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 Accessibility in Higher Education
How standards and services can help deal with a critical, urgent,
and complex issue

By Bill Kasdorf



Accessibility in Higher Education

When we think about accessibility, we generally think in 
terms of creating a version of a book that can be 
consumed by a print-disabled person through the use 
of assistive technology. We envision that person using 
what’s known as a screen reader to “speak” the written 
text. And all too often we think that now that publishing 
is digital, most books “just work” in that regard.

They don’t. According to Benetech, a leading nonprofit 
that provides accessibility resources and services, 
“More than 90% of published materials are inaccessible 
to people with dyslexia or blindness.”

In this paper we will explore how higher education
institutions are looking at accessibility including:

• What it takes to remediate texts for accessibility
• The broad range of course content today
• Legal requirements
• The role of the DSS of�ce
• Current accessibility standards
• Practical advice on approaching accessibility
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Nowhere is the issue of 
accessibility more critical, more 
urgent, and more complex
than in higher education.

http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1002/leap.1141/full
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Even when a digital text is available, most books require what is known as remediation, 
re�ning and augmenting them to make them properly accessible. That usually involves 
adding features that most digital texts lack:
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Most books are not properly accessible.

• Structural semantic tagging, so that components like sections and
subsections, sidebars and references and footnotes—the things that are obvious to a
sighted person—can be distinguished.

• Adding navigational features, so a user can progress from �le to �le in the
default reading order in a book, go to a speci�c page, or jump from one chapter to
another one, going back to things or skipping things as he or she chooses.

Not all print disabled people are blind. In fact, there are an order of magnitude more 
people with low vision or dyslexia than those who are blind. Those people need different 
means of access and interaction with the text—for example, the ability to enlarge a font, 
or change the font, or increase the spacing between lines, or even alter the colors being 
displayed—to make a book usable due to their individual needs. Things that can’t be 
done with the typical PDF, especially on a phone, which is where an ever increasing 
amount of reading is done.

As a result of our book-centric, vision-centric paradigm, we often focus on the publishers, 
calling them out for not making their books more accessible. While this is undeniably 
important, it isn’t close to suf�cient in higher education.

• Providing descriptions of images, meaningful ones, that convey why that
image is included and what it is intended to show.

Most people assume that 
because publishing is now digital, 
most books will “just work” for 
accessibility. They don’t. More 
than 90% of published materials 
are inaccessible to people with 
dyslexia or blindness.



While books are a big part of higher education, they are 
increasingly augmented in course content by journal articles, 
websites, videos, and interactive features like animations
and quizzes.

• platforms that the big educational publishers have developed;
• hosting platforms used by journals;
• the platforms of aggregators like VitalSource who provide

content from a wide variety of publishers;
• libraries on campus and off; and
• learning management systems used in the classroom.

Once all those diverse materials are obtained, they all have to 
be accessible. And that almost always means that they have to 
be �xed to some extent by the individual educational 
institution.

These rich resources are conveyed to the students from
a host of sources:
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Books are just the tip of the iceberg.

Accessibility in Higher Education

Course content today includes journal articles, 
websites, videos, and interactive features like 
animations and quizzes.
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This is a critical issue for colleges
and universities.
We stated at the outset that accessibility is critical, urgent, and complex for 
institutions of higher education.

Complexity should be clear by now: modern higher education depends on 
a rich array of publications and media, obtained from multiple sources.

The urgency comes from the fact that when a student enrolls in a course, 
she needs the course materials right away: it puts her at a serious 
disadvantage to get materials weeks late.

But it is critical for institutions of higher learning because they have a legal 
obligation to provide that student with accessible course materials. They 
can be sued if they don’t.

One of the most startling examples recently was a free online educational 
initiative by the University of California system that included some 20,000 
videos. A suit was brought because those videos were not accessible.

The result? They had to take down the videos.

https://www.washingtonpost.com/local/education/why-uc-berkeley-is-restricting-access-to-thousands-of-online-lecture-videos/2017/03/15/074e382a-08c0-11e7-a15f-a58d4a988474_story.html?utm_term=.f0c524a23fa0


Because it is usually dif�cult to get �les directly from the 
publishers, they typically start by checking with services like 
Bookshare and the AccessText Network to see if a file is 
available. If it isn’t, they’ll try the publisher. Most often, the best 
they can get is a PDF.

When no �les are available for a book they need for a 
print-disabled student, they go to the bookstore, buy a copy of 
the book, chop the spine off, scan the pages, OCR them to get a 
text �le, and then set about the laborious process of cleaning up 
the text, tagging it, and adding links and image descriptions, so 
that assistive technology can render it for the student.

The tagging, linking, and description work almost always has to 
be done even if they do manage to get a PDF—and if the PDF is 
a text-based PDF, and if the layout of the book is straightforward 
enough for the PDF text �le to be usable.
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The role of the DSS of�ce.
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Most often, the best �le a DSS of�ce can get is a 
PDF that needs remediation. If they can’t get that, 
they have to buy, scan, and OCR the book to get 
text to work with.

To deal with this problem—to provide speci�c accessibility 
features required by speci�c students who need speci�c resources 
for the speci�c courses they’ve registered for—most schools have 
what are often called Disabled Student Services (DSS) of�ces. 
These are small teams, usually consisting of a tiny staff 
supplemented by student interns, who obtain some sort of source 
�les for the books, journal articles, or other resources required, and
then do the remediation needed by that student.

https://www.bookshare.org/cms/
http://www.accesstext.org/
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Making all media accessible.

As mentioned above, making text accessible to a print disabled user, which may be all 
that is expected of a publisher, is only the beginning for a college or university.

Videos need to be accessible—and not just for the blind. Deaf students, for example, 
need transcripts, subtitles, or closed captions so that they can read the audio that they 
can’t hear. The same goes for podcasts and other audio media.

For the blind student, on the other hand, audio descriptions need to be made for videos. 
These augment the audio track, which normally can be heard, by describing what is seen 
in the video—a description that, like a proper image description, doesn’t just say what is 
seen on the screen but conveys why it’s relevant.

Also, these audiovisual resources and their accessible features need to be synchronized. 
Synchronized text and audio is thankfully much more easily obtained today due to the 
increased availability of ebooks that have a “read aloud” capability (basically an audio 
book synchronized with the text) and also thanks to text-to-speech (TTS) features 
available not only in assistive technology but now built into common devices like
the iPhone.

But true synchronized access involves more than that. The blind student needs to speed 
up or slow down or stop a video to be able to hear the audio descriptions properly, to go 
back to re-hear something that may have been missed or misunderstood, or to skip over 
something not relevant. Sighted users do those things without thinking.

Audiovisual resources and their 
accessible features need to be 
synchronized to be able to be 
consumed appropriately, and to 
give the user control over the 
experience.
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Math and tables present special challenges
for accessibility.

Math and tables present such challenges that some students actually 
change their majors from their originally intended STEM �elds 
(science, technology, engineering, and math) because of the dif�culty 
of obtaining properly accessible content.

• Tabular content needs to be able to be traversed in a
logical and under standable manner by somebody who
can’t see the structure of the table.

• Mathematics needs to be provided in a form in which
assistive technology can render it, or with a textual
description of an equation, “saying” what a sighted student sees.
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It’s not just the content, it’s the systems too.

What is often overlooked is that even when accessible content is �nally provided, the 
systems by which it is obtained and accessed are not accessible. Think about how much 
information is conveyed on a typical web page—today’s ubiquitous gateway to getting 
content—through the use of color or position or size. A blind person can’t see a button 
that must be clicked to navigate to what he or she needs.

Systems in educational institutions often require users to �ll in a multitude of �elds on a 
succession of screens to get to a needed resource. Those can be dif�cult or impossible 
for a blind user. Further complicating this is that the user interfaces are not uniform: some 
are provided by a particular course, some are provided by the library, some are provided 
by the college or university administration, and some are provided by the owners of the 
content—publishers, websites, and media companies.

This is one reason why the issue of accessibility is so complicated in higher education. 
It’s not just a matter of making the course materials accessible, which is challenging 
enough in itself. The systems used in the classroom need to be accessible. The systems 
used to choose courses and register for them need to be accessible. Systems in 
residence halls and libraries and department of�ces need to be accessible. Accessible 
content is useless if the student can’t get to it.

All the systems the student 
encounters need to be accessible. 
Accessible content is useless if
the student can’t get to it.



The picture we have just painted must seem impossibly bleak. But 
there is a bright spot: standards.

In the past, accessibility often required very specialized �le 
formats, unique markup systems, and hard-to-�nd expertise. But 
today’s accessibility standards are based largely on formats, 
systems, and markup schemes that are widely used in 
publishing, as well as in our daily life. Think about how many of 
those systems mentioned above are now Web-based. That’s a 
huge advantage.

In fact, standards and speci�cations are becoming so well 
aligned that it is now possible for many publications to be “born 
accessible.” That means not requiring special remediation at all 
after initial publication: the standard publication that everybody 
gets is what the person needing assistive technology gets.

Of course few publishers’ work�ows currently do this; but those 
work�ows can be made capable of doing this. For some 
publications, special work still needs to be done beyond what 
would otherwise be done (e.g., image descriptions); but at least 
that work can now be done as a part of a standard editorial and 
production work�ow and using the same �le formats and tagging 
schemes that publishers are using anyway.
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Standards come to the rescue.

Today’s accessibility 
requirements and 
speci�cations are 
aligned with global 
standards and use 
standard �le formats.

Accessibility in Higher Education



The Web + EPUB is the foundation.
The basis for accessibility standards worldwide today are the standards provided for the 
Web by the W3C and other organizations, commonly referred to as the Open Web 
Platform (OWP). Here are the key ones.

WCAG
The W3C’s Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) are fundamental to 
accessibility standards worldwide today. These are very comprehensive guidelines for 
making web content, websites, and systems accessible to people with all types of 
disabilities. They’re based on four basic principles: making content perceivable, operable, 
understandable, and robust for everybody.

And because so much of the publishing ecosystem—including work�ows and delivery 
formats—are based on the Open Web Platform today, these guidelines no longer apply 
only to websites. They apply to all types of publishing and all facets of the supply chain.

HTML
The perception still persists that HTML is a presentation format. It’s not. It’s a language 
for describing the structure of content; presentation is the domain of its sister spec, CSS. 
HTML 5 markup provides the building blocks, the structural semantics of a publication: 
the sections and subsections, lists and blockquotes and links and all the rest, that make 
up a document. HTML also speci�es how systems process those components. It’s the 
markup used not only in websites and by browsers, but also by apps and ebooks. It’s 
HTML’s structural semantics that enable a print disabled user, and the assistive 
technology he or she uses, to distinguish the components of a document that a sighted 
user distinguishes by appearance.
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https://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/wcag
https://www.w3.org/TR/html/
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WAI-ARIA
The structural semantics provided by HTML 5 are necessary but not sufficient for making 
all the distinctions needed by assistive technology. That’s where WAI-ARIA, the W3C’s 
Web Accessibility Initiative–Accessible Rich Internet Applications comes in. ARIA provides 
additional semantics via attributes that distinguish the roles of various HTML building 
blocks and speci�es how systems should handle them for accessibility. ARIA has been 
further augmented by publishing-speci�c terms like “chapter” and “footnote” that are 
essential to publications but are not typically used by a website.

EPUB
Building on all of the above is EPUB, speci�cally EPUB 3. The content documents in 
EPUB 3 are HTML documents, expressed as XML. But unlike a website, an EPUB can be 
a much more complicated thing: not just a document, but a publication, composed of any 
number of content documents, scripts, stylesheets, media, metadata, and other 
resources. EPUB is now the standard format for the interchange of accessible 
publications. EPUB Accessibility 1.0 specifies how to make an EPUB properly accessible, 
including conformance to WCAG and ARIA and the inclusion of accessibility-speci�c 
metadata harmonized with that provided by schema.org.

Section 508
Section 508 is a U.S. government regulation for accessibility that applies to publications 
and systems in the federal government and also many public institutions such as colleges 
and universities. It was updated in January, 2017 (the “Section 508 Refresh”) to broaden 
its applicability beyond government documents and systems, to align it with global 
standards like WCAG 2.0 AA, and to harmonize it with international accessibility 
standards like those of the European Union. Section 508 compliance is especially 
important to higher education institutions and their partners and suppliers.

Accessibility in Higher Education

https://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/aria
https://www.w3.org/Submission/2017/SUBM-epub-a11y-20170125/
https://www.access-board.gov/guidelines-and-standards/communications-and-it/about-the-ict-refresh
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Getting the job done.

All this harmonization and alignment of standards in the accessibility sphere has made it 
much easier than it has ever been to get accessible. The �les and formats required are 
now those that publishers, vendors, and technology companies already use, and the 
speci�cations for how to make those �les and formats properly accessible are 
standards-based and global.

Best of all, there are services and resources available that can help. For example, 
Benetech provides guidance on how to create proper image descriptions and a software 
tool for creating accessible math. The DAISY Consortium provides Ace by DAISY, an 
online tool for checking the accessibility of EPUBs. Vendors like Apex CoVantage provide 
expert services to help you get the job done.

The best approach: take it a step at a time.

If you’re a publisher, �rst make sure that your publications are available as EPUBs, and 
that those EPUBs have proper structure and navigation; then assess them for what else is 
needed to make them accessible.

For example, depending on the nature of your publications and the work�ows that 
produce them, it may be possible for you to get authors to provide image descriptions so 
that your staff or partners just have to edit them; or you may want to contract for that 
work to be done professionally, either as an added service by your prepress supplier or 
by a specialist �rm.

Accessibility in Higher Education

Resources provided by 
organizations like Benetech
and DAISY are a big help, and 
expert services are available
from vendors.

https://benetech.org/work-area/education/
https://inclusivepublishing.org/toolbox/accessibility-checker/
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If you’re a college or university, start by looking at the processes 
used by your DSS of�ce.

• Are they doing too much of the work by
hand, using outdated methods?
If they’re asking publishers for PDFs, they should begin
asking for EPUBs and learn how to work with them. This will
dramatically reduce the cost, effort, and time involved in
remediating content.

• What about your administrative systems?
 Interview students with disabilities to �nd out where their
 biggest pain points are. Involve the library, where there may
 be staff available to help, or eager to learn how.
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Accessibility is for everybody.
This means you.

Bill Kasdorf is Principal at Kasdorf & Associates, a 
publishing technology consultancy specializing in 
accessibility, XML/HTML/EPUB modeling and 
specification, editorial and production workflow analysis, 
and standards alignment. kasdorf.bill@gmail.com.

Above all, make sure everybody in your organization 
appreciates the importance of accessibility and can 
contribute to improving it throughout your resources and 
systems. Virtually nobody questions the importance of 
this; but sadly, it is off the radar for most people, who 
think it is the job for specialists and is needed only by a 
few individuals.

Accessibility in Higher Education apexcovantage.com

Nothing could be farther from the truth. Accessibility 
makes content better and systems better for everybody. 
Just as we now take closed captioning and curb cuts for 
granted—grateful for the former when we’re in a noisy 
airport and the latter when we’re lugging our suitcase to a 
hotel—the proper structuring and enhancement of 
content and the re-engineering of systems for 
accessibility make them better for all of us.
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Apex CoVantage is available to help you navigate 
accessibility and create an accessible campus 
through consulting or remediation. Contact us to 
start a conversation.

Apex is a leading supplier of data conversion,
editorial, and content-enhancement services
to owners of large content collections worldwide. 
By balancing leading technology and broad 
industry expertise, Apex delivers exceptional 
content and media solutions to its customers. 
Apex has been managing large-scale content 
projects for libraries, publishers, and media 
companies around the world for nearly 30 years.
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