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Hello everyone, and thank you for coming to my session! It’s so great to see you all. 
 
Before we get started, I wanted to let you know that my slides are under a CC BY licence, so you 
are free to share, reuse, and remix them however you like as long as you give me attribution. In 
relation to that, I have provided a link on the screen to where you can download these slides. 
They are accessible, and they include all of my speaking notes, so feel free to download them 
and follow along that way if that’s helpful to you, or save them to review later. You can 
download them at bit.ly/2IBDvPN 
 
My name is Josie Gray, and I work on the BCcampus Open Education team as the Coordinator of 
Collection Quality. I manage the B.C. Open Textbook Collection and provide support for faculty 
publishing OER in Pressbooks, among so many other things. Another thing that I often work on 
is accessibility in open textbooks. I have been working and learning about accessibility in open 
textbooks for two and a half years. I have conducted a number of webinars on accessibility, and 
in the last year I have been really trying to push my own learning and understanding about what 
accessible and inclusive learning resources look like. And I would like to use this opportunity to 
share that learning and my thoughts with you.  
 
 
 
 

  



Accessibility Toolkit
Organizing content
 Images
Links
Tables
Multimedia (Video, audio)
Formulas
Font

https://opentextbc.ca/
accessibilitytoolkit/

 

 

I do not know everyone in this room, so I don’t know how many of you are familiar with this 
resource. So I am going to quickly talk about it first to make sure everyone knows it exists.  
 
This is the Accessibility Toolkit written by Amanda Coolidge, Sue Doner, and Tara Robertson, and 
published by BCcampus in 2015. This toolkit was my very first encounter with digital 
accessibility when I started working with BCCcampus. Since then, I’ve been able to update and 
expand the toolkit, and it is the first place I point people to when they have questions about 
creating accessible open resources.  
 
This toolkit provides an introduction to how to create accessible open educational resources. It 
covers things like organizing content, images, links, tables, multimedia, formulas, and font. 
Those who are new to digital accessibility will want to make a note to come back to this 
resource, because it is an invaluable guide for how to ensure the resources you create are 
accessible. It can be accessed at opentextbc.ca/accessibilitytoolkit/ 
 
However, in this presentation, I want to go beyond the content covered in the Accessibility 
Toolkit and talk more about how we understand accessibility in general. 
 
Attributions 
• Accessibility Toolkit cover by BCcampus. CC BY 4.0 
 

 



OPEN TEXTBOOKS ARE…

“FREELY ACCESSIBLE
ONLINE”

 

 

In open education, there are a number of core values guiding the work we do. But one I want to 
highlight right now is “access.” 
 
How many of you ever heard of an open textbook described as “freely accessible online”? 
 
Now you don’t have to tell me, but I’d like for you to take a second and think about what that 
statement means to you. What do you this statement is trying to convey about open textbooks? 
 
In my opinion, when people talk about open textbooks as “freely accessible online,” what they 
really mean is that the book is “freely available online.” Because when I  see a statement like 
this beside a textbook, I usually get pretty excited. And the first thing I do is check the book’s 
images for alt tags, I look for heading tags, and link text, and I am usually disappointed. Because 
although I’ve found a great textbook that is online with editable files and an open licence… it is 
not accessible. 
 
This kind of wording also appears when people are describing open textbooks as a whole. But 
really, there are A LOT of open textbooks out there that are not accessible, where accessibility 
wasn’t even considered. 
 
 
 
 
  



ACCESSIBILITY IN OPEN EDUCATION

Where are we at?

What can we do about it?

 

As I mentioned, part of my job at BCcampus is to manage the B.C. Open Textbook Collection. 
And as such, I’ve reviewed a lot of open textbooks from a lot of different publishers and 
authors. When I add a new book to the collection, there is a check that asks “Is this textbook 
accessible?” It is rare that I get to mark that checkbox as a yes. 
 
And this isn’t surprising. Digital accessibility is not something most of us – if any of us – were 
taught in school. It may not be a default practice for you to be thinking about the accessibility of 
every digital document that you create. We get comfortable in our own ability, and its easy to 
forget that what may work for me, may not work for someone else.  
 
If thought of at all, accessibility is still coming in as an afterthought in OER design. And this can 
cause a lot of problems. Not only can it cause problems in the design of the textbook, but it can 
make people less likely to ever take any steps to ensure a book is accessible. Perhaps with is a 
scenario that you are familiar with. 
 
You’ve spent months and months working on an open textbook. You’re finally done everything – 
content is written, organized, and formatted. Now you’re ready to look at accessibility. You 
review the Accessibility Checklist and realize that now you have to go back and write 100 
alternative text descriptions for images, go through 20 table and set headers, double check all 
heading levels, reword paragraphs to accommodate descriptive link text, and your video isn’t 
captioned so you have to create a transcript or find an alternative. Looking at it all together and 
how much work you have to redo, you might say just decide that it is good enough as is. 
 
As someone who started her work in digital accessibility by remediating inaccessible open 
textbooks, I am absolutely sympathetic to this point of view. Remediation takes a lot of work, 
and it can be a frustrating process to have to go back and find a way to fix things. 
 
But universal access to education is something that we say we value in the open education 
movement, and that includes students with disabilities. So we have to do better, and I think one 



of the ways to make it easier is to build accessibility principles into our writing and publishing 
practices from the start. Include accessibility requirements in our style guides, review content 
for accessibility as it is added, write image descriptions immediately, think critically about the 
design choices we make. All of these things will make the accessibility work more manageable 
and less frustrating. And even if you don’t have a perfectly accessible resource at the end, it will 
be a lot better for your effort. 
 
Now, there are a lot of different ways to understand access and accessibility. For open, the 
“available for free online” does wonders for access when we understand access in a general 
sense, without looking too closely at the experience of individual students with a particular 
textbook. But in a movement that wants to make education open for everyone, we have to do 
better. 
 
Now, I’d like to highlight a few ways that we can understand access and accessibility beyond just 
“available for free online.” 
 

Is there such 
thing as too 
much 
accessibility?

“Yes” respondents
• Understood accessibility in a technical sense

• Paying attention to the process, techniques, and code 
aspects of what we build online

• For example – Too many internal navigation links in a 
chapter might be labeled as “too much accessibility” or 
a bunch of decorative images with alt tags

“No” respondents
• Understood accessibility in a usability sense 

• Paying attention to the experience of the end-user and 
ensuring that everyone has an equivalent experience

Source: Jared Smith, “Overly Accessible?,” WebAIM, 28 Feb. 2018, https://webaim.org/blog/overly-
accessible/ (accessed 8 April 2019).  

 

I recently read a blog post by Jared Smith who asked his twitter following, “Is it possible for a 
web page to be overly accessible?” 
 
In the responses he got to that question, he noticed a general trend in different conceptions of 
accessibility between the “yes” respondents and the “no” respondents. 
 
Those who answered “Yes, there can be too much accessibility” generally understood 
accessibility in a technical sense. They talked about the process, tools, and techniques that 
often go into making something accessible and how those things can be misused to create 
access problems. An example of this in the OER world would be too many internal navigation 



links in an open textbook where they just become confusing. Another example would be if a 
textbook has hundreds of decorative images and they all have alt tag descriptions that aren’t 
useful to people using screen readers. 
 
For those who answered no, they described accessibility from a usability perspective. From their 
point of view, the “too-much-accessibility” examples pointed to by the “Yes” camp are actually 
just examples of inaccessibility and poor design. Instead, they understood accessibility as 
ensuring an equivalent experience for everyone, regardless of disability. From this point of view, 
there is no such thing as too much accessibility, because you can’t have too much equal access. 
No one will be complaining that your resource makes it too easy to access information. 
 
Overall, each group presents a valuable perspective that is important to keep in mind when we 
are thinking about accessibility in OER. There are technical things to keep in mind like alt tags, 
proper heading structure, proper table markup, and useful link text that are vital to ensuring 
that students with print disabilities can access and navigate through the resource. These are the 
types of things that are covered in accessibility checklists. But there are also accessibility 
considerations that go beyond those technical aspects. For example, is the alt text provided 
useful for students who can’t see the image? Is the resource easy to navigate? Is information 
structured in a way that makes sense? Do students know how to use the resource? Does the 
format fit the student’s learning needs? 
 

Accessibility 
Checklists

The Good
• Are easy to understand and follow

• Provide straight-forward intro for people new to digital 
accessibility

• Highlight the most important technical considerations to 
make sure students with disabilities can access the material

The Bad
• Accessibility as something that we can go back and fix later

• Do not insure good design

• Do not account for the multiple formats of OER

• Students face challenges not addressed in standard 
accessibility checklists

 

 

So let’s talk about accessibility checklists, the technical aspect of accessibility. Accessibility 
checklists are really useful tools, and the BCcampus Accessibility Toolkit includes a checklist in 
the back matter of the book. They: 
• Are easy to understand and follow with clear success criterial 
• Provide a straight-forward introduction for people new to digital accessibility 



• Highlight the most important technical considerations to make sure students with disabilities 
can access the material. 

 
But accessibility checklists also have some drawbacks, especially when the are used on their 
own. They 
• Can cause people to view accessibility as something that we can go back and easily fix later.  
• Do not ensure good design 
• Do not account for the multiple formats that OER can be made available in 
• Do not address the diverse challenges that students face 
 

WHAT IS NOT COVERED 
BY ACCESSIBILITY 
CHECKLISTS?
Quite a lot actually.

 

 

So accessibility checklists have drawbacks. But what specifically is not covered by accessibility 
checklists? 
 
Quite a lot actually, especially when you are talking about the context of creating educational 
materials and the specific characteristics and features of open educational resources.  
 
Let me give you some examples.  
 
 

  



What else 
affects 

accessibility?

Day-to-day life

Digital literacy

Access to technology

Structure of information

 

All sorts of things affect the accessibility of a resource, and these things are very much context 
dependent and can vary from student to student. 
 
For example, a student’s day-to-day life can affect access. Consider a student who spends an 
hour on a crowded bus everyday commuting to school and spends long days on campus 
studying. For this student, a heavy print textbook would be really annoying, and they might 
decide to leave it at home rather than lug it to school. That is a barrier to access. 
 
Another example are differences in digital literacy among your students. Many OER are 
primarily online resources, and for those of us who work on a computer all day take for granted 
our comfort and experience with working with digital content. Even young college students who 
grew up with smart phones and easy access to Internet may not know how to search a PDF or 
understand how to take advantage of the different features in Pressbooks or know that an EPUB 
file can be accessed on their phone. If your students are adult learners, paying attention to 
digital literacy and comfort using digital materials will be even more important. A student can’t 
learn well from a resource they don’t know how to use or don’t like using.  
 
Another example is access to technology. Not every student has access to a computer. For 
example, I know a trades student who only spends a few months of the year in school. They 
don’t have a computer because they usually don’t need one. If they want to watch Netflix, they 
borrows their partner’s laptop. But last semester, this person had a course where the textbook 
was only available online. Without a personal computer, this student regularly struggled with 
accessing their textbook. 
 
Day-to-day life, digital literacy, access to technology – all of these things are very individualized 
and context dependent. And these are things were OER in particular has the potential to really 
make a difference. Everyone has a preference in how they would like to access their learning 
materials, and open educational resources that are available in multiple formats make it 



possible for students to pick the format that they are most comfortable with and will work best 
for them.  
 
For example, the trades student I mentioned would really have valued a copy they could read 
on they phone or a print version. Someone who spends long hours on transit would likely prefer 
a digital copy that they could download on their computer for easy offline access. Someone who 
likes to annotate their textbooks would probably love PDFs. By providing students choice, there 
is the potential to really improve the learning experience.  
 
But with multiple formats come new challenges. Accessibility looks different in a print textbook 
than it does in a webbook, eBook, or PDF, and if you are providing all of these formats, you have 
to ensure that students using each format can access the same information. For example, 
people using a print version will need web addresses if they are going to be able to access any 
external resources linked to in your book. And a lot of students still really want a print copy. So 
that’s something to keep in mind when you’re considering how much interactive content you 
want to include in your resource that cannot be printed. 
 
The final thing I wanted to highlight is the structure of information. How can you organize and 
structure your textbook or resource to make it easy to use and easy to find information and 
navigate. That means paying attention to the number of chapters, the titles, the use of sections 
and subsections, numbering systems, headings, and more. These considerations will vary from 
book to book, but the more intentional you are about thinking about structure, organization, 
and navigation, the more useful and powerful your resource will be, which on its own will 
increase access. 
 

Inclusive 
Design 

is…

“design that considers the full 
range of human diversity with 
respect to ability, language, 
culture, gender, age and other 
forms of human difference.”

- Inclusive Design Research Centre

 

 

In many ways, what I am talking about is inclusive design. Inclusive Design is defined by the 
Inclusive Design Research Centre as “design that considers the full range of human diversity 



with respect to ability, language, culture, gender, age and other forms of human difference.” In 
inclusive design, one of the most important things is recognizing the people are different. And 
by designing for differences, we can create things that are more useful, powerful, and accessible 
to all. 
 

WHY IS THIS 
IMPORTANT?

Source: Jess Mitchell. “Tolerance for Failure: Open Education and its Ethical Edges.” Keynote at OpenEd 18 in Niagara. 
10 October 2018. https://www.slideshare.net/jesshmitchell/tolerance-for-failure-open-education-and-the-ethical-edges 

 

 

Now, none of these things I’ve talked about today are new concepts. I am definitely not the first 
person to challenge accessibility checklists or think of different ways of understanding 
accessibility. And in many ways, I am new to this way of thinking about accessibility, and I am 
constantly learning about how to complicate and push my understanding and challenge myself. 
 
But I do think accessibility and usability is too easily and too often overlooked in OER 
development, or it is ignored until the last minute. Or people think about it for the web version, 
but not the print version, or vice versa. And I get that it can be a lot of work, and thinking about 
accessibility adds another layer to the already complex process of developing and adapting 
open educational resources. However, as a community that values *access,* it’s something we 
need to be always thinking about, and always striving to improve.  
 
In her keynote at OpenEd last year, Jess Mitchell from the Inclusive Design Research Centre 
asked us all to consider our “tolerance for failure in open education.” She pointed out that when 
we say “good enough,” or “that is all that I can do”, we are drawing a line. And this is normal. 
This is something we do all of the time. This is something I did when finishing up my 
presentation at 1030 last night.  
 
But in her talk, Jess encouraged us to be more aware of that line. Who is on the other side of 
that line? When the majority of the OER we are creating are inaccessible, we are leave a lot of 
students on the other side of that line.  



SO.. HOW CAN I MAKE 
SURE MY RESOURCE 
IS ACCESSIBLE?

 

 

So to finish off my presentation, I would like to highlight some ways that we can integrate 
accessibility practices into the work we do in open education and things to think about when 
creating open educational resources.  
 
First, learn about the basics of digital accessibility. Familiarize yourself with the Accessibility 
Toolkit and read through the accessibility checklist. Understand why those considerations are 
important and how they work. One thing that has helped me is to try to think about 
accessibility whenever you are creating digital material, even if you don’t plan to share it. Use 
headings in your Word Documents, add text descriptions to your images on Twitter, use 
descriptive link text when you’re sending emails. 
 
For those involved in creating and publishing open textbooks and other OER, think about how 
you can include accessibility considerations as part of the creation process. Include accessibility 
in style sheets; design, format, and organize with accessibility in mind from the very beginning. 
Think about the different ways that students may want to access information and what formats 
you can make available. For example, think about how you will make sure that students using a 
print copy and students using a digital copy can access the same information 
 
When it comes time to share the resource with students, make sure they know how to use it. 
• Are they aware of all formats available and how to use those formats? 
• Are there features that allow them to customize their experience? 
• Are their tools that allow them to interact with the content in a different way? Think 

annotation tools or text-to-speech software 
 
And then be open to and encourage feedback from your students. Ask them what they liked and 
didn’t like about the resource.  
• Did they find any sections confusing?  



• Where they able to find information?  
• Did it work on their devices?  
• Do they have suggestions for improvement? 
 
You students will know what worked and didn’t work from them. They are an expert in their 
own experiences, and individual experiences can be really important here. Ultimately, 
accessibility and inclusion isn’t a one-and-done kind of a thing. It is not a pass/fail. It is a 
spectrum, and it may look differently for each person depending on their context. And that 
plays into one of the best parts of OER: the ability for us to be able to go in and make things 
better.  
 
 


