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BEYOND (DIS)ABILITY: PROMOTING

ACCESSIBILITY IN BLENDED AND ONLINE
LEARNING ENVIRONMENTS

What is it about?

In March 2020, higher education institutions globally were forced to shift to blended and
online learning (BOL) classrooms in response to the COVID-19 pandemic. Accessibility was
paramount in this shift as there were new frameworks and approaches in BOL that could
accommodate for a variety of accessible needs. Yet, accessibility continues to be conflated
with disability, which hinders the impact of both of these concepts. In this exploratory
session, the presenters engage with their audience regarding the multidimensional definition
of accessibility, the Universal Design for Learning (UDL) framework in educators’
classrooms, and the analysis of key accessibility frameworks within BOL.

What did we do?

In their exploratory session, the authors began by
outlining a history of BOL and its inherent ties to
accessibility. After, the presenters engaged in
discussion with their audience with three questions:

¢ What does accessibility mean to you?

e How are educators utilizing UDL in their
current online classrooms?

¢ What are key accessibility recommendations
that you would like to see moving forward?

After each discussion question, the authors spoke
to novel approaches to the definition of
accessibility, the intricacies of the UDL framework,
and prospective implementations of accessibility
approaches in future BOL classrooms.




What did we find?

Accessibility impacts all aspects of a BOL course. For example, learning management
systems (LMS) that are used in BOL may not be accessible to students who do not have
access to a computer or quality wifi. In addition, accessibility must consider mobile
accessibility to ensure that the LMS is accessible on mobile devices, considering the
usability of attachments, assessment submissions, and discussion boards. Further, the
inclusion of students’ pronouns during virtual classes in Zoom is an ideal of accessibility,
but it must be approached in an open manner that ensures that the educator is not
forcing a student to disclose their gender identity. In regard to UDL, this framework
operates under multiple means of engagement, which encapsulates the learner’s
interest; multiple means of representation, which ensures that information is presented
in multiple ways; and multiple means of action and expression, which promotes
different ways for students to demonstrate their knowledge.

What does it mean?

Accessibility requires educators to modify their attitudes and practices, as these two
concepts inform the outcomes of each other. As educators, our responsibility is to
continue to learn and expand our definition of accessibility because it is not static; it
continues to change as the landscape of education changes as well. Accessibility
should be enthusiastic, as these frameworks, such as UDL, will be positively impactful
to all students in the classroom, which will lead to stronger engagement and classroom
experiences. Finally, normalizing accessibility is important to recognize because until
we normalize accessibility, there will continue to be barriers to overcome.
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