments, disabling design, and
disabling practices negatively construct a platform for disabling learners. The following vignette

is offered to illustrate an example of an act of digital disablement that this paper will return to.

Vignette: Digital Disablement.

An educator uses an in-class, digital polling tool that is inoperable by a learner who is
dyslexic, either because the polling tool doesn’t interface with the learner’s assistive
technology, or because the time to read and respond to the poll is insufficient, thereby
disabling the learner from participating in the learning activity. In this example, the
educator’s choice of technology, and/or the way they use it, has disabled the learner,

rendering them a disabled learner in the situation.
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Here, it is important to underscore that experiences of disablement are situational and / or
relational. Learners with disabilities who experience disablement may not feel disabled in all
learning contexts, and they may feel positively enabled in non-disabling learning contexts.

Digital accessibility literacy skills: Much digital accessibility how-to literature for
educators focuses on course content, and on what are often referred to as web accessibility skills,
or web accessible writing skills, or accessible course content skills (Association on Higher
Education and Disability, 2022; University of Victoria, 2024; w3c_wali, 2019). | have previously
introduced the notion of framing some of these skills as literacy skills (Ashbourne, 2021).
Specifically, I define digital accessibility literacy skills as the primarily text-based skills for
reading, writing, producing, and curating digitally accessible media. These skills are adapted
from WCAG 2.0 (2008) (see Table 1) and when employed, can support some learners with
disabilities, and many learners who use assistive technologies, to perceive and navigate
information.

Digital practices: The term digital practices (see Table 2) encompasses the wide range
of ways that educators engage with digital technologies for teaching and learning. Our digital
practices include how or even if we learn and apply basic digital accessibility literacy skills.
Digital practices also include more complex actions and choices that we make, intentionally and
unintentionally, to use technology in ways that include or marginalize learners. Our digital
practices are informed by both our learned skills and our pedagogical beliefs, such that they are
almost inextricable (Oswal & Melongon, 2017; Seale, 2020b). Like digital technology,
environments, and materials, digital practices can be assessed in degrees of accessibility and
inclusion relative to the WCAG 2.0 POUR framework (2008), and relative to the lived

experiences of the people experiencing the practices.
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WCAG 2.0 POUR framework (2008): This framework can be used to assess if digital
materials, environments, and activities are perceivable, operable, understandable, or not for
potential users. It is also used to assess if accessibility holds up in a robust way across devices,
serving relatively equitable and consistent experiences. The following is paraphrased from the
recent Introduction to Understanding WCAG 2.2 (2024):

Perceivable: Information and tools are presented to users in ways that can be perceived.

Operable: Interfaces can be operated.

Understandable: Information and operation are understandable.

Robust: Digital content or digital experiences can be reliably interpreted across devices,

even as technologies advance, including assistive technologies.

If something is found not to be perceivable, operable, understandable, or robust to a user group,
it might be described as having an accessibility error or as being noncompliant with the web
content accessibility guidelines.

Deviations from American Psychological Association (APA) Style Guide

Drawing on feminist citation concerns and practices raised by Sara Ahmed (Ahmed,
2013) and many others since, and emerging anti-oppressive citation practices that are informed
by publications such as Elements of Indigenous Style by Gregory Younging (2025), this text
intentionally amplifies the disabled, IBPOC, 2SLGBTQ+, emerging, and women scholars and
artists cited throughout. One way it does this is by using both the first and last name the first time
the author is discussed. Though controversial, and a deviation from APA, I intentionally use first
names because it adds visibility to the contributions of people of colour and women and trans
folk in particular, and because it amplifies emerging voices relative to terms such as Disability

Justice, digital accessibility and digital justice in search engines.
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Some argue that the practice of referring to all cited scholars by their last name only has a
levelling effect. Others argue the practice obscures the contributions of marginalized voices. It
allows for the appearance of a status quo — a white, male, ableist-washing — and has the very real
effect of maintaining hierarchies of power. The benefits of being easily found in search are
many. Aside from obvious research dissemination benefits, using full names in research
increases relevant search results that might be seen by hiring committees, granting agents,
colleagues seeking research partners, etc. People commonly search people as a step in any
vetting process. Established and emerging disabled scholars in this space, for example, Sushil
Oswal, Ann Gagné, and Matthew Seita can also benefit from having their full names connected
to one another in search. Likewise, artists Alice Sheppard, Eli Clare, and Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-
Samarasinha can benefit from search associations with education, and digital accessibility
scholars and topics.

Finally, this deviation from APA aligns with accessibility practices. A key aspect of
digital accessibility is ease of access, which includes findability. If the practice of using first and
last names makes it a little easier for people to find this research in search, or find other work by
these authors, amplification wins. Lastly, using full names in education materials, and not using
abbreviations or last names only until a name has been used in full, is a well-established
accessibility practice.

One final deviation from APA is that the term Disability Justice will be capitalized
throughout the paper. This choice is made for amplification of the movement whose foundational

principles are central to the ethos of this work.
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Conclusion

To conclude this chapter, I will simply say that the transformative nature of this research
challenges me as a researcher to both question my own understandings and assumptions, and
trust in my embodied ways of knowing as | work with the literature. Approaching the research
design and the literature review that follows with this perspective does at times feel nebulous.
However, critical provocations and interventions to support educators to meaningfully reflect on
their digital practices relative to access and inclusion did come to light. The need for the visceral
experiences of learners with disabilities to shape research is real and its absence is felt. This
research project claims space for learner experiences of digital accessibility and inaccessibility,
digital inclusions, and marginalization to work hand in hand with the literature to guide

educators toward a transformative digital accessibility praxis.
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Chapter 2. Theoretical and Pedagogical Influences

This chapter delves into the theoretical and pedagogical influences for my research. As
the influences are many, this chapter is structured around specific contributions of key authors,
which I have attempted to map in Figure 2 (see below), and which | describe in the body of the
chapter. The practice of drawing this map and describing it in a digitally accessible way helped
me to clarify my own understandings and intentions for this chapter. The process also
highlighted the significance of these authors on my conception of a possible ‘transformative
digital accessibility praxis,” which I explore throughout this paper and throughout my research,
as an approach to adopting digital accessibility practices that expressly hold open space with and
for marginalized, disabled learners to agentively and equitably participate in learning
communities and in the digital commons.

There is no one accepted theoretical framework to guide digital accessibility research in
education. Much digital accessibility and digital praxis literature is unaligned with any
theoretical framework. That said, the theoretical foundation for this research stems from three
interrelated corpora of literature that spawn contemporary critiques and interventions. The first is
a body of authors who build on Vygotsky’s social constructivist theories of learning (Vygotsky,
1978) by attending to how social structures inform and influence learning, learner agency and
knowledge creation. The second is a body of authors drawing on Foucauldian discourse analysis
(Foucault, 1971). These authors critically attend to the intentional, unconscious, and invisible
wielding of power and oppression in and through post-secondary teaching and learning
communities, rhetoric, environments, and institutions. The third is a body of authors, artists,
dancers, performance artists, and activists who attend to critical rhetoric and the social

construction of disability and intersectional oppression through visceral, sensorial, and embodied
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ways of knowing. Their cultural production foregrounds lived experiences of disability and
interdependence, reaching audiences that theory and empirical papers rarely address or reach.
Figure 2, which follows on the next page, maps these interconnected influences
surrounding and underpinning what this paper terms “transformative digital accessibility praxis.”
Boxes indicate specific authors and works, categorizing the authors as theorists, artists, and
authors specifically contributing to scholarship on digital accessibility praxis in education. The
lines and arrows between influences indicate both explicit and implicit connections between
them. The diagram orients the influences on a horizontal plane to remove the impression of

hierarchy.



Figure 2

Map Toward a Transformative Digital Accessibility Praxis

Foundations

Freire: Critical Pedagogy /
Liberatory Pedagogy /
Pedagogy of the Oppressed
(1970s on)

Vygotsky: Social
Constructivism
(1970s on)

Critical Disability Studies
(Social Construction of
Disability 1980s - Disability
Justice present)

Foucault: Discourse Analysis
of/as Cultural Production
(1970s on)

In Classrooms

bell hooks: Feminist Theory

Arts and Cultural
Production

The Academy

i Sarah Ahmed: Queer and
Feminist Theory and
Orientation Theory (2006) +
Institutional as Usual (2017)

and Engaged Pedagogy
(1994)

Eli Clare: Exile and Pride

(1999, 2015)

Jane Seale: A Contextualized Model of Accessibility (2006) +

Academic Activism (2017) + Improving Accessible Digital Practices i

in Higher Education (2020)

Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-

Samarasinha: Care Work

Communication (TC) (2006)

Dreaming Disability Justice
Jason Palmeri: Critical (2017)

Pedagogy in Technical

Legend

Pedagogical Influences
« Discourse Analysis Influences
« Critical Disability Studies Influences
<« - - Disability Justice Influences

Disability Justice +

Transformative Arts Praxis

Theory + Digital Practices in
Pedagogy + Praxis Post-Secondary Ed

-

Pedagogy in Online Writing

) Sins Invalid: Skin, Tooth and
Melongon: Rhetorical Bone: A.Disability Justice
Accessibility (2014) Orienting Primer (2016)
Access in TC (2018)

Sushil Oswal and Lisa
Melongon: Participatory

Courses (2017)
>

\
Alice Sheppard: | Dance
Because | Can + Access In
Performance and Online
(2019)

Sean Zdenek:
Transforming Access in
Composition Studies and
TC (2019, 2020)

Jay Dolmage: Critical UDL + Mapping Composition (2008) +
Academic Ableism (2017)

Note: The figure depicts the theory, pedagogy and praxis scholars, and artists surrounding and underpinning my thinking about a

transformative digital accessibility praxis. See in-text below for full image description.
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Digital Accessibility Note: Again, the caption above as well as the alt-text for the figure points
readers to the in-text description figure because the density of text and complexity of the image
exceeds the functional limitations of alt-text and captions. Therefore, for equity and access,
figure is described below for all readers. By authoring the visual description with the conceptual
description in-text — within the narrative of this paper — all readers can benefit from the
description of the intentions and ideas behind the figure.

As a starting point for this description, the figure shows boxes representing Lev Vygotsky
and Michel Foucault, two Marxist-informed theorists whose work gained prominence in the
1970’s. Lines indicate the influence of social constructivist theory and discourse analysis
respectively on Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire et al., 2018). Freire’s landmark
work holds significant epistemological influence in the field of education, specifically for
approaches rooted in critical pedagogy and praxis. The diagram connects Freire’s box to the
boxes of five authors whose scholarship builds on Freire’s work, and whose approaches to
pedagogy and praxis in the classroom significantly informed this paper:

1. bell hooks’ theory of engaged pedagogy (1994) builds on pedagogy of the oppressed
theories by extending notions of the conscientization of thinking beings to physical
beings whose bodies are inherently political, filtering and focusing the social
construction of knowledge (hooks, 1994a);

2. Jane Seale’s writings about academic activism through digital praxis and her
contextualized model of accessibility for post-secondary (Seale, 2006, 2017);

3. Jason Palmeri’s scholarship on the critical practice of pedagogy in technical

communication (Palmeri, 2006);
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4. Sushil Oswal and Lisa Melongon’s writings on participatory pedagogy for writing
programs, and pedagogical theory-building (Meloncon, 2018; Oswal, 2018; Oswal &
Meloncgon, 2017);

5. Sean Zdenek’s writing on transforming access in the field of Technical
Communication (Zdenek, 2019, 2020).

The figure further depicts connections between social constructivism, discourse analysis
and disability studies, which emerged as a discipline in the late 80s and 90s to explore and
articulate the social construction of disability, social justice issues, and disability rhetoric. The
figure indicates interconnections between disability studies and Seale, Palmeri, Oswal,
Meloncon, Zdenek, and also with Jay Dolmage’s critique of disabling praxis, institutional
ableism and critical applications of universal design for learning (Dolmage, 2015, 2017). Each of
these authors explicitly draw on disability studies scholarship and on disability studies’
conceptions of disability, autonomy, and interconnectedness.

Finally, the figure illustrates reciprocal influences across disability studies and the
disability arts. The Disability Justice performance group Sins Invalid published the Disability
Justice Primer and the 10 Principles of Disability Justice (Sins Invalid, 2016, 2020), which are
often referenced by disability studies authors as well as disability artists and activists. The
grouping in the figure connects cultural producers Sins Invalid with writer, performance artist
and activist Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha, and dancer, choreographer, writer and theorist
Alice Shappard, three important examples of self-described sick and disabled QTBIPOC artists
experimenting with cultural production as embodied disability discourse. Their work moves
accessibility rhetoric into the body and pushes the boundaries for how art, and the discourse

within, can be made accessible for people with and without disabilities (Piepzna-Samarasinha,
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2018; Sheppard, 2019). Here again, in the figure, we see explicit and implicit connections
between the writings and cultural productions of Dolmage, Sins Invalid, Piepzna-Samarsinha,
and Sheppard, as they explore the lived experiences of Disability Justice and injustice, and
independence and interdependence, through scholarship, personal essay, dance and other means
of cultural production.

The visually messy mapping of lines between the authors indicates the density of
crossover between these authors. For example, Sarah Ahmed’s writing about orientation theory
(Ahmed, 2006a, 2006b), which engages with the entanglements between bodily, social, and
spatial/material constructs, influenced Lisa Melongon’s orienting access theory (2018), which
underpins some of the praxis interventions explored by Zdenek and Oswal. Jay Dolmage cites
Ahmed in Academic Ableism (2017), and likewise, Ahmed cites Dolmage in Institutional As
Usual (2017) as they both critique dis-ease and structural injustices within post-secondary
institutions.

A close reading of the figure reveals the major contributors to the discourse about digital
praxis in post-secondary are scholars working across the fields of rhetorical and writing studies,
as well as technical communication and professional communication studies (Dolmage,
Melongon, Oswal, Palmeri and Zdenek). Seale is the only influence working within in a faculty
of education, interestingly in a department of Wellbeing, Education & Language Studies, at The
Open University. The authors whose work explicitly addresses what I’m calling transformative
digital accessibility praxis, Seale, Palmeri, Oswal, Melongon and Zdenek, cite each other
extensively. Each build on the others’ work and offer critical analysis of common, disabling
digital practices. They also write with a shared desire for not just functionally accessible, but

rather transformative and emancipatory, digital access. They appear to me to be cocreating an
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emergent theory for transforming digital access in education. This figure is the theoretical
backdrop for the CanDARE research project.
Digital Accessibility as Visceral, Sociocultural Phenomena

My research engages with disability and digital accessibility as visceral, sociocultural
phenomena. Where the phenomenon of disability is intracorporeal — situated inside the human
body — it is influenced and informed by extracorporeal actors, environments, language,
education, and cultural norms. The phenomenon of digital accessibility is likewise influenced
and informed. Although digital accessibility could be understood to exist in the digital commons,
amidst the ones and zeros, the phenomenon is — or should be — defined by the intracorporeal
sensory and cognitive experiences of people with disabilities. This is where the meat and
meaning of accessibility reside. Where disability could be understood as a dynamic construct
reverberating with diverse experiences, digital accessibility must also be understood as dynamic
and relational, causing visceral reverberations in the body that might be out of society’s sight but
are no less real.

Though few academic scholars linger in the visceral, a number of scholars engage with
digital practices as sociocultural phenomenon (Das et al., 2019; Palmeri, 2006; Seale, 2013;
Treviranus et al., 2019), un-hiding the taken-for-granted and situating common practices within a
social and political context. Ling defines culture as the behaviours, habits, beliefs, expressions,
artifacts, and signs that communities create to adapt to their physical and social environment
(Ling, 1999). Recognizing that words, manners, gestures, objects, and texts are not arbitrary
things but embodiments of ideas and values, critical engagement with digital practices and
rhetoric reveals much about our values and the constructed confines of ableism and “normalcy”

in post-secondary education. Palmeri (2006), for example, challenges linguistic ableism in the
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vocabulary we use for technology by simply asking: when all technology is assistive, why do we
only refer to the technology designed for people with disabilities as “assistive technology?”

From this sociocultural vantage point, these authors challenge us to observe and question
normalized and othered digital practices as expressions of our culture. What does it say that we
have yet to normalize, let alone mandate, the use and production of digitally accessible course
materials? Individuals in post-secondary education have actively campaigned to normalize
respect for copyright (a capitalistic construct) in the digital world. Why did that precede
accessibility (a moral, human rights construct)? What might an anthropologist of the future read
into our values and beliefs when they uncover requirements to follow myriad association style
guides in millions upon millions of academic documents, and no requirements to make those
same documents accessible to all learners? Especially if one considers that the odds of learners
producing digital content in social and workplace contexts alongside disabled people are
exponentially higher than the odds they will continue to publish and follow style guide citation
rules after graduation.
Visceral Metaphors and Ramps that Challenge

Though many academic scholars may find discomfort in the visceral as a way of learning
and knowing, many disabled artists and activists play with the visceral and the corporeal in
cultural production, giving us rich, thick descriptions and representations of manifold
experiences of disability as sociocultural phenomenon. Artist collective Sins Invalid,
performance artist and author Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha, dancer, choreographer, writer
and theorist Alice Shappard, essayist Eli Clare and poet and scholar Joanne Weber are just a
handful of artists exploring the visceral in and through cultural production. They explore the

ways life imprints, and is reciprocally shaped by, the functioning of internal organs of the body,
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the lungs, the heart, the digestive, excretory, reproductive, circulatory, and sexual systems, and
they explore physical pain and strength, sensory systems, as well as what is felt and understood
instinctively under their skin, in their bones and in the spaces between their bodies and the world
around them. These artists also have much to say about digital accessibility. Alice Sheppard, for
example, explores the art of voiced descriptions of dance performances for blind and low vision
audiences. She has also built a multi-versioned video archive of her performances that educators
would do well to study as exemplars of accessible media employing audio, closed captioning,
open captioning and integrated American Sign Language translation (All Arts, n.d.).

At the same time Sheppard’s writing, choreography and movement give breath to access,
aiding readers and viewers to comprehend the complexities she explores. Describing a
performance, she writes,

“DESCENT” takes place on an architectural, sculptural set we call the ramp. It

is a ramp like no other. Unlike the access ramps that enable wheelchair users to

avoid stairs, this ramp is beautiful. It is visually inviting; pushing up its surfaces

is a pleasure-filled challenge. When we roll down with our hands off our wheels,

we and our chairs turn automatically, spinning either out of control into the

ground or if we and they are perfectly balanced, turning almost endlessly. ...

Under the regulations of the Americans With Disabilities Act, the specifications

for an ideal wheelchair access ramp are quite clear, as are the defining

parameters of maximum gradient, minimum width, appropriate materials, and so

on. The codes make no mention of what it might feel like to use these ramps;

they focus on what it takes to enter a building safely. Though perfectly usable
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and necessary, | see these designs as examples of #rampfail. Disabled people

want more than access. (Sheppard, 2019)
Sheppard’s curious, joyous work reveals previously unimagined connections between people,
sound, motion, and space. These connections, and the ramp facilitating them, are far from
utilitarian. Sheppard’s work is provocative and world-changing. Both the dignity- and equity-
centred digital archive, her performance DESCENT, and her writing about the performance
enable me to question how we might move beyond WCAG compliant, utilitarian digital access.
Building on Sheppard’s analogy, how might we in education envision building joyous, dignity-
and equity-centred digital ramps and where might learners take them?
Turning Theory Toward Pedagogy

As with theoretical approaches, there is no one accepted pedagogical approach guiding
digital accessibility in praxis. That said, authors who engage critically with accessible digital
praxis tend to take a social constructivist view, and tend to adopt critical or transformative
pedagogies, often arguing for participatory, iterative course design that engages learners with
disabilities at every stage (Hernandez-Saca, 2019; Knoll et al., 2017; Marquis et al., 2016; Oswal
& Melongon, 2017; Palmeri, 2006; Seale, 2017). Writing studies and technical communication
scholars have been harbingers for engaging with digital accessibility as a sociocultural
phenomenon, positioning digital accessibility as integral to accessible and inclusive technology-
integrated learning design, and integral to any study of cultural production (Jones et al., 2016;
Oswal, 2018; Oswal & Meloncon, 2014; Oswal & Melongon, 2017; Zdenek, 2019). I will touch

briefly on a few key authors’ scholarship relative to pedagogy.
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Meloncon’s Orienting Access Theory and Approach to Pedagogy

Lisa Meloncon, recognizing a theoretical/pedagogical void, has undertaken theory
building to bridge theoretical approaches from disability studies with those of technical,
business, and professional communication studies. The four core provocations, interventions, and
considerations of orienting access theory pertain to:

1. Iterative course design built on accessibility-focused, student feedback on
technology-integrated learning experiences.

2. Prioritizing equitable and independent course navigation/completion across the
student body (as opposed to uncritically relying on third parties to support learners
with disabilities to do things other learners can do independently).

3. Re-orienting course design to make space for learners to have agency over how their
bodies engage with learning.

4. Equitable access to learning materials (Melongon, 2018).

| see a significant opportunity for scholars in the fields of education, and specifically educational
technology, to work with, critique and potentially build on Melongon’s theory. Work must be
done to expand critical engagement with disability and digital praxis to post-secondary educators
in all fields in ways that are relevant to both pedagogy and praxis across disciplines. We might
explore the interconnections between orienting access theory and learning theories. For example,
interesting connections between digital accessibility and both Vygotsky and Freire’s work could
be explored, as digital accessibility has implications for learner agency, the social construction of
knowledge, and language acquisition as it relates to literacy skill building as an instrument for

social and cultural change (Freire et al., 2018; Reunamo & Nurmilaakso, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978;
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Zdenek, 2020). How might this line of pedagogical inquiry fit into Melancon’s pragmatic

framework? Would it fit or would it help to expand the framework?

A Note on Crossovers With Paulo Freire’s: Pedagogy of the Oppressed

Freire’s approach to pedagogy in the Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire et al., 2018),
sometimes referred to as critical constructivism, critical pedagogy and/or liberatory pedagogy,
has significance here in multiple ways, not the least of which is that digital accessibility and
literacy are fundamentally intertwined. | will expand on this relationship to literacy in Chapter 3,
History of a Missing Literacy but suffice to say that where Freire focused on building the literacy
of the oppressed through “conscientizagdo” or critical consciousness-raising, there are ample
opportunities to build the digital accessibility literacy skills of oppressed communities, and of
those who, intentionally or not, extend domination by blocking accessibility in post-secondary.
To offer just one example, and extrapolating from the reports on 2017 Canadian Survey on
Disability (Government of Canada, 2017) and the 2023 Survey on Accessible Print Material
(Government of Canada, 2023) findings, we have a significant population of people with
disabilities with unmet needs who could benefit from normalizing digital accessibility practices.
5.2 million Canadians, or 1 in 8, have a difficulty with reading print material. “When examined
by type of difficulty reported, 77.4% had difficulty seeing words in print, 25.0% had difficulty
holding or turning pages of print material, and 42.2% had difficulty reading or understanding
words in print” (Government of Canada, 2023 para. 5). This suggests there is a significant
population that could potentially benefit from learning to use digital tools for print magnification,
text-to-speech, reduced distraction, or screen reading, and benefit from access to digitally
accessible materials, to improve their access to education and the digital commons. Applying

critical consciousness raising interventions that support inclusive, transformative digital praxis in
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our learning environments has significant liberatory potential when you consider that this is only
one example of a subset of learners with disabilities. There is also potential for critical
consciousness-raising to be modeled with educators in digital accessibility and inclusion
education settings, as educators who — intentionally or not — regularly exercise domination by
holding to disabling digital practices that marginalize disabled learners.

The second connection | want to make to Freire is that the construct of digital
accessibility is often positioned relative to legislation. Freire (2018) recognized legislation and
institutional policy as lagging indicators of social change, reminding us to look to the
experiences and voices of the oppressed, and the individual and social actions of the oppressed,
not the legislation, to guide social change.

Third, Freire (2018) wrote that coming to critical consciousness may lead to disorder as
disempowered and empowered people come to learn to perceive political, social, and economic
injustices and take action. The original conception of digital access was informed by the voices
and actions of disability rights activists. Our contemporary understandings of digital accessibility
have since evolved relative to the actions of Disability Justice activists. Finally, | see great
potential for using Freire’s (2018) problem-posing approach to literacy-building as a tool for
digital accessibility literacy-building, as educators and learners begin to actively negotiate what
Meloncon (2018), and Das et al. (2019) discuss as social-material relations in technology-
integrated learning environments.

Seale argues for critical upheaval in post-secondary, acknowledging Freire (2018) in her
aptly titled article, From the voice of a ‘Socratic gadfly : a call for more academic activism in
the researching of disability in postsecondary education (Seale, 2017). She makes a case for

academic activism on social justice grounds. It is valuable to note here that social justice is a
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leading driver of digital accessibility efforts, significantly preceding legislation (Yesilada et al.,
2012). I believe the liberatory acts necessary to normalize digital accessibility and center digital
accessibility in praxis have and will continue to come to light through individual and social acts
of critical consciousness-raising. These disordering and emancipatory political acts have the

power to shift societal norms and shatter cultural constraints for people with disabilities.

Bell hooks: Engaged Pedagogy

Theorist, writer, and educator bell hooks explicitly discusses Freire’s influence on her
understanding of how politics, power, identity, oppression and liberation are activated or
suppressed in post-secondary learning environments (hooks, 1994a). Hooks then adds a layer to
Freire’s work by specifically calling attention to the body as a locus of oppression and liberation
both in the world and in the classroom. Where Freire (2018) focuses on dialogue as a path to
critical consciousness, hooks, a black, queer woman, asserts that the process of coming to critical
consciousness in a classroom is necessarily an embodied act. She stresses that our ways of
knowing and being, the knowledge we construct and influence, are informed by dialogue, but
they also are uniquely shaped by our bodies and embodied experiences.

At the heart of engaged pedagogy, hooks (1994a) interrogates the potential for education
to offer learners and educators alike an embodied “practice of freedom” (p. 4), as well as its
potential to be used as a tool of oppression. Her writings about her experience as a black child
entering recently desegregated schools in the U.S. are reminiscent of the experiences of disabled
learners in post-secondary after the legislated inclusion of learners with disabilities. She writes,

School was still a political place, since we were always having to counter white

racist assumptions that we were genetically inferior, never as capable as white
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peers, even unable to learn... . We were always and only responding and reacting

to white folk. (hooks, 1994a, p. 4)

Disability studies scholar Fiona Campbell (2009), argues that teaching and learning
environments still seem to demand the assimilation of non-normative bodies, drawing on
examples of sex, race, or disablement to do things “correctly.” This resonates with experiences
shared by learners with disabilities who report frequent encounters with ableist structures and
assumptions in post-secondary; assumptions they are genetically inferior, or scamming the
system, or incapable of adapting to the established — correct — norms of a discipline. By sharing
her lived experiences in her articulation of theory, and in her classroom, hooks models respect
for the whole selves of educators and learners; bodies normative and non-normative. hooks
describes engaged pedagogy as progressive, holistic, and demanding because, unlike other
pedagogical approaches, “it emphasizes wellbeing” (1994, p. 15) | see great potential for further
scholarship connecting hooks’ engaged pedagogy (1994) and Melongon’s orienting access theory
(2018) to be explored together; perhaps with Sara Ahmed as a bridge as Ahmed’s own work has
been significantly influenced by hooks and Melongon’s work has been significantly influenced

by Ahmed.

What is Accessible Pedagogy? Or What Might it be?

Accessible pedagogy is not a defined pedagogical approach so much as it is a critical
awareness and an intention. There is no core text; no one leading scholar. I suspect this is
because accessibility in education (as it is in life) is complex and messy. Certainly, many of the
scholars and educators most concerned with improving digital accessibility for learners with
disabilities respect the mess. They respect the learners, and one of the ways we demonstrate that

respect is by avoiding definitive, universal, reductionist thinking. There is no simple-to-explain
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way to make educational experiences accessible to all learners. No framework will work in all
circumstances.

That said, many universities are choosing to put all their accessibility eggs in the
universal design for learning (UDL) basket. UDL’s origin is as an offshoot of universal design
(UD). The UDL framework and guidelines were first developed in the US by CAST, a non-profit
organization that now provides training services for pre-k-12 and post-secondary educators. It
began, like UD, with a set of design principles meant to ensure that the learning needs of learners
with disabilities were accounted for in course design. The principles point educators to provide
learners with multiple means of 1. Engagement, 2. Representation, and 3. Action and expression,
and to support their agency by giving them choices for how they learn and how they demonstrate
learning. However, UDL grew in popularity when UDL principles could be argued to support
“all” learners. Over time, the very real needs of learners with disabilities dissolved from view
and the “benefits all learners” mantra, which no doubt appeared to offer institutions better returns
on investment than buying a program that would only improve learning outcomes for disabled
learners, shifted the focus of UDL significantly. CAST has recently released the third iteration of
the UDL guidelines and acknowledged in their release that they updated the guidelines and
training in response to, “...a strong call from the field—both practitioners and researchers
alike—to address critical barriers rooted in biases and systems of exclusion” (para. 5). However,
it is telling that the word “disability” is entirely absent from the release text (CAST Inc, n.d.).

In her podcast, “Accessible Pedagogy is Not Just UDL ”, scholar, accessibility activist,
and Senior Educational Developer for Accessibility and Inclusion at Brock University, Dr. Ann
Gagné, illustrates the complex web of considerations and players that can contribute to a

learner’s experience of accessibility or inaccessibility in post-secondary (Gagné, 2023). Digital
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accessibility is but one factor, as is the built environment, as are academic accommodations and
disability services, of which Gagné writes.

Accessibility services is rarely the space where conversations about accessible

pedagogy are had, unless it is in relation to some assistive technology supports

that a student may need in the classroom, and how that will be put in place with

the instructors’ existing pedagogy. (para. 8)
Gagné, who identifies as disabled, points educators open to changing their pedagogy to think
holistically about accessibility. She prompts consideration of accessibility relative to:

1. The space learning happens (online, field, classroom, etc.)

2. The tools for learning (LMS, equipment, materials, technology, etc.) and

3. The course design.
Gagné argues that applying the principles of UDL to course design can support learning and
accessibility, but that only goes so far. The space for learning and the tools for learning also need
to be digitally and physically accessible, and they need to be used in accessible ways (Gagné,
2024). Unfortunately, most UDL literature does not attend to these limitations, and educators
applying the principles can, and often do, overlook them. In terms of digital accessibility,
educators must consider the learner’s ability to equitably and agentively perceive and operate
digital environments, technologies, assessments, and materials. Without that, the choices UDL
affords learners are rendered meaningless.

Seale, Oswal, and Melongon expressly challenge the taken-for-granted-ness of UDL as
the premier pedagogy of accessibility and inclusion on the grounds that it is reductionist and
promises an “accessibility-made-easy” approach to educators. They caution that UDL can, in

practice, obscure and even erase the actual learning experiences of students with disabilities and
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leave educators with a false sense of the accessibility of their course. Oswal and Meloncgon raise
a simple question to challenge the taken-for-granted-ness that UDL will take care of making
courses accessible and inclusive. They ask, without an understanding of disability, and
thoughtful consideration of disabled learners’ needs, how could instructors even come up with
appropriate and meaningful options for representation, expression and engagement for the
learners with disabilities who register for their class (Oswal & Melongon, 2017)? | would add,
without understanding diverse experiences of disability, how could educators know if they are
creating accessible options or just different barriers? Oswal, who in Can Workplaces,
Classrooms, and Pedagogies Be Disabling? (2018) acknowledges his son for helping him bypass
some clunky, inaccessible issues tracking changes and proofing other researchers’ manuscripts
via his JAWS-for-Windows screen reader, knows first-hand what it’s like to hit digital
accessibility walls. Digital accessibility is often entirely absent from UDL literature and
checklists. As a result, the UDL framework obscures the need for educators to consider digital
accessibility in the spaces and tools for learning, and in their assessments of learning.

Seale repeatedly points out the lack of empirical evidence for the assertion that UDL can
improve learning experiences and learning outcomes for learners with disabilities (Seale, 2020b).
Instead of simplifying accessibility, Seale illustrates the complexities of accessibility in her
Contextualized Model of Accessibility (Seale, 2006, 2020b) in hopes of raising awareness of and
respect for the many levers and barriers to accessibility in post-secondary. Seale’s model is
highly cognisant of accessible digital practices, but the model also encompasses all accessibility
work undertaken in post-secondary. As such, it is a very complex model, incorporating drivers
for accessibility work, all “stakeholders” in post-secondary learning communities, and actions

within and beyond the educator’s domain. At the risk of oversimplifying her model, 1 would
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draw educators’ attention to Seale’s assertion that the extent to which technology-integrated
learning is made accessible is relative to mediating cultural considerations. Specifically, Seale
(2020b) prompts reflection on people’s beliefs, understandings, and views of four interesting
constructs:

1. Disability, accessibility, and inclusion.

2. Duty and responsibility.

3. Autonomy and freedom; and

4. Teamwork and community.
By articulating the relevance of an individual’s understandings and views, Seale draws attention
to the ableism that can be hidden in common practices, and at the same time arms educators with
sociocultural entry points for reflection on their digital practices and their pedagogical choices.

Some practitioners and scholars argue for bringing a critical disability studies approach to
UDL. Gagné works in this space, and it is where many Canadian university accessibility staff
aim their needle. Jay Dolmage’s Academic Ableism (2017) is a core and critical text interrogating
the history and legacy of ableism in post-secondary institutions. It is also a rare example of an
academic text that reaches toward the visceral. An accomplished rhetorician, Dolmage uses his
skill with language, including a respectful curation of direct quotes and citations from disability
studies scholars, to connect the dots between critical analysis of ableism in post-secondary
institutions, lived experiences of disability, and a pedagogical approach built on critical
applications of UDL principles. That said, | would argue that there is now a legacy of
unexamined ableism that haunts UDL and that there is room for other approaches to pedagogy to

emerge.
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Oswal and Melongon challenge educators to apply participatory pedagogical devices to
engage with the experiences and ways of knowing that disabled learners bring to learning
communities. They underscore that with each iteration of a course, and each new experience with
disabled learners, educators are better able to build flexibility and inclusion into their course
designs in learner-centred and meaningful ways that UDL simply does not address (Oswal, 2018;
Oswal & Melongon, 2017). | feel the need to offer one caution about participatory pedagogy.
Oswal and Meloncon stress the importance of seeking feedback from learners on the
accessibility of a course and engaging learners in course development, but they are also very
mindful of not overburdening learners with the work of educating the educator. Educators do
need to be mindful that learners with disabilities in their classes are there to learn, not work as
unpaid testers, accessibility consultants, course developers, or professional development
consultants. Respect for their time is as important as respect for their feedback.

To conclude, as more literature on the praxis of accessibility and experiences of learner
disablement emerges from scholars, including learners, with disabilities (Ashbourne, 2024a; Bie
& Brown, 2017; Gagné, 2024; Oswal, 2018), | feel hopeful that we will come closer to more
fully realizing accessible pedagogies that foreground digital accessibility. This notion that
educators and learners might move toward a transformative digital accessibility praxis is liminal.
Transformative digital accessibility praxis is not in and of itself a theory but a coming together of
entanglements of technology, bodies, sociocultural phenomena, and rhetoric in teaching and
learning, all of which touch digital access and inclusion. Throughout this research, as | grapple
with what the is-ness of a transformative digital accessibility praxis might be, I will return to the
authors and texts depicted in Figure 2 to ground my observations and interpretations. Many

times, I will return to Sheppard’s joyous ramp, to Seale’s values and critiques, to Melongon’s



access. With each text, | look for digital accessibility being acknowledged and explored as
visceral, sociocultural phenomena not only because this framework supports that reading, but

also because my lived experience supports that reading.
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Chapter 3. Literature Review:
Framing Digital Accessibility Around Our Digital Practices

The literature review for this project was far ranging. What follows is a synthesis of a few
key areas that have shaped my understanding of what | have come to call transformational
digital accessibility praxis and have shaped the CanDARE project. The chapter begins with some
context setting, drawing on quantitative studies that pertain to learners with disabilities in post-
secondary, as well as digital accessibility legislation, policy, and implementation, primarily in
Canada and the US. From there, the chapter moves toward framing digital accessibility for
educators around our daily digital praxis and poses educational questions for our field to address.

The chapter looks at certain digital accessibility skills relative to literacy and digital
literacy and questions why these skills are not commonly taught and normalized. Next, it
investigates digital accessibility relative to educators’ daily digital praxis and offers a tool that
can be used as a starting point for reflection toward a transformative digital accessibility praxis.
Both sections draw on the WCAG 2.0 and POUR framework (Web Accessibility Initiative,
2024; World Wide Web Consortium, 2008). Both also draw on the theoretical and sociocultural
writings of the authors discussed in chapter two. The next section offers a brief survey of
literature exploring the use of assistive technology in social learning situations in post-secondary.
It identifies some common challenges relative to educator praxis and draws heavily on literature
that foregrounds lived experiences and sociocultural considerations for educators. The final
section draws attention to concerning gaps around digital accessibility discourse in some
educational technology literature.

Centering Learners with Disabilities in Digital Accessibility Research
More and more learners with disabilities are applying to, being accepted to, attending,

and graduating from post-secondary institutions. Enrollment estimates in Canada and the US for



46

students who self-identify as having one or more disabilities range widely from 10 — 22%
(Condra et al., 2015; Fichten et al., 2009, 2012, 2020; Lorca et al., 2018). Numerous studies have
investigated the graduation rates of students who use accommodations and accessibility services
in post-secondary education, however, the findings are mixed. Some indicate that students with
disabilities take longer to graduate but see comparable graduation rates to learners without
disabilities (Fichten et al., 2020; Jorgensen et al., 2005), while other studies indicate a higher
dropout rate for students with disabilities (Fichten et al., 2020).

Historically, post-secondary institutions set the terms for medicalized, or medically-
mediated, relationships with people with disabilities, meaning that if learners could provide
sufficient evidence of their medical impairment through medical documentation, they would be
provided requisite academic accommodations to the point of undue hardship to the institution
(Dolmage, 2017; Jung, 2003). Rather than addressing inaccessible conditions for learning that
likely disable a heterogeneous community of learners, institutions have held firmly to the need
for a medical intermediary, a validator, to vet which learners are sufficiently deserving of
accessibility services and which are not. In the accommodations model, the benefit of the
academic intervention is experienced only by the medically validated recipients of
accommodations. There is no educative benefit to the campus-wide learning community; no
fundamental change to the disabling practice. For example, if an educator wants to curb cheating
by restricting time to answer questions on an exam to the point that a learner with disabilities is
unable to complete the exam, they are typically given extra time. However, the time restriction
practice might also disadvantage additional language learners, or slow readers who do not have a
diagnosis of a condition. Many learners, those with and without accommodations, could benefit

from a paradigm shift that normalizes accessible digital practices in post-secondary. Following
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accommodations policy, few in the campus community, if any, including the educators, even
have an opportunity to learn or understand what makes a learning experience, environment,
activity, or material inaccessible. The blanket issuing of accommodations can, in some instances,
impede the campus community from learning how they disable learners, and how shifts in their
skills and practices could otherwise enable them.

Standards, Compliance, and Learner Inclusion

Digital accessibility is positioned in the literature, and in practice, as being relative to two
indicators of accessibility. One indicator is compliance with local legislation, such as the
Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) originally enacted in 2005, and
standards including the WCAG and POUR framework (2008). Another indicator is reports of the
lived experiences of people with disabilities. Many scholars argue the latter is the paramount
indicator of accessibility (Dolmage, 2017b; Oswal & Melongon, 2017; Seale, 2020; Zdenek,
2020), however, the majority of DARE literature, including educator how-to resources, addresses
compliance and omits lived experience and student outcomes. | would argue that in an
educational context, compliance can be seen as the “stick.” Whereas, the carrot patch is
improved learning experiences and outcomes, deepened experiences of inclusion for learners
with disabilities, and deeper inclusion of people with disabilities in the digital commons.

Much digital accessibility policy and training in post-secondary centers compliance,
while offering only a cursory, abstract explanation as to why we must change our digital
practices to comply. I’ve observed that a focus on compliance translates into a pass/fail ethos that
can have the unintended effect of stifling pedagogical inquiry and discouraging trying. The use

of compliance-centred rhetoric can likewise hamper open, reflective dialogue about digital
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practices, unconscious ableism, or ableist practices, effectively stopping transformative thinking
before its begun.

A case in point: when the AODA (2005) came into effect, the first wave of adoption in
many government agencies and educational institutions involved hiring/reassigning staff and
consultants to chart a path to bring institutions into compliance. In a longitudinal study of
McMaster’s efforts to come into compliance with the AODA between 2011-2013, researchers
found that after years of awareness-building and mandatory training for faculty and staff on
compliant service delivery, compliance efforts fostered “little movement toward proactive
educational accessibility” (Marquis et al., 2016, p.53).

Ella Epshteyn’s research into faculty perceptions of compliance issues further reveals that
many educators in the US viewed compliance as a prescriptive mandate, an imposition, and a
“demoralizing loss of ... autonomy and integrity” (Epshteyn, 2019, p. 9). It would seem the
sceptre of compliance has the effect of focusing people on what they cannot do or are no longer
allowed to do. Certainly, institutions must concern themselves with compliance, auditing, and
accountability and researchers are actively building models to assist institutions to better
operationalize digital accessibility across the board (Burgstahler et al., 2020; King et al., 2020;
Seale, 2020b). However, compliance rhetoric seems an unlikely lever for a paradigm shift.

A compliance-fearing, checklist-understanding of digital accessibility does educators and
learners a massive disservice (Oswal & Melongon, 2017). We must hold learners at the centre of
this work. Many educator-researchers concerned with digital accessibility argue for educators to
find motivation for critically adopting more accessible digital practices as a form of academic
activism and a means toward Freire-inspired participatory, transformative pedagogy (Almog,

2018; Ostiguy, 2018; Oswal, 2018; Oswal & Melongon, 2017; Seale, 2017). Their approaches
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make much-needed space for educators to shift their praxis through trial and error, reflection, and
dialogue. Most importantly, they position learner experiences of access and inclusion as the
primary measure of digital accessibility. The next section of the literature review offers a close
study of the literature on digital accessibility skills and practices from this perspective.
History of a Missing Literacy: Digital Accessibility Literacy Skills

Tim Berners-Lee, inventor of the internet and Founding Director of the WAI, foresaw,
“The power of the Web is in its universality. Access by everyone regardless of disability is an
essential aspect” (World Wide Web Consortium, n.d. para.1). That future is predicated on the
need for all people participating in the digital commons to develop and employ certain skills and
practices that support accessibility, some of which are text-based skills. Technical and
professional writing scholar Sean Zdenek has this to say about the future of an accessible web.

The future of an accessible web will continue to depend on artful forms of

writing even as internet traffic is consumed by non-text content. We should

teach students to approach digital accessibility as a literate practice and not

simply a technical exercise in coding, transcribing, or tagging content. Web

29 ¢¢

accessibility guidelines focus on the finished product: “text,” “text alternatives,”
and “non-text content.” Technical and professional communicators can approach
accessibility with a writer’s sensibility and through the principles of style,
rhetoric, art, design... . We don’t usually discuss digital accessibility in these
terms: literacy, writing, rhetoric, style... we need to keep in mind that the

web becomes legible for everyone principally through humanistic and

rhetorical acts of reading and writing texts [emphasis added]. (Zdenek, 2019,

p.8)
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Writing here in Communication Design Quarterly to his fellow educators in fields of
design, professional, and technical communication, Zdenek confronts an omission that educators
across the board must confront. We don’t discuss or normalize digital accessibility relative to
literacy or digital literacy in the general population in post-secondary or k-12. The text-based
skills he is concerned with are taught in Zdenek’s field as professional skills because the text-
based requirements for assistive technology match the text-based requirements of search engine
optimization, and they are taken up in faculties of computer science (Ashbourne, 2021), but
faculties of education have yet to grapple with them in terms of inclusive literacy skills.

This section of the chapter draws attention to this as a significant gap in the literature.
Here, I discuss what I’ve termed digital accessibility literacy skills as a missing literacy because
| contend attending to the gap in this way represents an opportunity to do three things:

1. Draw attention to the primarily text-based skills that educators can learn, employ and
model to improve the accessibility of digital works being created and shared in post-
secondary.

2. Move discourse of these skills away from a WCAG 2.0 compliance framework and
into a potentially transformative, sociocultural context so that we might engage
critically with the literacy skills necessary to communicate with people with and
without disabilities as an interconnected community.

3. Unhide the ableism in the way we traditionally think about literacy and digital
literacy.

Many educator resources on digital accessibility teach what are sometimes called accessibility
core skills (Association on Higher Education and Disability, 2022) or accessible course content

skills (University of Victoria, 2024), which are modelled after WAI writing strategies for web
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accessibility (Web Accessibility Initiative, 2019), WCAG. 2.0 and the POUR framework (2008).
These strategies have been published in one form or another in web and digital accessibility
scholarship and educator resources for nearly 20 years (Bradbard & Peters, 2008; Seale, 2006)
and a brief history of the digital accessibility construct below offers further context. These skills
are primarily text-based, but they have yet to find a home in any reading and writing-related
curriculum or assessment rubrics in K-12 or post-secondary. | have to wonder why this is, when
they are the very skills necessary to communicate accessibly and inclusively with many people
with disabilities in the digital world, and they are the skills needed to make our digital commons

accessible.

What Could Digital Accessibility Literacy Skills Be?

Early in my research, | played with what WAI strategies might look like as literacy skills.
Over time, my descriptions of the strategies as proficiencies have shifted somewhat with
influences from the literature and my professional practice, but the core guidance as to what
skills would be needed to make digital content accessible comes from the WAI, WCAG 2.0, and

the POUR framework (2008). Now, | use the term digital accessibility literacy skills (2024) to

describe the primarily text-based skills for reading, writing, producing, and curating digitally
accessible media because the skills are applicable beyond the web and should for example be
used by educators and learners when authoring documents, PowerPoint slide decks, or curating
readings. Table 1 represents the skills and proficiencies discussed as digital accessibility literacy

skills henceforth.


https://www.candare.ca/2024/10/digital-accessibility-literacy-skills/

Table 1

Digital Accessibility Literacy Skills
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1. Writing and Text-based Production Skills

Proficiency with the five
main WCAG 2.0 text-based
strategies to produce digitally

accessible media, e.g.,
documents, slide decks,
websites, social media, and
captioned, transcribed and/or
described video, audio, and

images or other visuals.

Write headings and titles to convey meaning and provide navigable

structure.

When authoring links to websites, make hyperlinked text

contextual.

Write meaningful alternative text and captions for simple images.
Write full image descriptions for complex visuals. Understand
appropriate use of each. Prepare verbal descriptions of images for

oral presentations.

Create transcripts, closed captions, described audio or described
video for media. Understand and assess the limitations of

automatically generated transcripts and captions.

Provide clear written and verbal instructions and generally keep

content clear and concise.

Proficiency creating, saving, and sharing files in ways that retain accessibility features.

2. Checking the Digital Accessibility of Your Work

Proficiency using accessibility checkers in publishing software (Office, Adobe, Google Docs, WordPress,

LMS, etc.)

Proficiency sourcing guidance, third-party plug-ins, or otherwise assessing media accessibility when an

accessibility checker is not built into a publishing tool.

Proficiency posting, publishing, and sharing checked work.

3. Reading and Curation Skills

Proficiency identifying digitally accessible media either by reading for the use of the above strategies, or by

employing tools to test accessibility.

Proficiency sourcing accessible versions of files.
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Table 1 (continued).

Familiarity with the legislative framework supporting digital accessibility versioning of media, specifically
copyright allowances and limitations for producing or acquiring accessible versions and/or familiarity with

who or where to go for guidance on version sourcing and version production.

Note: If the table content cannot be navigated by keyboard once published, a digitally accessible

version is available on the project website (2024d).

What | categorize here as Writing and Text-based Production Skills in Table 1 are among the
most discussed digital accessibility skills. They are the skills that would pertain to people’s most
common digital workflow practices: creating documents, posting on websites, and social sharing,
and in an educational context they pertain to LMS population, slide deck authoring, syllabus
authoring, and assessment authoring. Despite much general discussion of these skills, Zdenek’s
article was the only article in my literature review that expressly engaged with these skills as
literacy skills, which to me is a significant, unexplored opportunity for education scholars.
Additionally, there is a need to explore the skills related to checking accessibility, reading and

curating for accessibility.

Applying a Critical, Transformative Lens

Categorizing specific digital accessibility skills as literacy skills could itself be regarded
as a transformative rhetorical act. It positions the skill set as foundational for technology-
integrated communication. At the same time, it moves skill development and discourse outside
of a compliance context and into an educational context; outside the ether of WCAG 2.0 and into
a critical place where the sociocultural tensions surrounding ableism is palpable, and where
Freire’s conscientizagdo might be used to transform understandings of domination and

marginalization relative to literacy and digital praxis. Perhaps from here, we can open the
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imagination to gradations of fluency that educators and learners might achieve. Additionally,
perhaps we can begin to examine digital accessibility literacy relative to digital accessibility
illiteracy.

Unfamiliarity with how to read and write for digital accessibility represents a

form of illiteracy whereby the disservice, injustice or exclusion that extends

from the illiteracy is not felt by the person who is illiterate, but by the already

marginalized communities of disabled and otherwise disadvantaged digital

technology users. (Ashbourne, 2024b para 1)
Educators must begin the work of examining the ableism built into normalized literacy skills and
normalized digital literacy skills, because ignorance of the skills needed to educate and

communicate with people with disabilities is not neutral.

20 Years of Omission Indicates Ableism

The following brief history of the digital accessibility construct and research in post-
secondary demonstrates that post-secondary leadership, education scholarship and educator
training programs have had almost two decades to find a home for digital accessibility literacy
skills in curriculum and praxis. In 2006, the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons
with Disabilities declared that barriers to information and information production result in a form
of human rights violation that is experienced by people with disabilities and people who are
disabled by their environment, including their built environment, socioeconomic circumstance,
and geopolitical boundaries (Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities and Optional
Protocol, 2006). The World Wide Web Consortium’s Web Accessibility Initiative released its
first version of web content accessibility guidelines, WCAG 1.0, in 1999 (World Wide Web

Consortium, n.d.-b). The guidelines were themselves made more accessible, and more
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understandable, in 2008 partly in response to the Convention (World Wide Web Consortium,
2008).

Seale began writing about digital accessibility in e-learning environments in 2006.
Palmieri published his concerns about accessibility issues in writing programs in 2006, citing
several scholars (Carter & Markel, 2001; Ray & Ray, 1998; O’Hara, 2004) who had already
contributed to scholarship on making texts available to people with disabilities. They weren’t
alone (K. Campbell, 2004; Manchester Metropolitan University, 2002; Palmeri, 2006; Seale,
2006; Wisdom et al., 2006; Zaparyniuk & Montgomerie, 2005). With legislation, frameworks,
assessment tools, and scholarship available for almost 20 years, it isn’t an innocent oversight that
we haven’t normalized teaching and assessing the basic writing, authoring, reading and curating
skills necessary to build a digitally inclusive world. It’s ableism.

Many of the skills itemized in Table 1 are more straightforward than the correct usage of
colons, semicolons, and em dashes. The toolbars in most authoring tools make using digital
accessibility literacy skills a one-click proposition once you learn what to click to author
headings, lists, links, etc. and many digital authoring tools offer accessibility checkers that
function like spell checkers, offering guidance on errors found. Collectively, learning and
applying digital accessibility literacy skills would contribute to a culture shift that enables people
with and without disabilities to participate equitably in knowledge sharing, in learning
environments, and in the digital commons. The absence of these skills in digital literacy
curriculum and scholarship, digital citizenship curriculum and scholarship, 21%t Century skills
curriculum and scholarship, and in academic writing requirements (Ashbourne, 2024b, p. 21;

B.C. Digital Literacy, n.d.; Digital Age Skills for Educators, 2015; Hobbs, 2017; Ministry of
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Education, n.d.; Stauffer, n.d.) is a sad reflection of the value the field has placed on equitably
and agentively educating and communicating with people with disabilities.

To demonstrate how this lack of engagement with normalizing digital accessibility
literacy skills translates to marginalizing people with disabilities in the digital commons, we can
return to Zdenek’s guest editorship of Communications Design Quarterly, and his statement
above that, “we need to keep in mind that the web becomes legible for everyone principally
through humanistic and rhetorical acts of reading and writing texts.” (2019, p. 8) When reading
Zdenek’s article online, it ends with the following cringeworthy disclaimer by the author that his
and other contributors’ articles were altered from digitally accessible formats to digitally
inaccessible formats by the publisher, Communication Design Quarterly, an academic journal.

A NOTE ON ACCESSIBILITY The issue’s contributors carefully prepared

their Word documents to be accessible when converted to PDFs by including alt

text for figures and semantic tagging for headings. Access to these features was

lost when the Word files were formatted to the journal’s specifications. As a

workaround, I integrated authors’ alt text into their figure captions. If any reader

would like to receive versions of the articles from this special issue that have

been optimized for screen reader accessibility, please contact Sean Zdenek

[author’s email removed from quote]. (Zdenek, 2019, p. 9)

The publisher’s style guide, or the design team, or something that Zdenek carefully called
“specifications” was prioritized over digital accessibility, even in a special edition on disability.
The sooner we normalize digital accessibility literacy skills as core communication skills, the
sooner people benefit in the digital commons, and the sooner publishing decisions that

marginalize readers who use assistive technology cease to seem normal.
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Digital Practices: Skills, Choices, Actions and Beliefs

When educators think about the accessibility of our digital praxis, we must think about
more than digital accessibility literacy skills. Our practices include our digital skills, our choices,
and actions toward or against digital accessibility and inclusion. They also reflect and represent
our beliefs (Seale, 2020b). A detailed, though inexhaustive list of educator practices follows in
Table 2 but for efficient, illustrative purposes, these four categories of common educator
practices set the frame 2025-02-03 11:25:00 PMfor the type of digital practices that | and the
authors discussed in this chapter are attending to:

1. Course material practices: creating, curating, and disseminating materials.

2. Learning experience practices: technology selection, policy, design, and
implementation.

3. Learning assessment practices: technology selection, restrictions, design, and
implementation.

4. Course communication practices.

The WCAG 2.0 POUR framework (2008) is by far the most cited construct offered to
educators for assessing digital accessibility. This section of the chapter will look at the uses and
limits of the POUR framework for assessing the accessibility of educators’ digital practices.
From there it draws on the literature to offer alternative means to critically assess the

accessibility of digital practices.

Uses and Limits of the POUR Framework for Assessing Educator Practices
The accessibility of many of our digital choices and actions could be assessed relative to

the POUR framework (2008), but only to a point (Oswal & Melongon, 2017). Let’s go back to
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the example of the educator using digital polling in their lectures that was first used in the

definition of digital disablement.

Vignette: Digital Disablement.

An educator uses an in-class, digital polling tool that is inoperable by a learner who is
dyslexic, either because the polling tool doesn’t interface with the learner’s assistive
technology, or because the time to read and respond to the poll is insufficient, thereby
disabling the learner from participating in the learning activity. In this example, the
educator’s choice of technology, and/or the way they use it, has disabled the learner,
rendering them a disabled learner in the situation.
If the educator wanted to assess the accessibility of their practice to avoid disabling learners, they
could use or ask a learning experience designer to help them use the POUR framework. In the
vignette that follows, note that the framework offers a useful starting point but that to answer the
follow-up questions, the educator needs to think critically and will likely draw on their

pedagogical practices and beliefs.

Vignette: POUR and the Polling Tool.

Perceivable: Information and tools are presented to users in ways that can be perceived.
Does the way the polling tool is used allow everyone in the class to perceive the polling
question, response options, and poll results equitably and agentively? If not, what options
will be offered?

Operable: Interfaces can be operated. Can everyone in the class operate the polling tool
equitably and agentively? What if technically a learner’s assistive technology is

compatible with the polling environment, but they are blocked from participating because
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the response time allowed is insufficient to operate their assistive technology? What if the
assistive technology of a few learners does not work with the polling tool at all?
Understandable: Information and operation are understandable. Are the steps to
participate clear and navigable by all? Is the poll itself written in a way that is
understandable by learners? Can assistive technology be used to select words to
translate or look up in the poll? If polling questions are voiced, are they voiced slowly
and clearly, leaving time for transcription tools to function?
Robust: Digital content or digital experiences can be reliably interpreted across devices,
even as technologies advance, including assistive technologies. Is the polling experience
consistent and equitable across devices and environments (laptop vs smartphone,
learners in the classroom vs learners joining remotely, learners interfacing directly with
technology vs learners interfacing through assistive technology)?
In looking at this one vignette, the complexity of digital accessibility in common practices is
revealed and we can begin to see how a pass/fail style digital accessibility checklist that is based
on the POUR framework could be insufficient. POUR does not offer educators guidance on
appropriate options if a learner cannot equitably or agentively perceive information. Nor can
POUR nudge an educator to think critically about how much they value learner agency or ask if
they would be willing to change their own digital practices to include one marginalized learner.
Here too, we can see how what Oswal and Melongon (2017) call the ideology of normalcy can
foster assumptions about the abilities of learners (e.g., everyone can click a button to answer a
poll) and how those assumptions can be recursively reinforced when the digital choices we make
marginalize the voices of disabled learners in our classes (e.g., when the responses of learners

with disabilities are missing in poll responses).
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Moving from Oswal and Melongon’s ideology of normalcy to an ideology of inclusion
will require educators and learning experience designers to ask and answer a lot of questions
relative to the digital accessibility of the practices and technologies we use for learning
experiences, assessments, materials, and environments (Oswal & Melongon, 2017). These
questions go beyond some abstract, objective, pass/fail idea of accessibility and dig into the mess
of distinct learner experiences and degrees of accessibility, agency, and equity. For this we need

more robust frameworks for support.

Finding Relational, Transformative Means of Assessing Digital Practices

Though we must understand the POUR framework to assess whether it is possible for our
learners to perceive, operate, understand, and use the digital tools, environments, assessments,
and materials in our courses, the framework is insufficient for guiding overall practice. If the
framework reveals inequities, then what? How might the equity of participation opportunities be
assessed? How is learner agency assessed? What if all but one disabled learner can participate
equitably? Would the educator tell the disabled learner that it’s OK if they don’t participate?
How are decisions made about the inclusion/exclusion of disabled learners? Here, we can begin
to see how and where educators’ pedagogical practices and beliefs relate to and inform their
digital praxis (Melongon, 2018; Oswal & Meloncon, 2017; Seale, 2020b).

What if no technology is being used for a learning experience? How is the digital
accessibility of that decision assessed? It might seem inappropriate to apply the POUR
framework to a decision to not use technology, but it is highly appropriate and the accessibility
of the choice must be assessed. Policies that limit or restrict the use of digital technology in
lectures and assessments very often result in inequitable learning experiences and outcomes for

learners who are blocked from using assistive technology. Seale (2024), the most prolific writer



61

in digital accessibility in post-secondary research, recently published a research agenda for
disability and technology. Education is only one of the research areas she addresses, but | want to
point to one quite tender recommendation she makes, which is that we build on our
understandings of agency relative to technology use, citing examples of situations where
technology has been withheld.

Melongon’s (2018) orienting access theory draws attention to the need for educators to
ask these questions about agency and equity, digital and otherwise, over and over throughout
course design, and to specifically seek feedback from learners with disabilities on their
experiences so that changes in praxis are built on learner feedback rather than assumptions.
Meloncon (2018) also attends to the importance of learner agency in course navigation and
completion. Asking educators to consider if learners with disabilities need to seek third-party
support to do things others in the class can do themselves, not as a consequence of their disability
but rather as a consequence of disabling course design, restrictive policies, or the disabling
digital practices of people within their learning community.

Oswal and Melongon (2017) argue that we also need to build on learner experience data
to better understand how and why certain practices are experienced as disabling. They point out
that checklists can only ever represent a floor, not a ceiling, for access and that meaningful levers
of change will only be discovered in dialogue with disabled learners and via dynamic
accumulations of understandings, brought forward with the active participation of learners with
disabilities (Oswal & Melongon, 2017). This is where educators come face-to-face with a lot of
things we didn’t learn, didn’t know, didn’t see, and didn’t consider. Like decolonizing our
practices, and other anti-oppression work, much digital accessibility in education work is

relational, and needs space and time for reflection to iteratively evolve and improve.
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Here, we might turn back to Seale’s sociocultural drivers for accessibility because, as
mentioned earlier, the extent to which technology-integrated learning experiences are made
accessible is relative to mediating cultural considerations. Specifically, she prompts reflection on
people’s beliefs, understandings, and views of: “disability, accessibility and inclusion; duty and
responsibility; autonomy and freedom; teamwork and community.” (Seale, 2020b, p. 10)

When faced with difficult, complicated decisions, educators can and do draw on a mix of
objective information, subjective responses, and both conscious and unconscious beliefs.
Returning one final time to the polling example, if the educator learns that the polling tool is
inaccessible to four learners in a class of 130, what they decide to do could be influenced by:

e whether or not they believe the learners have “legitimate” disabilities,

e whether or not they feel a sense of responsibility to find an equitable solution if it is only

a problem for a few learners,

e whether or not they prioritize expediency, or their own familiarity with technology, over
learner agency to participate, and
e whether or not they even consider if they are modelling inclusive community building or
uncritical practices of domination, restricting knowledge and power.
Again, this simple polling example is useful to illustrate complexity — in this case the complexity
of how our beliefs can drive our digital actions and choices.

Though the POUR framework offers an easy to remember device for assessing
accessibility, the dynamic and relational nature of digital accessibility, particularly in an
educational context, requires educators to engage more deeply to meaningly shift digital
accessibility and inclusion in their courses. To conclude this section, | offer educators a possible

tool — a work in progress — that draws attention to the opportunities they have for engaging with
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digital accessibility in daily praxis. Table 2 places educators’ digital practices in relation to some
of the essential aspects of the critical and transformative approaches discussed in Chapter 2. It is
offered below as a tool for educators to reflect on our digital accessibility skills, choices, and
actions as well as where our conscious or unconscious beliefs about disability and accessibility,
etc., affect the accessibility of our digital practices. This tool is a central component of the
CanDARE.ca website (Ashbourne, 2024e) and | hope to workshop it further as a discussion tool
to move educators beyond a cerebral, impersonal, pass/fail understanding of digital accessibility

issues, and toward critical and embodied understandings.

Table 2 follows and continues across four pages. If the table content cannot be navigated by

keyboard once published, a digitally accessible version is available on the project website

(Ashbourne, 2024¢).
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Table 2
Transformative Digital Accessibility Praxis Entry Points for Reflection

1. A Compassionate Look at Your Courses, Pedagogy, and Beliefs

Where might you assess the accessibility of your digital praxis and pedagogy?

Ann Gagné’s holistic approach to accessible pedagogy (2023) points us to look at:

e The space learning happens (online, field, classroom, etc.)
e The tools for learning (LMS, equipment, technology, materials, etc.)

e The course design (activities, assessments, and pedagogical approaches).

Which hallmarks of transformative accessibility might you look for?

Lisa Meloncon’s orienting access theory (2018) challenges us to consider:

Access:

e Learners can enter, orient themselves, navigate and
operate independently and equitably in any learning space, tool, or course element.

e Learners have equitable access to digitally accessible learning materials.

Agency:

e Course design is oriented to make space for learners to have agency over how their
bodies engage with learning.

e Learners with disabilities are not forced into reliant relationships with third parties to
support them to do things other learners can do independently.

Inclusion:

e Educators (and learners) re-orient their perspectives “from an ideology of normalcy
to an ideology of inclusion” (Oswal & Meloncon, 2017, p. 68).

e Educators activate policy with practical demonstrations of inclusion e.g., preparing a
clear language, digitally accessible syllabus for digital distribution and print copies for
in-class distribution.

Respect for Diversity:

e Course and assessment design can be iterative and participatory.

e Educators request accessibility-focused feedback on experiences of learning.

e Educators model respect for access, agency, and inclusion for learners with

disabilities in their learning communities, making these practices the norm.
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Does the digital accessibility of your courses convey your beliefs and values?

Jane Seale (2006, 2020) asserts that the extent to which technology-integrated learning is

made accessible will be relative to beliefs, understandings, and views of:
e disability, accessibility, and inclusion,

e duty and responsibility,

e autonomy and freedom, and

e teamwork and community.

2. A Close, Critical Look at Your Digital Practices

Our skills, actions, and choices each represent opportunities to consciously attend to and transform
praxis. Are your beliefs aligned with your current digital accessibility literacy skills and your daily

digital choices and actions? Might conflicting beliefs be conveyed as you go about the following?

Course Materials: creating, curating, and disseminating.
e Creating documents, such as syllabi, handouts, and other course materials.
e Creating slide deck presentations, videos, or audio recordings.
e Curating readings, videos, podcasts, guest presentations, websites, etc.
e Disseminating course materials via course-packs, handouts, LMS, a custom course
website, or other file-sharing system.
e Setting the expected pace for accessing and engaging with materials.
e Awareness of access-restricted services, such as a library’s accessibility services, that

might be needed for learners to gain digital access to materials.

Learning Experiences: technology selection, policy, and design.
e Designing and delivering learning experiences in digital environments, or environments
that use digital technology.
e Selecting technology for learning experiences (e.g., lectures, field study, group work, LMS
use, polling, social annotation, concept mapping, statistics packages, class discussion, lab

work, etc.).
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Table 2 (continued).

Learning Experiences: technology selection, policy, and design (continued).

Investigating known accessibility issues or limitations of the technology, or requesting
support to investigate compatibility issues with learner technology.

Addressing an incompatibility, or other accessibility issue, with technology.

Setting policy and restrictions for technology use in class (e.g., allowing or restricting
mobile devices to be used in class, policy about camera use, making captions available,
allowing the class transcript to be saved by learners, etc.).

Setting the expected pace and duration of technology-integrated learning experiences
(e.g., breaks to step away from computers, time to access tech support).

Designing for student autonomy in learning experiences.

Designing for inclusion and interconnectivity in group activities.

Learning assessments: technology selection, restrictions, and design.

Designing and delivering assessments in digital environments, or assessments that use or
restrict digital technology.

When options are offered, designing equitable assessment options for all learners.
Selecting technology for assessments or allowing learners to select technology for
completing assessments (e.g., written, verbal or other forms of exams, class
presentations, papers, posters, group work, etc.).

Investigating known accessibility issues or limitations of selected technology or
requesting support to investigate compatibility issues with learner technology.
Addressing an incompatibility or other accessibility issue with the required technology.
Setting policy controlling or limiting the use of technology for assessments (e.g.,
proctoring, restricting copy/paste function, or requiring hand-written assessments).
Setting the expected pace and duration of learning assessment (e.g., designing time-
restricted or learner-paced assessment).

Awareness of access-restricted services, such as computer labs, that might be needed for
learners to gain digital access to assessment materials.

Designing for student autonomy in assessment.

Designing for inclusion and interconnectivity in group assessments.

Table 2 (continued).
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Course communication.

Selecting technology for course communication (e.g., sharing instructions and
announcements via LMS, emails, a course website or in-class-only).

Selecting technology for individual communication (e.g., emails with individual learners,
assessment feedback, instructions, and expectations, etc.).

Being able to direct learners to technical or other support to meet class requirements.
Discussing digital accessibility and accessible digital practices in class.

Requesting feedback specifically on the accessibility of the spaces, tools, and course
design elements (eg., pace, materials, assessments, etc.)

Responding to feedback or inviting participatory course design or not.

3. Connect Transformative Outcomes to Reflections and Actions

How might your reflections on your beliefs, skills, actions, and choices move your digital praxis

toward these transformative outcomes?

hooks (1994): Wellbeing for learners and educators, and liberatory experiences of
learning.

Zdenek (2019): Adoption of digital accessibility as a literate practice at the centre of an
accessible web, and a culture shift toward access as a shared responsibility.
Melongon (2018) and Ahmed (2006): Shedding disorienting and disabling pedagogical
practices and reorienting praxis toward inclusion and accessibility.

Palmeri (2006), Oswal and Melongon (2017): Inclusive curricula, participatory course
development, and critical interrogation of ideologies of normalcy.

Dolmage (2017): Unhiding and addressing the legacy of ableism in the Academy.
Piepzna-Samarasinha (2018): Accepting that disability is messy and addressing it with
care not bare minimums.

Sins Invalid (2016): Disability Justice.

Clare (2015): Momentum.

Sheppard (2019): Joyous ramps.
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Assistive Technology Incompatibilities and Agentive Issues with Social Learning

This section of the literature review offers a brief survey of literature exploring the use of
assistive technology in social learning situations as it pertains to educator practices. This
synthesis is offered to demonstrate some common challenges and offers insights into how
common the use of assistive technology is becoming. It draws heavily on literature that
foregrounds lived experiences and sociocultural considerations for educators.

As Palmeri (2006) reminds us, all technology is assistive. That said, the term assistive
technology is commonly used to mean technologies that assist people with disabilities to
perceive, operate, communicate, and/or participate in digital environments. These technologies
support self-directed, independent work habits, and reduce or replace a learner’s reliance on
third-party intermediaries in their education and life (Lorbeer, 2020). This includes both purpose-
built technology (e.g., JAWS or NVDA screen readers, also known as adaptive technology) and
accessibility features in mainstream technologies (e.g., Apple’s built-in text-to-speech tool “Read
Aloud” or the “Dictate” feature in Word).

The disconnects between social learning and assistive technology are many (Das et al.,
2019; Heiman et al., 2020; Nierling & Maia, 2020, 2020; Seale et al., 2010; Wilkens et al.,
2021). In their 2020 study, Linda Nierling and Maria Maia examine what they describe as the
unintended social consequences of some assistive technology designs. Tali Heiman et al. (2020)
note that the social applications of assistive technology are often overlooked, hypothesizing that
assistive technology designers see social applications as “wants” rather than “needs.” The
primary use case for assistive technology is to increase the independence of people with
disabilities, but perhaps in aiming for independence assistive technology designers overlook the

importance of interdependence, particularly in learning communities.
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Sins Invalid’s approach to interdependence as a liberatory construct might be useful here
to expand thinking. They hold interdependence as one of the 10 principles of Disability Justice,
arguing that working together to meet each other’s needs, rather than yielding to state solutions
that come with state control, fosters liberatory interdependence (Sins Invalid, 2016). Certainly, in
learning environments we know that being able to build knowledge and experiences in
community builds capacity in ways that isolated independence cannot (Vygotsky, 1978). One
might linger on Sins Invalid’s conception of interdependence a little longer to question post-
secondary institutions’ applications of the accommodations model (akin to a state solution) to
redress disabling practices, some of which could be addressed with transformative digital praxis.
Maitraye Das et al. (2019) use the concept of interdependence to expand notions of accessibility
beyond what is technically or functionally accessible to include what is functionally usable in an
interdependent, organized social system, such as a learning community participating in
collaborative work. Interdependence is an important concept in disability justice, and it is also
germane to the digital world. We will return to it.

Let’s think back to Alice Sheppard’s ramp, “Unlike the access ramps that enable
wheelchair users to avoid stairs, [Sheppard’s] ramp ... is a pleasure-filled challenge” (Sheppard,
2019, para 12). Various kinds of ramps have been built to enable assistive technology to operate
mainstream technology and interact with the world beyond technology. For example, Microsoft
Word is highly operable by many assistive technology users. For independent work, the ramp is
quite smooth. Proficiency can be achieved over time and momentum can be built. However, the
ramp for a screen reader user to engage in synchronous writing and editing with peers in Word
makes for a brutal, uphill slog. The collaborative features can functionally be operated by

assistive technology users, however, the experience of collaboratively editing a document —a
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common activity in post-secondary — is in a word, terrible. I will draw on voices in research to
explain.

In the aptly titled 2019 article “I¢ doesn’t win you friends.: Understanding Accessibility in
Collaborative Writing for People with Vision Impairments,” Das et al. (2019) outline the many
complexities at work when learners who use screen readers attempt to collaborate with sighted
learners. Some issues are technical in nature, but most have to do with working around the ways
that sighted learners and educators use technology — our digital practices. Group writing and
editing can be a particularly marginalizing activity if not all participants are conscious of the
inequities and willing to mitigate them. What follows is a brief description of what a learner

using a screen reader might experience in synchronous group editing.

Vignette: Group Editing.

A learner using a screen reader to engage with the part of a document she is working on,
enters the command to have it read a paragraph and she begins to rewrite it for clarity.
When another author makes an edit in the document, the screen reader interrupts what
she’s doing to voice that a change has been made to the document by another user. It
then reads the change out of context. All the while, the learner using the screen reader is
trying to hold onto her own thoughts. If a third person is editing, their edits might
interrupt again, and so on. Where a sighted person can stay visually anchored to what
they are doing and choose to look up at others’ edits when they are ready, the learner
using the screen reader is instantly compelled to deal with other people’s thinking ahead
of her own.

The cognitive load in this collaboration scenario is highly inequitable. Das et al. found that this

limits the disabled learner’s participation and reduces the quality of her contribution. Her
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assistive technology is usable, but the experience is both viscerally painful and still ultimately
marginalizing.

So, what can educators take away from this? Das et al. make a strong case for the need
for awareness building, active negotiation of what they refer to as “social-material relations” in
digital collaboration environments, and developing “shared new norms.” Quotes from their study
participants offer unique insights into potential learning experiences. Sharing this article with
learners before beginning group work might be a useful intervention. The combination of
political, technical, and personal considerations could make it a useful tool for problem-posing
and help educators guide learners to work as a group to find an equitable solution — keeping in
mind that it is the educator’s responsibility to redirect learners if learners come to an inequitable
solution, such as leaving the student who uses the screen reader out of group discussions and
editing. But whose responsibility is it to share this and other learner-experience informed
resources like it with educators? Where are educators getting educated about disabling digital
practices in meaningful ways? And where are they getting guidance to guide learners to build
inclusive and accessible digital practices?

Now, it is important to recognize that screen reader technology is one of the most
complex forms of assistive technology and one of the least commonly used by post-secondary
learners. People working in accessibility services tend to expect fewer than 2% of post-secondary
learners will be screen reader users. As of 2024/25 registration, approximately 1% of learners
registered with the Centre for Accessible Learning at the University of Victoria are likely to be
using screen reader technology for their studies (R. Shaw, personal correspondence, December
16, 2024). As a result, few educators have experience teaching these learners and supporting

their inclusion in social learning environments. For this reason, I’m cautious of using screen
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readers as the only example of assistive technology that makes a learning activity doable but
inequitable. Therefore, 1 will touch lightly on the use of automatic captions and text-to-speech
technology which are growing in popularity with learners with and without disabilities.

Deaf author Quinn Keast’s personal narrative, and Deaf researcher Matthew Sieta et al.’s
study into D/deaf participants’ preferred behaviours in technology-mediated conversations, such
as classes conducted over Zoom, offer educators insights into the use of freely-available live and
automatic caption technology (Keast, 2020; Seita et al., 2021). To be clear in this paper,
automatic captions are not typically sufficient for D/deaf learners in an educational setting,
which is why learners usually work with ASL interpreters if they are fluent in ASL, or with live
translator-transcribers who can work more collaboratively and accurately than Al. Automatic
captions might be used in combination with hearing aids and are used by many students with
varying degrees of hearing loss. These articles illustrate the complexity of how the digital
practices of hearing people impact the D/deaf or hard-of-hearing community. For example,
crosstalk, the act of learners talking over one another as they interject in a conversation, poses
considerable problems. Crosstalk cannot be captioned, transcribed, or translated effectively and
therefore marginalizes the learner who is missing what they cannot perceive. Educators mindful
of the experience of D/deaf and hard-of-hearing learners might encourage, and remind, learners
to mute themselves when not speaking and to limit crosstalk in both Zoom and in-person
contexts. In an in-person context, some hard-of-hearing learners might choose to use laptop-
based audio recording and live transcription tools such as Otter.ai. to reduce strain and
potentially increase accurate comprehension of what’s being said in class. Additional language
learners may also use these tools. In this context, educators who restrict the use of laptops and

mobile devices in class may inadvertently interfere with learners’ use of assistive technology.
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Policies that restrict or seek to control learners’ use of technology often have unintended
consequences for assistive technology users. This is becoming increasingly problematic in online
assessments where lockdown browsers and other restrictions to curb cheating interfere with
assistive technology and the exam-taking strategies of learners with disabilities. For this reason,
a transformative approach to digital accessibility praxis would require educators to not only look
at how they use technology but where they limit or restrict learner use of technology in class and
in assessment environments.

Text-to-speech technology (TTST) was originally used as an intervention for beginning
readers diagnosed with reading disorders. It is now being used by a wide range of learners with
vision impairments, motor impairments, attention-related disorders, brain injury, dyslexia, and
other print-related disabilities. Additional language learners also use TTST and increasingly it is
being used as a study aid by learners without any disability or language fluency barriers. In The
Future of Text-to-Speech Technology: How Long Before it’s Just one More Thing we do When
Teaching Reading? author Michelann Parr conducted a study in a K-12 context, but her findings
are highly relevant to post-secondary. Her study found that text-to-speech tools allow many
students with and without disabilities to deepen their understanding of readings. She explains
that students who struggle with decoding a text are less able to engage in metacognitive
strategies such as sense-making and constructing meaningful attachments to prior knowledge
because the work of decoding is so laborious and time-consuming. TTST use was found to
bypass the subskill of decoding, affording students the “confidence, patience, and stamina to
stick with the text and make it through to the real work of reading” (Parr, 2012, p. 1421).

Richard Jackson (2021) with the National Centre on Accessible Education Materials

offers further insights into how TTST can improve reading comprehension for learners with and



74

without vision impairment. Screen reading software and TTST bypass or augment the sensory
and motor skills associated with decoding and rapid word naming. Many learners can listen to
text at much faster rates than they can visually decode it. The speed at which a reader can
perceive and decode a text positively correlates to the speed at which they can process it (up to a
point). Using TTST can enable many learners to ... utilize his/her full capacity of working
memory to comprehend meaning” (Jackson, 2021 p.8). In addition, TTST can reduce the time
required to complete individual academic tasks.

Finally, Parr (2012) makes an important point about free text-to-speech technology that
also relates to free digital captioning and transcription technology, and to free spelling and
grammar technology. Learners do not require a specific diagnosis, funding, or special
accommodations to use these assistive technologies. Many access them freely in mainstream
software such as Word, Zoom, etc. or with free browser extensions for Chrome, Safari, etc. This
is particularly important for educators in post-secondary to understand because the learners using
these assistive technologies are often invisible. Many learners won’t be registered for academic
accommodations, and many might not self-identify as disabled or wish to disclose a disability.
Regardless, educators mindful of digital accessibility and inclusion considerations, who develop
practices that support the use of these and other assistive technologies, will directly benefit the
growing number of learners who use assistive technology for whatever the reason.

To conclude this section on assistive technology, | want to circle back to the design brief
for assistive technology: independent and agentive use of technology. As | mentioned, there are
numerous disconnects between current designs for independent ICT functionality and social
learning. There are also numerous disconnects between assistive technology use and agentive

learning (Melongon, 2018). Learners may be able to agentively choose to use assistive
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technologies to improve their own learning experiences and outcomes, however, the
meaningfulness of that agency is relative to their interdependence with educators and peers. Live
captions only assist learners if they are enabled by the host in Zoom calls. Laptop transcription
tools are of no use to learners in classrooms where open laptops are prohibited. Text-to-speech
technology users can only benefit from the technology if the readings they are assigned are
digitally accessible. I can’t count the hours I, a TTST user, have spent chasing down digitally
accessible versions of texts, sometimes fruitlessly, always frustratingly. Nor can | count the
migraines triggered by trying to read inaccessible texts. There is no satisfying way to quantify
the effect the added cognitive fatigue has on my wobbly, laboured walk. Educators and learners
don’t mean to cause pain to me and my disabled peers, but as discussed above, guidance and
tools to support the adoption of digital practices that would enable rather than disable people
who use assistive technology have been around for 20 years and post-secondary leadership,
education scholarship, and educator training programs have yet to normalize them. That is
painful. Clearly, there are opportunities for ICT (assistive and otherwise) to evolve further.
However, Ashbourne (2021), Oswal and Melongon (2017), Seale (2020), and others argue for
educators to expand their understanding of how learners with disabilities use technology, and to
take responsibility for learning and modelling accessible digital practices that support and
normalize the inclusion of assistive technology users in our learning communities without further
delay.
Centering Digital Accessibility in Technology-Integrated-Learning Research Praxis

Of course, our digital practices develop relative to not only sociocultural conventions but
also relative to developments in, and research around, technology. In educational technology

research | see both missed opportunities to include discussions of digital accessibility in
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mainstream technology discourse, but also significant opportunities to normalize and
operationalize accessibility and inclusion in teaching, learning, and research praxis.

Das et. al (2019) cite numerous studies reporting digital accessibility issues experienced
by people with vision impairments and screen reader users when using browser search tools,
Microsoft Word, and Google Docs, all common, mainstream technologies used in post-
secondary. However, in a social context such as a post-secondary learning community, even
when looking at what might objectively be described as accessible features in specified
technology, the researchers caution we must consider the social and relational behaviours of the
people using the technology to fully assess the accessibility versus inaccessibility of the activity,
and the inclusion, marginalization, or exclusion of the person with disabilities in their
community. Can educational technology researchers more commonly take this critical approach
and normalize interrogations of accessible vs inaccessible digital practices with mainstream
technologies? Can we shift discussions of mainstream educational technology to normalize
discussion of digital accessibility and inclusion in mainstream research?

Here | need to address the elephant in the research lab. Learners with disabilities, and
specifically assistive technology users, are often marginalized in educational technology studies,
and findings, for two reasons. One, their assistive technology may be incompatible with the
educational technology being assessed and two, their absence has been normalized. As
distressing as that is, educational technology research represents a far-ranging opportunity for
interventions that could improve digital practices.

As an example, | point to the Morales et al. (2022) paper on social annotation research.
To contextualize their research and support their findings, the authors point to dozens of studies

from the past 20 years that position online discussion and collaboration tools as essential
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educational technology for social learning in post-secondary. Citing Eryilmaz et al. (2013), Kent,
Laslo, and Rafaeli (2016), and Truhlar, Walter, and Williams (2018), the authors argue for social
annotation tools’ profound learning benefits, including opportunities for knowledge construction
with peers and personal reflection. Using validated knowledge creation instrumentation and
metrics to assess the prevalence of “clarification, conflict, consensus-building, elaboration,
interpretation, questioning, and support” (Morales et al., 2022, p. 6) annotations in the
Hypothes.is social annotation environment, the study analyzes discursive knowledge
construction activities and patterns, from three “diverse” communities of learners. This well-
presented study notes its limitations, but there is one limitation they, and many other researchers,
miss. The study only analyzes the learning activities of learners who can operate the technology.
Hypothes.is has a number of accessibility issues. For example, my text-to-speech browser
extension is inoperable when the Hypothes.is extension is running. I, like many learners who use
assistive technology, have developed various strategies and contortions to work around digitally
inaccessible learning environments and materials (Das et al., 2019). However, some
environments and materials simply cannot be perceived or operated by assistive tech, which

means they are entirely disabling for some learners.

Another 20-Year Omission

I will come back to Morales et. al shortly, but here, | need to take a short tangent to make
a connection to a 20-year-old reflection on inaccessible online discussion technology that was
published in the introduction of a foundational DARE text, Jane Seale’s E-Learning and
Disability in Higher Education: Accessibility Research and Practice. In it, Seale cites educator

Nicole Kipar’s 2005 lament that with all the technological advancements meant to make
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education more accessible, some of the most used learning technology of the day — online
discussion boards — were not meaningfully usable or operable by learners using screen readers.

Perhaps there is a magic solution for this problem that we haven’t encountered

yet, but we fear that until the Fairy of Learning Technology raises her magic

wand to sprinkle accessibility dust all over the [school], our students who use

screen readers will not be able to take part in online discussion. Surely, if this is

the case, instead of widening participation and enhancing accessibility — we are

narrowing it. (Nicole Kipar, ALT-N Newsletter, July 2005 as cited in the

introduction to E-Learning and Disability in Higher Education: Accessibility

Research and Practice, Seale, 2006, p. 1)

In 2021, in my former role as a learning experience designer focused on accessibility at a
Canadian research university, my colleagues and | were tasked to work with the Centre for
Accessible Learning to find a technical workaround for a learner whose screen reader could not
perceive or operate the discussion forum tool in our institution’s mainstream, enterprise-level
LMS. Unfortunately, the only solution we could find would only be partially inclusive for the
disabled learner and would alter — read: significantly inconvenience — the workflow of all other
learners. Given that, the educator opted instead to assign the one learner to meet her assessment
requirements by emailing the educator her “discussion” posts. Meanwhile, the rest of the class
continued to build knowledge together, experiencing what Morales et. al discuss as profound
learning benefits, specifically building “clarification, conflict, consensus-building, elaboration,
interpretation, questioning, and support” (Morales et al., 2022, p. 6) skills in the digitally

inaccessible — read marginalizing — learning environment.
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Pulling disabled learners out of community marginalizes them and creates inequitable
learning experiences. Most educators do not want this, but when digital accessibility issues come
up partway into the term, the assessments have already been designed and the train has left the
station. There is no time for the larger questions, such as why is one of the most popular social
knowledge construction tools in one of the most popular (and costly) LMS’s not compatible with
screen readers? Or what other discussion tools are accessible? Awkwardly, educators find
themselves caught unaware and choosing between insufficient options.

I offer my own echo to Kipar’s lament to illustrate that during the 20 years of online
discussion research Morales et al. point to, learners using screen readers have been largely left
out of the social learning phenomena of online discussions. Their thoughts and experiences have
not informed scholarly research, nor have they informed the knowledge construction of their
peers. Their voices are absent from debates and that’s accepted as normal.

This anecdote illustrates three things. First, accessibility legislation has not forced the
hand of either the tech sector or academic institutions to find tech solutions to 20-year-old issues
with educational technology that marginalize disabled learners. Second, learning mid-semester
that an institutionally vetted assessment tool is digitally inaccessible to a learner, educators get
stuck manufacturing on-the-fly, often inequitable, workarounds that typically focus on the
educator’s need to assess learning, rather than the learner’s need to participate in their learning
community. Third, this history of digitally inaccessible, marginalizing educational technologies
is not sufficiently evident, let alone troubled, in educational technology research.

This example also brings to the fore the culturally and institutionally accepted
marginalization of disabled learners. In 20 years, the free market hasn’t found a technology

solution that enables screen-reader operators to participate equitably and agentively in their
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learning communities. The technology industry doesn’t move that slowly. If the problem hasn’t

been solved in 20 years, that’s not a tech issue, it’s a social one — it’s ableism.

Digital Accessibility Considerations in Educational Technology Research

So how might we in the field of educational technology research move the needle? How
might we address the ableist elephant in the room? Jane Seale’s most recent book, A Research
Agenda for Disability and Technology (Seale, 2024) offers, among other things, a high-level
overview of how people are typically involved as users in the design of technology for people
with disabilities. She troubles research and design methodologies and discusses means of
involving people with disabilities in design processes. This analysis could be used to inform
educational technology researchers’ methodological approaches and means of involving people
with disabilities as research partners or participants. However, as with Seale’s contextualized
model of accessibility (Seale, 2020b), the depth and breadth of Seale’s (2024) analysis may be an
overwhelming starting point for researchers new to this perspective. Our community would
benefit from scholarship that builds on Seale’s analysis with methodology literature, case studies
and research praxis recommendations that discuss accessibility and inclusion practices being
used with methodological approaches common to educational technology research.

In a presentation for BCcampus about my research, (Ashbourne, 2024f) | shared the
following entry points for researchers interested in attending to digital accessibility and inclusion

in their research praxis:

e Are the voices of students with disabilities discernable in your review of educational
technology literature and/or learner experience data?
e Are studies clearly stating in their limitations if they have or have not had input from

disabled learners or learners who use assistive technologies?
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e Do studies relating to a mainstream technology take steps to validate the accessibility
claims of the vendor?

e Does your study invite the participation of learners with disabilities?

e Understanding that there can be additional barriers to participation, are you taking
efforts to recruit learners with disabilities, and/or assistive technology users?

e Are study findings shared in digitally accessible formats?

These are just a few of the entry points we discussed. On another occasion, Dr. Seale also spoke
to the BCcampus community about research praxis (Seale, 2023b). She made a very important
point that researchers do need to bear in mind: engaging people with disabilities in research

studies will affect the timeline of a study.

It takes much more time. So you have to build in that time. I think one of the
biggest jobs that we as a whole research community have to do is to really lobby
funders who say they want research that’s inclusive and captures voices, but still
want you to do it in the standard... one year kind of project, and you have to say
no. To be truly inclusive it takes longer. You’re going to have to fund

longer.(Seale, 2023b)

From a digital accessibility perspective, that might be because you need to version your survey
or engage with participants using different technologies. It might be because you need to spend
time learning how to adapt a methodology for a blind or D/deaf participant. It might be because
you need to make your data accessible to research partners or to the public, or because you want
to make your findings accessible in multiple formats.

To conclude this section of the literature review, it seems useful to underscore that a path

toward transformative digital accessibility praxis will need to be guided by accessible and
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inclusive research into technology-integrated learning technologies and practices. Das et. al
(2019) set an example for researchers to look beyond seemingly objective assessments of a
mainstream technology’s accessibility to attend to how common practices with said technology
contribute to experiences of digital accessibility vs. inaccessibility and inclusion vs.
marginalization, as articulated by people with disabilities. We need these voices.

As a researcher, | certainly have only begun to scratch the surface of what educational
technology research has to offer, but from where I stand, studies relating to mainstream
educational technology rarely address accessibility. When we as a research community regularly
read studies that omit any discussion of digital accessibility, that omission negatively reinforces
ableist assumptions and beliefs about who uses technology, how technology should be used, and
what is normal. It’s time for our research to recursively, positively construct digital accessibility
and digital inclusion as normalized educational and agentive considerations in educational

technology research.

Literature Review Conclusion

To conclude this chapter, | want to return to Alice Shepard and her metaphors of
utilitarian and joyous ramps. The WCAG POUR framework (2008) might be appropriate to
fashion utilitarian ramps from inaccessible materials, environments, or activities to meet a
learner’s need. WCAG and POUR are not sufficient tools for imagining joyous ramps. They
don’t reach for hooks’ wellbeing or liberatory experiences of learning. They don’t show us how
to move or think differently, creatively, and to share responsibility for digital access which is
what Zdenek challenges us to do when he calls on educators, practitioners, and scholars to learn

from disability studies scholarship, and from learners with disabilities.
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Learners who are disabled want — | want — more than utilitarian ramps from digital
disablement to digital access. Shepard’s joyous ramp reminds us that with imagination, empathy,
and respect we can hope to do better than build ramps from inaccess to mere access. We can
build ramps to joyous experiences of learning; equity- and dignity-centred experiences of
learning; and liberatory experiences of learning. Currently, disabling digital practices create
marginalizing barriers to learning, barriers that are replicated in the digital commons. However,
education as a field, and educators as a community, have an exciting opportunity to foster
meaningful change by finally attending to digital accessibility in curriculum, assessment,
research, and pedagogy. This literature review is cursory, it is the scale appropriate to a Masters
project, yet even so it points toward the potential for transformative change via transformative

digital accessibility praxis.
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Chapter 4. Project Reflections

The CanDARE research project and website were designed to combine embodied
understandings and experiences with research on digital accessibility in ways that critically shift
understanding and potentially transform digital praxis, both for myself and others. | have done,
and will continue to do, this work in service of broadening our understanding of digital
accessibility issues in education and improving digital learning experiences for learners with
(and without) disabilities. This section will discuss my application of transformative inquiry, the
development of the CanDARE website, and reflections on my research questions.

Applying Transformative Inquiry Methodology

After completing an expansive literature review on the general topic of digital
accessibility issues for learners with disabilities in post-secondary, | focused my research on the
texts and inquiry partners (Transformative Inquiry, n.d.) that most closely pertained to my
primary research question:

Q 1: How might learner voice (including my voice) and critical problem posing

be used to support educators to critically attend to the digital marginalization of

disabled learners in post-secondary, and adopt a transformative digital

accessibility praxis?

Reading, listening, and looking for palpable human experiences, | engaged deeply with
works that discussed how learners with disabilities fit into the sociocultural contexts of their
post-secondary learning communities. Likewise, | worked deeply with texts from theorists and
practitioner authors who explored critical or transformative pedagogical approaches, or critiques
of marginalizing digital practices.

The transformative inquiry strategies | used to engage with these materials included:



85

e Taking small passages of significant texts to work with, play with, and build on in new
ways (e.g., writing a poem, storytelling or creating a photo montage).

e Imagining conversations between authors.

e Learning Indigenous inquiry practices such as stepping back from the human world to
look at something relative to something in the non-human world, learning to work in a
good way with someone or something, or looking at a situation, a problem, or a solution
relative to “all my relations.”

e Looking for and questioning the “taken-for-grantedness” in common practices.

e Allowing someone or something influencing my inquiry to take me “off course” to look
back at my work from a new place.

e Working iteratively, prompting myself to keep asking if I am still asking the right
questions.

Using these strategies, | was able to form and foster intellectual, physical, emotional, and
spiritual connections with the research texts and other forms of cultural production I curated. |
did this to allow myself to find a new way to build on the twenty plus years of very well-argued
cases for adopting better digital accessibility practices in post-secondary education. I’ve shared
some of my sense-making products on the CanDARE website as pathways to transform
understanding, both for myself and for others. Some posts are strictly research-focused, and
some came out of moments of vulnerability and creativity that are political, human, and

embodied and some are both.

Research Without Authority
I’m quite upfront on the website, and when presenting this research, that [ am not an

authority on digital accessibility or disability, nor am | an impartial observer, or an ambassador
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for a non-existent homogeneous experience of disability or disablement. I, like any learner with
disabilities, am an expert in my own experiences of disability and disablement, ability, and
empowerment. | share some of my own experiences, along with examples from research texts
that have stayed with me, perhaps because they were illustrative, or surprising, or facilitated my
sense-making in some way. Hopefully these experiences help to broaden or deepen
understandings so that we might build new pathways; new and joyful ramps from disablement
and marginalization to access and inclusion.

The CanDARE Website

Given that the topic of my research is digital accessibility, it seemed only natural to build
a website to materially work with and ultimately share my research. In the development process,
I bumped up against many of the digital accessibility challenges my research explores. It is
through the practice of identifying digital accessibility issues, missing issues that others identify,
and making what can sometimes be difficult decisions, that I’ve expanded and deepened my own
engagement with digital accessibility and my own understanding of it as relational,
transformative, and liberatory.

The primary audience for the website is post-secondary educators, who like me are
looking to build more accessible and inclusive digital practices. Some may stumble upon it on
their own, but in future, I plan to use it as a teaching tool in workshops and seminars on digital

accessibility.


https://www.candare.ca/
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Figure 3
CanDARE Home Page

ﬂ CanDARE (Digital Accessibility Research in Education)

Digital accessibility isn't pass/fail. It's praxis.

Contact Q

CANDARE ABOUT PRAXIS ~ LEARNING FROM LEARNERS v POST-SECONDARY LIBRARY v LATEST .I

Digital accessibility and
inclusion are not tech issues for
disabled learners.

Digital inaccessibility and marginalization in education are
visceral, chronic symptoms of systemic ableism and unexamined

oppression in the Academy.

Note: A screenshot of the candare.ca home page The main text reads: Digital accessibility and

inclusion are not tech issues for disabled learners.

CanDARE Content and Information Architecture

The website content and information architecture came out of my research process and
the questions | asked myself as a researcher throughout this process. Though many of the posts
began as my own sense-making artifacts or as documentation of my processes or experiences as
a learner in post-secondary, the artifacts were then re-crafted and re-contextualized as posts that
educators could use for their own sense-making.

The site is designed in three main sections, which are described in detail below.

1. Post-secondary Library: educators can scan annotated bibliographies that | have

created based on the published research and cultural products that informed this

project and relate to digital accessibility research in post-secondary education.


https://www.candare.ca/post-secondary-library/
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2. Learning from Learners: educators can gain insights from descriptions of learner

experiences with digital accessibility and inaccessibility and uses of technology.
3. Praxis: educators can challenge themselves with tools to build new pathways to
digital access and inclusion.
What follows is a summary of how each section responds to one of my three secondary research

questions, thereby contributing to the primary research question.

The Post-Secondary Library Section.

Q 1A: As a researcher, how might | ground my research production in the theory

and work of my accessibility and disability elders, and distribute it in digitally

accessible ways to actively support a digital accessibility paradigm shift in post-

secondary?

This section offers educators annotated bibliography posts on some of the articles, books
and other media that informed this dissertation and the CanDARE site. Many posts on the site
link back to posts in the library, connecting educators to the references and authors they can look
to for deeper engagement with an idea or question. The Library posts also amplify the authors’
work in search engines, and share commentary on the digital accessibility of the media, bringing
attention to disabling publishing practices and to authors who have chosen to make free, OPEN

and/or digitally accessible versions available.


https://www.candare.ca/learning-from-learners/
https://www.candare.ca/praxis/
https://www.candare.ca/post-secondary-library/
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Figure 4
The CanDARE.ca Library Landing Page

Digital Accessibility Research in Education o
. at began as an
Library: Post-Secondary annotated bibliography

crip-hack is now an OPEN
digital tool.

Wander through. Look for something to read. Maybe you’ll find something to
think, or write, or talk about. Each artifact in this library includes its
published abstract, some annotations and links to its source. Each article,
book or piece of media has informed content in the Praxis and Learning from

Learners sections.

T

Accommodations, Services and Policies Book Club
Reading Room

Note: A screenshot of the landing page for the Post-secondary Library. The image links to
access articles in the Accommodations reading room and the Book Club reading room are
visible.

As mentioned earlier, the Library began as a “crip hack,” a community-designed
technology solution to a disability challenge. When | built the Library, | was at a point with my
health where I was well enough to read, but not well enough to easily call to mind what I’d read.
I needed more than the usual highlighters and memory cues in the marginalia because | read
using text-to-speech, and I felt like I’d collected a library’s worth of material. | wanted digitally
searchable memory cues, | wanted space to write digests of elements of a text, and | wanted a
standardized format for drafting annotated bibliography entries so that I could really work with
my observations as data across entries. | also pictured this being used as a data source for

educators from the start.
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The resulting annotated bibliography template pictured in Figure 5 below, draws some
data automatically from Zotero and allows me to author pieces of information I specified such as
notes on the digital accessibility of the media and the positionality of the author. The headings
shown in the screenshots in Figure 5 correspond to backend authoring fields: full title, author(s),
year of publication, media type, media access, usefulness to educators, premise, purpose,
research methods, conceptual or theoretical frameworks, reference with published abstract (when
available), points of contention, and points of connection. The content entered is entirely
searchable by the site’s search tool. When known, posts are tagged as being by Authors with

Disabilities, IBPOC Authors, 2SLGBTQIA+ Authors, and Female Authors, and are highlighted

under the heading “Centering Voices” to foreground the contributions of authors from these

communities and to make it possible to search for works by these tags. Works are categorized

into the appropriate “Reading Rooms:” Disability Justice, Digital Justice and Ethics, Digital

Accessibility in Praxis, Book Club, and Accommodations, Services and Policies.

Not all the posts that | have authored are live on the site for public access. Some are only
available for my use in the backend because editing and checking the links on so many posts
became too laborious for the timeline of this project. The posts that are live have been
categorized into “Reading Rooms” in the Post-Secondary Library, which are named as such to
connote spaces where we as a community come together to learn. Current Reading Rooms in the

library include Accommodations, Services and Policies, Digital Accessibility in Praxis, and the

Book Club.

In future, | would like to invite other researchers to add to the library and participate in or
host reading groups. | would also like to invite more accessibility testing. The Library posts have

passed testing by one screen reader user and one text-to-speech user. In future, | would like to


https://www.candare.ca/tag/authors-with-disabilities/
https://www.candare.ca/tag/authors-with-disabilities/
https://www.candare.ca/tag/ibpoc-author/
https://www.candare.ca/tag/2slgbtqia-author/
https://www.candare.ca/tag/female-author/
https://www.candare.ca/digital-justice/
https://www.candare.ca/digital-accessibility-praxis/
https://www.candare.ca/digital-accessibility-praxis/
https://www.candare.ca/book-club/
https://www.candare.ca/accommodations/
https://www.candare.ca/accommodations/
https://www.candare.ca/digital-accessibility-praxis/
https://www.candare.ca/book-club/
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offer more robust accessibility descriptions of the linked media and do more extensive testing of

the annotated bibliography template and content as | continue to add it.

Figure 5
The Saying No to the Checklist Annotated Bibliography Post

CANDARE ABOUT PRAXIS v LEARNING FROM LEARNERS + POST-SECONDARY LIBRARY + LATEST

POST-SECONDARY LIBRARY

Saying No to the Checklist

August 28, 2023
Kim Ashbourne

Full Title

Saying No to the Checklist: Shifting from an Ideology of Normalcy to an Ideology of Inclusion in Online Writing Instruction

Author(s) Centering Voices

Sushil K. Oswal & Lisa Meloncon Female Author, IBPOC Author
Year of Publication Media Type

2017 Journal Article

Media Access Reading Rooms

Free / OPEN access version of this article has some digital accessibility Digital Accessibility in Praxis, UDL

issues. Page break, header and footer text is inconsistently voiced, and
formatting has caused some special character issues. The paper’s title
and abstract are not voiced, otherwise it is navigable and mostly

perceivable by text-to-speech tech.

Note: One of three screenshots documenting this page.



Figure 5 (continued).

Usefulness to Educators

This article would be useful to educators beginning to grapple with the legacy of ableism within their
courses and institutions. This critical piece of writing thoughtfully argues that reductionist approaches
to accessibility, such as checklist tools, offer educators and institutions a false sense of
accomplishment, and a simplistic understanding of learner needs. Their use can hinder accessibility if
learner reports of inaccessibility and exclusion are dismissed due to misguided faith in checklist tools.

Premise Purpose

Universal Design for Learning (UDL), Quality Matters Rubric (QM), and + To recommend a way forward for OWC educators to build and teach
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) checklists “perpetuate an courses that are meaningfully inclusive of students with disabilities.
idea of normalcy” and should not be blindly applied but rather engaged « To argue for a “move from an ideology of normalcy to an ideclogy of
with critically by online writing course (OWC) educators. inclusion.”

+ Tocritique three popular tools “used to plan, implement, and assess
online course construction™:
= Quality Matters assessment rubric (QM)
* Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG)
= Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework

Research Methods Conceptual or Theoretical Frameworks
Normative argument based on secondary sources and the experience of « Participatory design from a transformative and/or pragmatic
the authors. paradigm

+ Authors also refer to theoretical frameworks from Writing Studies,
Online Writing Instruction and Disability Studies literature

« Authors' positionality or bias is not addressed although professional
bios are included.

+ Authors are both interdisciplinary, having technical communication
and disability studies backgrounds

Note: Two of three screenshots documenting this page.
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Figure 5 (continued).

CANDARE ABOUT PRAXIS LEARNING FROM LEARNERS v POST-SECONDARY LIBRARY LATEST

Reference with Published Abstract (when available)

Oswal, S. K, & Meloncon, L. (2017). Saying No to the Checklist: Shifting from an Ideology of Normalcy to an
Ideology of Inclusion in Online Writing Instruction. WPA. Writing Program Administration, 40(3), 17.
Abstract: Writing Studies finds itself looking to outside sources in an attempt to understand disability,
differing abilities, and accessibility. As a result, in an effort to make our online courses accessible, we often
turned to as varied sources as Universal Design for Learning (UDL), Quality Matters Rubric (QM), and Web
Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), which we are referring to as checklists, due to their form and
instrumental purposes. Programmatically and administratively, we seem to have accepted checklists at face
value as something we simply need to adopt and/or implement rather than something to question. With the
growing number of students with disabilities in our online classrooms, we argue that such reliance on
checklists perpetuates an ideology of normalcy, and we ask, instead, that we start WPA work from the location
of disability and accessibility. When we do so, we encourage direct participation from our disabled students
and faculty in our theory, in our research, in our curricular planning, and in our pedagogical conceptualizations.

Starting with access helps us move toward an ideology of inclusion.

Points of Connection Points of Contention

Authors and educators within post-secondary writing programs have
been some of the most thoughtful and progressive advocates for digital
accessibility and accessibility writ large in education, specifically in

Oswal and Meloncon encourage educators to involve students with
disabilities in participatory course design. | agree with this
recommendation, my only caveat is that educators need to appreciate the

terms of pedagogy; Jay Dolamge, Lisa Meloncon, Sushil K Oswal, Sean difference between iteratively seeking and working with feedback in a

Zednek and J Palmeri to name a few. (The reference list for Oswal and

Meloncon’s article cites many of the progressive thinkers in this field.)

= This article takes a disability studies-informed AND a technology-

research setting, vs. course development phase, vs. in a classroom
setting.

Educators must be cognisant of the power-over relationship they have

informed pedagogical view, rather than a tech-centred or product-

centred approach to accessibility.

with students in a classroom setting and consider how they can invite

meaningful feedback. They must also take care not to (intentionally or

Note: These three screenshots of an annotated bibliography post shows the complete heading

structure and tagging convention used for all annotated bibliography posts.

The Learning from Learners Section.

Q 1B: As a person with disabilities, how might | weave my voice through the
voices of learners with disabilities already captured in research?

The Learning from Learners section offers a curated mix of experiences for educators to

think about, feel out and work with. Some of those presented are my own experiences as a
learner with disabilities and some are experiences pulled from the literature. In my research

journey, | found myself compelled by, and learning from, the generous descriptions and artistic


https://www.candare.ca/learning-from-learners/
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expressions of people like me who shared their experiences of accessibility, inaccessibility, and

disability. My goal has been to illuminate and learn from human experiences of engaging with

digital accessibility and inaccessibility, and so | needed to first deepen my own engagement and

build on the fullness of what was being shared with me. I felt | needed to explore my own

experiences by letting myself be vulnerable and creative.

The poem Awkwardly Able draws parallels between digital obstructions on a research

path and obstructions on a wheelchair accessible path.

The three-minute video What I Didn’t Know About Text-to-speech When | Started Using

it in University documents my text-to-speech tool reading a text about an early realization
of just how different reading with text-to-speech would be. This post also represents a
digital accessibility judgement call that | as a media producer had to make. It includes a
downloadable Word transcript of the video. | decided not to add closed captions to the
video because the visuals for the video show most of the words that are being voiced in
two places on the screen already. Adding closed captions would offer little informational
benefit and add considerable visual noise. Whereas a complete transcript of this three-
minute video offers both described audio and script transcription, which seemed the
better ramp to an accessible experience of the video in this instance. | will need to have

this tested by multiple users to assess if this decision was correct.


https://www.candare.ca/2024/09/awkwardly-able/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/06/what-i-didnt-know-about-text-to-speech-when-i-started-using-it-in-university/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/06/what-i-didnt-know-about-text-to-speech-when-i-started-using-it-in-university/
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Figure 6

Learner Experiences Post with Video and Transcript

Rethinking Reading. 3 e ==
resentation of My reading journey & ™ & D =] S Shi =
g O & o eme B

Farmat Tools Extonsions Zoters Halp
Two semesters into my masters, | began to experience

irregular vision and intense nau:
overnight, | was unable to n oz -
couldn't read printed text b

Trying to read screen text w

light or movement on the screen were instantly nausea-

inducing.

Pragmatically speaking, | possessed what many would
consider to be the requisite literacy skills and cognitive skills

Rethinking Reading

Two semesters into my masters, | began to experience irregular vision and intense nausea all
day, every day. Literally overnight, | was unable to read the way | was taught to read. | couldn't
read printed text because the lines would double up. Trying to read screen text was worse
because any changes in light or movement on the screen were instantly nausea-inducing.

Pr: i peak | d what many would consider to be the reguisite literacy skills
and cognitive skills to read and study effectively: searching, scanning, developing
domain-specific language, reading deeply, and higher-order organizing. Those skills didn't
disappear. | just couldn't look at the damn words."

September 2020: A neuro-ophthalmologist determined a neurovascular brain disorder that can
be di ib as ing or top migraine activity (Hoffmann et al., 2019) had
gripped my brain and was my visual i { ing system.

> :44/ 3:21

3 minute video about becoming disabled in grad school and learning to read again with text-to-speech

Transcript Rethinking Reading Video [l [eF:Te

Note: This screenshot from the What I Didn’t Know About Text-to-speech When | Started Using
it in University post on the Candare.ca website shows the video player with a button below to
download a transcript of the video.

Using transformative inquiry, | also spent a lot of time with certain handfuls of learners’
words. Specifically, | worked with words that related to experiences in and around the body. In
some posts | structure editorial or prompts around learners’ words. Often, these words carried
emotions; frustration, anger, and annoyance are common. | would try to hold the imbued
emotion of the voice in whatever way the words would get re-purposed, holding respect for the
original context and citing appropriately so that educators can go deeper with their

understanding.


https://www.candare.ca/2024/06/what-i-didnt-know-about-text-to-speech-when-i-started-using-it-in-university/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/06/what-i-didnt-know-about-text-to-speech-when-i-started-using-it-in-university/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/06/what-i-didnt-know-about-text-to-speech-when-i-started-using-it-in-university/
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e For example, the post Technology Restrictions and Able Inconveniences uses quotes
from creative works to bring the body and the energy enmeshed in their experiences of
learning to the fore. Eli Clare’s memoir Exile and Pride (2015) was a major influence on
my understanding of disability and ableism. On first reading, the passage | selected might
seem unrelated to digital accessibility because it is about an experience writing a
handwritten test. Here, the author’s words work to highlight the effect of technology
restrictions, which are an aspect of our digital praxis that need critical reflection as much
as the digital actions we take.
| also looked for opportunities to illustrate more fulsome pictures of common experiences

raised in the literature, experiences that educators might think they understand but likely don’t
until they have been through the mess of a given situation themselves. For example, we have
more than enough literature, including court filings, documenting the use of inaccessible course
materials in post-secondary education to know that it is a significant problem (Almog, 2018;
MARY FERNANDEZ, and THE NATIONAL FEDERATION OF THE BLIND, INC., Plaintiffs, v.
DUKE UNIVERSITY, Defendant., 2021; Moriarty, 2018; Wood et al., 2017). Digital accessibility
research that uses student voice often discusses the extra work learners with disabilities must
undertake, but I’'m not sure that the full scope of the extra work is always evident to educators, or
even to the learners who slog through it for that matter. I documented some of my attempts to
source accessible versions of materials to itemize and make real the efforts taken to secure
digitally accessible versions of readings that other learners can access with the click of a button.

e Asan example, the post Digitally Inaccessible Readings Take Extra Time and Extra

Cognitive Load offers editorial and statistics taken from an experience of working

through the proper channels to try to get access to a digitally accessible copy of a book,


https://www.candare.ca/2024/06/technology-restrictions-inconveniences/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/06/inaccessible-readings-require-extra-time-and-extra-cognitive-load/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/06/inaccessible-readings-require-extra-time-and-extra-cognitive-load/
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which I documented. The process involved eight paid staff from disability services, the

library, the publisher, and a third-party vendor, none of whom were able to find me a

digitally accessible version of a book. | eventually found it with the help of a disabled

friend working at another university. The post offers educators a glimpse of what students
might need to do if they curate readings without regard for digital accessibility. This kind
of deepened understanding might help an educator decide to proactively contact the
library to source accessible versions of course readings before the start of class, so that no
one is stuck searching for accessible versions mid-semester, when time is precious.

The Learning from Learners Section of the site offers educators a mix of visceral,
emotional, and documentary descriptions of experiences, and some digital accessibility
interventions. In future, I would like to invite more learners to share experiences in this space
and workshop the accessibility of the media being used in the posts. Some of these pages have
passed testing by a screen reader user and a text-to-speech user. More testing will need to be

done by people who engage with content in different ways as more content is added.

The Praxis Section.

Q 1C: As an educator, how might I use critical and liberatory pedagogical

approaches to support educators to reflect on their digital practices?

The Praxis section of the site is the most provocative and may be the most challenging for
educators. The content will be useful as discussion starters in workshops and seminars but might
prove challenging for individual educators to engage with on their own. Coming to what Freire
(2020) would call “conscientizagdo”, or critical consciousness, isn’t a solitary practice. We need
to bump into each other. This section offers the beginnings of ideas to bump into and tools for

discussion and certainly an educator is welcome to use them independently, but the deeper


https://www.candare.ca/praxis/
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reflection and praxis-shifting work is more likely to happen when these tools can be used in a

learning community.

Praxis Provocations use images and text to trouble the taken-for-granted and spark

unexpected connections. These can be useful discussion starters. In a small group, the text cited
in the provocation might be given as reading to discuss along with the provocation post. The
group might also be asked to write alternative text descriptions for the images to both build that

accessibility skill and discuss what information they are taking from images.

¢ One such provocation relates to a prominent concern in the literature, that of disabled
learners being marginalized and set apart from their learning communities. The post

Individualized accommodations for digital accessibility issues pull disabled learners out

of community uses images and text, including a quote from an important piece of
research authored by a self-described learner and researcher with disabilities, Dr. Karen
Jung for her PhD dissertation. This research is included to prompt consideration of the
learner’s experience of being marginalized in their learning community. The post also
questions taken-for-granted practices related to the overreliance on academic
accommodations and third-party service providers, and challenges educators to question
how shifts in digital accessibility praxis might bring some critical attention to that
reliance.

e The provocation post When Would be a Good Time establishes a timeline for digital

accessibility work in education within a broader technology timeline. By combining dates
for revolutionary technology advancements and narratives of accessibility stagnation, the

post creates tension and hopefully a sense of urgency that educators will carry with them


https://www.candare.ca/praxis-provocations/
https://www.candare.ca/2023/12/provocations-individualized-accommodations/
https://www.candare.ca/2023/12/provocations-individualized-accommodations/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/01/provocations-when-is-a-good-time/

99

as they engage with this work. It also illustrates the 20 years of inaction on normalizing

digital accessibility practices in education that the literature review bears out.

Figure 7

Provocation Post When Would be a Good Time

Wishing on Accessibility Fairies

2006, Jane Seale publishes E-Learning and Disability in
Higher Education: Accessibility Research and Practice the
first of her many major contributions to the field of digital
accessibility in post-secondary education.

In it she cites Nicole Kipar's 2005 lament that with all the
technological advancements meant to make education
more accessible, some of the most commonly used learning
tech of the day - discussion boards - were not meaningfully
usable by learners using screen readers.

Perhaps there is a magic solution for this problem that
we haven’t encountered yet, but we fear that until the
Fairy of Learning Technology raises her magic wand to
sprinkle accessibility dust all over the [school], our
students who use screen readers will not be able to take
part in online discussion. Surely, if this is the case,
instead of widening participation and enhancing
accessibility - we are narrowing it.

(Nicole Kipar, ALT-N Newsletter, July 2005) Cited in the introduction to £-
Learning and Disability in Higher Education: Accessibility Research and Practice
(Seale, 2006)

Note: One of two screenshots documenting this section of the post.



Figure 7 (continued).

| A

Progress: a lot has changed in the past
20 years.

* 2004 Google goes public and revolutionizes search.

2005 Google Maps comes on line, changing the way we
trip plan, and perceive our routes and physical
environments.

2005 YouTube posts its first video.

2007 Apple releases the iPhone, fundamentally
changing the way we use phones. (By 2017, Face ID
normalizes handheld biometric authentication. Today,
some accessibility features built into this mainstream
device outshine purpose-built assistive tech.)

2014 the Curiosity Mars Rover discovers water under the
crust of the surface of Mars.

2015 two separate companies successfully land
reusable rockets, massively reducing the cost of
(speculative) commercial space travel.

2022 Chat GPT sends shockwaves through the
Academy, polarizing those who see Al as a “cheating”

technology and those excited by the potential
applications.

Progress: some things stay the same.

« 2024 learners who use screen readers are still
marginalized in, or outright excluded from, social
learning opportunities in LMS forums and discussion
tools that still don’t work with their assistive tech. The
market has not found solutions in 20 years and the
field of Education hasn’t pushed.

Note: Two screenshots taken from part of the When Would be a Good Time post on candare.ca.

Creating these provocations was typically a multi-step process. Very often | would try to
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visually build an idea from words and images and see if it held together. Other times I’d attempt

to build a dialogue between authors. Some posts came about because of a single statement that

stayed with me. But as meaningful as this process of uncovering meaning and deepening

understanding was to me, many of the posts would have seemed untethered to educators visiting

the site. The posts that are live are edited to be sufficiently provocative conversation starters and

some link to or cite other works for educators to go deeper if they choose.


https://www.candare.ca/2024/01/provocations-when-is-a-good-time/
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The Transformative Digital Accessibility Praxis section is the work | am most interested in

workshopping with educators. This section features three of the key offerings from my research

for educators to reflect on:

e The Digital Accessibility Literacy Skills: Reading, Writing, and Producing

Accessible Media post features the material from Table 1 of this manuscript. These

literacy skills could be taught and assessed for proficiency. They are built out from
WCAG 2.0 content strategies and drafted as literacy skills in the hopes that the field
of Education will take them up in some way soon.

e The Digital Accessibility Illiteracy: What Happens When a Literacy a Left

Undeveloped? post offers educators a somewhat polemic definition of digital
accessibility illiteracy. It is offered alongside the list of skills to ensure digital
accessibility literacy is seen through a social justice lens. It could be used as
discussion prompt or a self-reflection prompt.

e The Entry Points for Transformative Digital Accessibility Praxis Reflection post

features the material from Table 2. The entry points were synthesized from the cited
literature and, in a workshop or seminar, would be best discussed along with the
related readings. This is a complex reflection tool designed to accompany multiple

group discussions, or for someone to come back to for self-guided study.

This section of candare.ca is pictured in Figure 8 on the following page.


https://www.candare.ca/transformative-praxis/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/10/digital-accessibility-literacy-skills/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/10/digital-accessibility-literacy-skills/
https://candare.ca/2024/03/digital-accessibility-illiteracy/
https://candare.ca/2024/03/digital-accessibility-illiteracy/
https://www.candare.ca/2024/10/entry-points-for-transformative-digital-accessibility-praxis-reflections/
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Figure 8

Transformative Digital Accessibility Praxis Landing Page

Transformative Digital Accessibility Praxis

| am so glad you're here. | hope you didn’t come for answers.

The posts in this section can be used to spark group discussions, structured inquiry
workshops, or self-study. They offer entry points to reflect on, and reboot, our own digital
skills, choices, actions. They also point us in the direction of what a transformative
digital accessibility praxis might look like, but we have yet to give a transformative
digital accessibility praxis form and substance. We have yet to see the change and be
changed by the work we do here. That’s why I'm so glad you're here.

I 1T

Entry Points for Transformative Digital Accessibility Literacy Skills: Digital Accessibility Illiteracy: What

Digital Accessibility Praxis Reading, Writing, and Producing Happens When A Literacy Is Left
Reflections Accessible Media Undeveloped?

Entry points for educators to reflect on digital Digital accessibility literacy skills are built upon Unfamiliarity with how to read and write for digital
skills, choices, actions and beliefs that affect the W3C WAI strategies to include writing, production, accessibility represents a form of illiteracy

Note: A screenshot of the Transformative Digital Accessibility Praxis section of the site.

Research Results
To discuss the results of this research project, | will return to my primary research

question:

Q 1: How might learner voice (including my voice) and critical problem posing

be used to support educators to critically attend to the digital marginalization of

disabled learners in post-secondary, and adopt a transformative digital

accessibility praxis?
Transformative inquiry challenges us to work deeply with inquiry partners and material to make
new creative connections that make meaningful change in us as researchers and in our

communities. Through close reading and creative paths to sense-making, | used both curated


https://www.candare.ca/transformative-praxis/
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research materials and artifacts of my own experiences to craft provocations, interventions,
personal reflections, and tools for reflection that were meaningful for me as a researcher and
potentially meaningful to educators. This required quite a great deal of synthesis and was, in and

of itself, a transformative process.

The site’s Library is my searchable memory bank of research and initial research
connections, digitized and carefully documented for others to access. The Praxis Provocations is
where much of my sense-making for the site began. Learner Experiences is where some of the
experiences of marginalization are made palpable. Entry Points for Transformative Digital
Accessibility Praxis Reflection is the culmination of my research and transformative sense-
making journey. | feel the site well represents digital accessibility research, but it also
demonstrates the potential for both the gentler transformative inquiry strategies and the more
direct critical consciousness-raising problem-posing to be used together to transform educators’

understanding of, and engagement with, digital accessibility.

Limitations of the Research

| realized far too late that although I focused in on a shortlist of theorists, practitioners,
and creative influences (see Figure 2), I was still working with far too much material. | had to
give up on coming to a synthesis on a disappointing number of partially formed connections for
this dissertation and website project. Also, as a Master of Education Project, | was not able to
undertake the kind of accessibility testing | would have liked to do. Specifically, | would have
liked to work with five or six learner-testers who use technology in various ways and who could
look at the site with various perspectives. | did share a job posting with the University of Victoria

Society for Students With a Disability to hire learner-testers on a small contract basis with the

BCcampus Fellowship funds, and followed the posting with outreach on social media, but the


https://uvicssd.ca/
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search was unsuccessful. I will add that it can be challenging to recruit learners with disabilities
into work or research opportunities during the semester due, in part, to the inequitable workload
they manage.

The very nature of digital accessibility is relational and dynamic. Likewise, my reading
of what is or is not accessible in this text and on the website is offered from my perspective, both
as a person with disabilities and as a practitioner/researcher in the area. That said, it is likely that
there will be those who find elements of the work digitally inaccessible. I welcome their ongoing
input and feedback via the website and will look forward to learning and evolving my own
understanding as | come to understand others’ perspectives.

Project Conclusion

The CanDARE website now feels somewhat like a proof of concept. |1 would like to
continue this project in a PhD or in another funded research capacity to work with educators and
learners with disabilities to build out a repertoire of experiences, interventions, and tools for
reflection and research that would more fully support post-secondary educators and learners to
engage with transformative digital accessibility praxis. The website is simply one tool that we
can use to spark a shift of inclusion and access for learners with disabilities on campus and in the
digital commons. The process of creating the site, finding the words, finding the fixes, finding
the friends with feedback, and returning again and again to the transformative inquiry questions

has undoubtedly shifted my own digital accessibility praxis for the better.
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Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations for Future Research

Through this research project, | have come to understand that any path to centring digital
accessibility practices in post-secondary education will have obstacles. We can continue to try
utilitarian how-to guides and policy-compliance workshops for educators or we can, like Alice
Sheppard, work creatively and transformatively with people with disabilities to build joyous,
transformative ramps. Transformative digital accessibility praxis carries the potential for
transforming learning experiences and social experiences for and with learners with disabilities
in post-secondary. The literature supports this potential. Lisa Melongon (2017, 2018), Sushil
Oswal (2017, 2018), Jason Palmeri (2006), Jane Seale (2006, 2013, 2017, 2020, 2023, 2024),
and Sean Zdenek (2019, 2020), cumulatively, have built a corpus of literature that points us very
clearly toward a possible future where transformative digital accessibility praxis could be
normalized, or as Oswal and Melongon might rightly rephrase “included,” in education. Of

course, their work also reveals how far we are from that future today.

Contributions to the Field

This research project makes multiple contributions to the field. First and foremost, it
honours the visceral — the embodied — lived experiences of learners with disabilities who can
experience digital disablement, digital enablement, digital inclusion, and digital marginalization
in post-secondary, and by extension, in the digital commons. From that place of understanding it

offers the following:

1. It gathers sociocultural critiques and pedagogical perspectives that can be used to
build a case for post-secondary leadership, education scholars, and educators within

faculties of education to share responsibility for building tools to teach and assess
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digital access and inclusion skills and practices in post-secondary and in teacher
training programs for K-12.

2. It offers two possible practical interventions to shift praxis that are built on those
same sociocultural critiques and pedagogical perspectives, and on the internationally
accepted WCAG POUR framework (2008): Table 1 Digital Accessibility Literacy
Skills and Table 2 Transformative Digital Accessibility Praxis Entry Points for
Reflection.

3. The CanDARE website shares research from the field, including various materials for
educators to better understand experiences of digital accessibility and inaccessibility,
and to reflect on their own digital praxis.

4. These contributions have already been shared via research presentations at the
Open/Technology in Education, Society, and Scholarship Association (OTESSA)
Conference (2020, 2024c), and as a BCcampus research fellow to the BCcampus

community (2024f).

With each opportunity, | have looked to open space for disabled learners, educator-colleagues,
and learner-colleagues to build knowledge together to consciously foster liberatory learning
experiences with and for disabled learners. With and for people like me.
Future Research Recommendations

| believe research is needed to identify digital accessibility and inclusion issues and
interventions across the research areas of literacy and digital literacy, learning theory,
educational technology, pedagogy, curriculum, and instructional design. Researchers working in
these areas with an interest in transformative outcomes would do well to attend to the following

research criteria:
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(a) respects the lived experiences of learners and educators with disabilities, this is
paramount;

(b) pedagogically attends to Disability Justice;

(c) supports learning, inclusion, and agency in the learning community;

(d) technically complies with WCAG and POUR framework standards; and

(e) is typically, and primarily understood to be within the educator’s domain.
This research would have implications for course culture, course content curation, student
collaboration and cocreation practices, information design for learning, assessment design,
course communication, technology selection, search, digital knowledge sharing, archive
development and use, and beyond. I also look forward to research that situates transformative
digital accessibility praxis and educators’ digital practices in the global digital justice paradigm.

In terms of theory, | would be curious to see connections between digital accessibility
and both Vygotsky and Freire’s work explored further, as digital accessibility has implications
for learner agency, the social construction of knowledge, and language acquisition at it relates to
literacy skill building as an instrument for social and cultural change (Freire et al., 2018;
Reunamo & Nurmilaakso, 2007; Vygotsky, 1978; Zdenek, 2020). | would also be interested to
see how this line of inquiry might tie into Melongon's orienting access framework for course
design: access, agency, inclusion, and respect. | hope to see more up-and-coming theorists and
researchers from the disability community take up this sort of theoretical inquiry and ground it in
lived experiences, bringing embodied and intersectional ways of knowing to the work.

To conclude, despite having international standards and how-to knowledge to do better
for the past 20 years, a shrouded legacy of ableism has held post-secondary back from

“normalising,” or including, digital accessibility skills in curriculum, assessment, and academic
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scholarship requirements in post-secondary; skills that would make education and the digital
commons more accessible to people with disabilities and people who use assistive technologies.
Likewise digital accessibility practices have been slow to catch on, thwarted in part by additional
time accommodations that obscure the need for praxis interventions. However, the tide is
turning. Legislation is increasingly forcing institutions to confront their accessibility practices
and although evidence to date shows the compliance framework is the wrong framework for
educators, we do now have a growing body of critical literature to build on. Pairing the literature
with reflections on the daily digital praxis of educators we can see that a transformative digital

accessibility praxis is possible.

Some digital accessibility skills are quite simple, such as authoring hyperlinks instead of
URLSs, but some practices will require educators to learn to make difficult judgment calls.
Educators won’t always get digital access and inclusion right, so part of the transformative
process is being OK with making mistakes and iteratively improving. Through research that
shares experiences of digital accessibility and guidance for appropriate ways to work with
learners with disabilities and support service providers, educators will build their capacity to
make sound judgement calls based on digital accessibility knowledge and empathy for learners’
experiences, and an openness to work with learners with disabilities in a good way. That,
combined with appropriate professional development, is how we move toward transformative
digitally accessible and inclusive learning experiences and community-building in post-
secondary. It starts with us. It starts with learners with disabilities, researchers, and educators
cocreating knowledge together, modelling transformative digital accessibility praxis to the
campus community, and then disseminating that knowledge in digitally accessible and inclusive

ways through the digital commons, to the best of our abilities.
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