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All right.  Welcome, everyone.  This is Marc Hoit, Chief Information Officer at North Carolina State University, and you’re once again listening to EDUCAUSE Live!  EDUCAUSE Live! series of webinars are supported by Dell to help our community share critical IT information and help us all do better.  If you want to learn more about Dell and their support of higher ed, go to dell.com/hied.
Before we get started with the introductions for today’s speaker, I want to, for those of you who have never interacted with the webinar, I want to give you a quick introduction to the screen you’re looking at so you can navigate around and participate in the chat and ask questions.

In the main screen in the center you see the slides that our speakers will be talking from.  There is a full screen button up at the top if you want to see more of that, and you can, of course, either click escape or full screen to get it back again to the smaller size.

On the left side of your screen you’ll see the chat box.  We generally have very active conversations and from that chat box is where we pick up the questions to ask the speakers, and so please type your questions away in there and we’ll see if we can’t get those questions answered and keep this nice and interactive.
In order to send messages, if you type in the bottom of that chat box, it goes in the chat box to everybody.  If you have – want to talk with an individual person in the participant list in the center, if you hover over their name, you may need to scroll down to find it, you have the option to be able to send an individual message to that person.  One of those names is Technical Help.  That usually stays up near the top and that’s if you’re having problems or any issues with the interaction, hearing things or getting things done, that message will go directly to the EDUCASE folks to be able to help us fix your problems.

Throughout that session today we’re going to be using that.  You can also tweet your questions.  We monitor that.  If you use the # tag, pound edulive, you can get a message and we’ll pick them up that way, and as always these seminars are archived as well as the slides, and you’ll be able to see the stream of that after the presentation is done.  And at the end we also have a quick survey that we’d like you to fill out.

So now for our introduction.  Today’s conversation is actually drawn from a popular session at the 2012 NARCOMP Annual Conference where our speakers, Katherine Wahl and Stephani Roberts, told the story of MIT’s efforts to merge their usability and accessibility teams in 2009.  The goal of the merge – merger was to provide a comprehensive service to campus clients without diluting individual practices.  Today Stephani and Katherine will tell us more about the rationale behind the decision, how the collaboration is working, and how the merger has empowered them to advocate for both usability and accessibility and to apply standards more consistently.  

Stephani Roberts is an Internal Accessibility Consultant at MIT, where she has worked for the past eight years, evaluating web projects from initial design concepts through to the coded site.  She has more than 15 years experience in IT working in academia, several start ups as well as front-end and flash development.
Katherine Wahl is an Internal Usability Consultant at MIT, where she has worked for the last four years on a range of projects from very small websites to enterprise-wide applications.  Katherine’s recent work focuses on usability research and evaluation using a variety of methods and a modest budget.  She has more than 15 years of experience in project management, communications and website development.  So Katherine and Stephani, it’s all yours.

Thanks, Marc.  This is Katherine Wahl.  Stephani and I are going to try to be passing back and forth the slides today, and we’d like to make this as conversational as we can, so bear with us.  Let me go ahead and get started.
So this is a picture of a fire alarm that is commonplace today and it’s required in renovated or new spaces.  It’s a multi-modal alarm, meaning that it conveys that there is (inaudible) this wasn’t standard.  I shared an office with a woman who was deaf, and there was an alarm like this in our office, but it was special just for her.  We moved offices quite a bit, and every time we moved, this special alarm had to go with us.  It often delayed our move.  It made my coworker feel special and singled out, which wasn’t always a good thing.
Stephani and I talked about this, and we really thought that this alarm was a nice metaphor for our talk today.  While our group here in Usability and Accessibility doesn’t usually deal with physical accessibility and usability issues, we deal with digital accessibility and usability.  But this shows that what was accessible for a deaf person was actually better for everyone.  And that’s why it’s required for standard renovations and new construction now.  You know, the deaf person needed the flashing light to know that there was an emergency, but all of us could use as much input as possible when there’s an emergency in the building.  And if something unfortunate should happen like an explosion where we couldn’t hear anything, that flashing light could be especially important.
We’re going to go ahead and put up our first poll question for the day.  Does your organization have staff dedicated to usability and accessibility?  Oh, wow.  This is fast turnaround.  So it looks like a lot of you do.  That’s great.

I just want to give you a brief outline of what we’re going to cover today.  We’re going to go over some definitions just so we’re all on the same page about what usability and accessibility are.  We’re going to talk about the beginnings of our collaboration, the rationale for making it more formal, our business model, the benefits we’ve seen, the challenges we’ve faced, some of the tools we use, where we see the future and we have a brief survey we’d like you to do at the end.

So, this usually gets a laugh at the beginning of our presentation.  This is the Homer Simpson car.  And the traditional definition of usability is a little bit dry, so I thought I would start out with the Homer.  This car was designed for Homer’s brother’s car company.  Homer Simpson was supposed to be the average person, so he was the best person to design the average car.  As you could imagine if you’ve ever watched The Simpsons, this was a disaster.  Homer wanted three horns on the car, huge cup holders, a bubble for the kids in the back, tailfins, a big grill, and on and on.  When they finally built this car, it cost $82,000.00 and was a flop.  How does this relate to usability?  It demonstrates that users are not designers.  This is why usability practitioners don’t always just take exactly what users say and put that into requirements.  We interpret it, we filter it.  What’s interesting, I think, about this Homer Simpson car is that while the episode is ten or fifteen years old, some of these things that Homer wanted, we actually see in cars today.  You see big cup holders, we sort of see a bubble in the back for the kids with the video screens and the headphones they can wear to keep them separate from us and quiet.  So, you know, there was some value in what Homer had to say, but it needed to be filtered and interpreted.
Generally speaking, usability is a concept that’s been around for generations.  It really came out of World War II.  But only recently has it been standardized and expanded with the rise of the personal computer and the web.  It has its roots in cognitive psychology and human factors, and actually the official definition is an ISO standard.  And I’m going to read this because I think it’s pretty important.  Usability refers to the extent to which a product can be used by specified users to achieve specified goals with effectiveness, efficiency and satisfaction in a specified context of use.  What’s really important here is that when we talk about usability we’re talking about specific users.  We need to define who those users are.  We’re talking about specific goals.  And we’re talking about a specific context.  If we look at something outside of those, you know, if somebody says can you tell us if this button is usable, if we don’t know who the users are or what they’re trying to do or what context they’re using that button in, we really can’t say whether it’s usable or not.  And I think context is often overlooked and I think it’s a very important part of usability.
I gave you the example of the Homer as a bad example of usability, and I think the bad examples are very easy to find.  We see them everywhere.  We’re always coming up with especially bad examples of websites or products.  It’s harder to come up with the good examples, so the things we think represent good usability.  So I thought I would try to show you a couple of those today just to point them out.  Let’s see if we can get the animation to work.  There we go.  
TiVo.  TiVo was the answer to hard-to-program VCRs.  It came out in early 2000.  And you know, if you can remember having to program the VCR, it was very difficult and you had to know the time and the channel and things like that.  It had very little to do with the actual program you wanted to watch.  And TiVo really focused on the TV Guide and used the TV Guide to help you pick out what programming you wanted, not the time and channel.  And instead of recording to tape, you recorded programs directly to a digital hard drive.  People raved about TiVo when it first came out because it made things so easy.  And you can see that TiVo’s been duplicated and most cable and satellite companies now offer some form of digital video recording that uses this idea.

The next example I’d like to talk about is the OXO kitchen tools.  OXO was started by a man whose wife had arthritis, and he wanted her to have an easier way to open jars, peel vegetables and do things in the kitchen.  And he developed these tools, which became a huge hit because, you know, they were easier for everyone to use.  I have a – I have two vegetable peelers at home, and I often discard the other one and wash off the OXO one because it’s so much better than the other one that I have. 
Me, too.

The final example that I came up with is the Zipcar web interface.  Zipcar is a car sharing company that started here in Cambridge, Massachusetts.  You sign up online and you’re able to borrow cars for an hour or so at a time.  It’s got a very easy to use web interface that allows you to reserve a car and then you don’t even need keys.  You use a radio frequency card to get access to the car.  You don’t ever have to buy gas, and it’s just a very seamless process.  It’s very easy to use, and clearly they developed it with users in mind who just wanted to borrow a car for a few hours to do some quick errands.

I’m going to pass control over to Stephani now, and she’s going to talk a little bit about accessibility.
Right.  Thanks, Katherine.  So, when people think about accessibility in general, the first thing they think about is disabilities.  They also often think about laws and legal guidelines.  And sometimes they may be inclined to think about checklists, like pass/fail checklists.  And accessibility is about some of those things in general, and we don’t want to not focus on them or diminish their value, but really accessibility is about a lot more than that.  And the laws are important, but sometimes we can get bogged down in the details and forget about that the big picture.  

So – I’m sorry.  One second.  My slides here.  So instead of checklists, here’s an example of a bike lane.  And I think this is a good analogy for thinking about a very specific group of users in advance and giving them credence when you’re making your planning.  So in this case, in some given town or city, the planners thought ahead of their bicycle-commuting community, and they built in this bike lane so that those commuters can stay safe and avoid traffic on their way in and out of work.  So it’s really just about thinking about all your users and giving them the consideration that they deserve.

So accessibility with technology allows people with disabilities to interact with the same technology as non-disabled people, and it improves usability for all.  Take for example here we see a picture of a person in a wheelchair staring at a very large staircase, versus this, which is a gentle slope which enters the building where users can roll in and out.  This is a good example on the right of universal design, where the designers, people of various abilities and just simply incorporated from the very beginning the access.  So this isn’t just going to help somebody in a wheelchair, this is going to work for people walking, using dollies, pushing carriages, hand carts and those kinds of thing.  Bicycles.  So accessibility improves access and usability for all.  
And one thing that I – that you don’t see here with this picture on the left with the wheelchair at the stairs is the ramp that this person would have to use to actually gain access to this building.  Oftentimes the ramps are way off to the side of the building or even behind it, so they have to make an extra trek around and out of their way, and then what they find there is typically a ramp that’s not esthetically pleasing and potentially sometimes dangerous.  So we have to think about, what is that message saying to that person and to the people who are with them or the people that care about them versus this well-designed space on the right where they could easily, again, and independently roll in and out of the building just like anybody else.  That’s what we want to do with technology.  We want to set up the structure where anyone of any ability can utilize the technology without any special remediation.

So, on this slide we have a picture of a globe with a graduation cap on top and then some laptops in a circular – in a circular structure around it.  Basically this is online learning, and the quote here is actually from an EDUCAUSE publication that came out last fall.  And what it says is, “Compliance with the Americans With Disabilities Act was among the top issues confronting online education over the next two to three years.”  And the gist of this is if you’ve been paying any attention at all, online learning is taking off in a huge way and massively online learning is getting even bigger.  So Stanford, MITX, Whodacity (sp), Kahn Academy, all these things are huge, and they’re offering their education to this vast audience.  I think Stanford had 120,000 people sign up for one of their courses.  MITX just had 90,000.  So the question here is how would you remediate with that many people trying to get in.  And I think the answer is it’s just completely inefficient and kind of impossible.
Impossible.

And so, what we’re saying is that you would need to, if you think about it, you can build a structure for your learning management system, that’s not a bolt-on approach but that takes into consideration all the needs of your users, now and into the future.  And yes, there will be some roadblocks with certain technologies, but if you build this in now, you’re making a statement to your audience and your students that you respect them.  And you’re also making things much more efficient down the line because it’s very difficult to build the things in later.

So, with that in mind, we are – sorry Beth.  
Oh, no, go ahead.  

So we are going to ask our next poll question, which is does your organization support online learning.

Wow.  

Okay.  

About a hundred to one.

It’s pretty clear that there’s a lot of online learning going on here with members of our audience.  

So, just to get back into our story about how usability and accessibility were combined at MIT, originally we did kind of work together in collaboration, right from the outset, but we were both under the umbrella of IS&T at MIT, and we always worked very closely together.  So that did bode well for us, so when we had a project we were working on, we could literally, as you can see in this picture, roll over and ask each other questions.  So if I had a question about usability, an issue that came up in something I was reviewing, I could ask Katherine or one of the other members of the team, and she could do the same thing with me.  And it was very organic the way things kind of evolved, and it was incredibly effective and efficient also for our clients.

The other reasons that we felt we went together well was just we were both focusing on the user.  And we also both shared the same business model.  We’re free.  We’re a service to the entire MIT community.  And we both fell within the customer support branch.

I’ll pass this off to Katherine.

So, we were formally merged together, as Stephani said, in 2009, as the Usability and Accessibility Team.  And we were asking this question, do usability and accessibility belong together, and we asked ourselves and we asked a lot of people in the community around us.  And it was interesting some of the answers that we got.  Some usability people said, no, you know, accessibility is about the rules and the laws, it’s technology specific, and usability is rooted in cognitive psychology and how people do things.  It’s technology agnostic.  You know, these are two very different things.  You can’t put them together.  But we kept talking about it, we kept having the conversation, and ultimately we decided that the answer was yes, they do belong together.  And the reason that we decided yes was because all of our primary concerns were about the user being able to do what they needed to do.

And so this became our answer.  Yes, usability and accessibility go together because it’s all about the user.  We’re focusing on users, not products.  And we had to remember that our users at MIT are all over the world.  We could have faculty doing research in the other side of the globe.  We could have students almost anywhere.  But at the end of the day, you know, that faculty members needs to check on their paycheck or fill out their reimbursement form, a student needs to register for classes, and all of those things happen via technology and ties them back here to Cambridge.  
And we decided that we could be a real voice at the table, at the development table, advocating for users.  And, you know, we think it’s important to follow the accessibility laws, and we don’t want to discount that, but we did see a danger in taking this checklist approach to accessibility, where we focus so much on meeting the letter of the law that we didn’t really fulfill the spirit of it.  [audio break] in a usable way [audio break] and vice versa.  We had a great example of a registration process for a program here at MIT, and they were having terrible problems with this registration process.  People couldn’t get through it.  So we took a look at it, and we found out, you know, our accessibility people took a look at it and they said, this is one hundred percent acceptable, it is beautiful code, it meets every requirement, but the process itself is not usable and no one can get through it.  So we were able to work with them on refining the process and their calls to the help desk went down from one year to the next from hundreds of calls to 12, which we took as a big success.

It’s more common for us to see things that are usable but not accessible, but we really like to keep in mind what the user’s trying to do and to remember that we want it to be accessible but in a usable way.

I’m going to pass off to Stephani now where she’s going to talk a little bit about the efficiency of our collaboration.
Right.  So, what we found was when we started to officially combine these two practices, it became much more efficient, both for us, we’re actually – we only have one full time person and then there are three part-timers, so we all have to work together and when we have this cross-collaboration and cross training, we’re able to, you know, have more eyes on our project and also kind of cover for one another.  And that has worked out very well for us.  
In terms of our customers, we found that it’s much easier for them to come to a meeting where they can sit and they can meet with both accessibility and usability just once rather than having two separate meetings or if an issue comes up on a report that we’ve sent out and they’re a little bit confused, they can just sit down with all of us at once and we kind of hash out what the issue is and maybe give them a recommendation that makes sense for them.  And we’re all on the same page.  And this obviously means fewer meetings for all of us, which is a great time saver.  And as consultants here, we’re pretty objective.  We’re not wed to any projects.  We’re not developers or designers.  We’re able to dip in and out of these projects in a – wherever they are in the process.  And we’re going to talk about in the next few slides a little bit more about how we work at MIT, how we’re structured, what our process is here, and where we typically would evaluate both the usability and accessibility of those projects.  I see some people have some questions about that.

But our consultant role allows us, and we’re free, allows us to work with various projects, both within IS&T and the wider MIT community, and we have more objectivity because we didn’t build that screen with that button in that position or choose the particular color scheme or the code.  So it’s worked out very well for us as well as our clients.
And I think at this point we are going to take some questions.  Mark, do you have questions for us?

Right.  Yeah, well there are actually a lot of good questions up there, so the first one is for Katherine, I think.  Can you give a quick definition of what do you mean by usability consultant?  What does that mean to the average faculty member or user?

Well, as a Usability Consultant, I am trained in the user experience field, in human factors, and so I would consult on projects about how usable a product – a software is, a website is.  You think that answered the question?

Yeah.  Yeah.  Absolutely.
All right.

You know, I’ll look at work flow.  I could actually do some research with users to find out what they’re work flow is, how they would do a particular task, and then at the end I might evaluate a product, a software or screens and see how usable it is.

Great.  So let me get into – there are a number of them that kind of revolve around instructors and questions, and the first one up there which kind of states them all is instructors have a lot of autonomy in creating their course materials.  Usually they do their own websites or use a learning management system.  How do you get them involved and willing to include usability and accessibility into their initial designs in doing the work that you’re promoting?
Right.  That’s an excellent question, and I think it depends on the organization you’re in, but the strongest thing that we have going for us is that we have buy-in from our higher ups, and we have policies in place that insure or reinforce that people come to us directly.  And in some cases, we have a local group here, the Print Services Bureau.  They just changed their name, but they do a lot of websites.  And anyone they work with, any agencies, have to come through our process, both usability and accessibility.  In terms of courseware, we’ve worked very closely with open courseware, and it is an always has been a challenge for them, I think, to work with professors for all the reasons that you just mentioned, to try to make their content more accessible, but, you know, we’re making – we’re making inroads.  I mean it’s been ten years since OCW launched, and now things are more dynamic.  Things can be created more quickly.  I think the main thing is to try to set up a process and a level of awareness for your organization where you pull in your professors and maybe give them some guidelines that they need to follow.  I know that that’s a tricky thing depending on how cooperative or not they are, but that’s really the key, is for them to understand what – what the repercussions are if they don’t participate and are not champions of accessibility.  Apart from just the legal side, it just – it sends a really bad message to your students.
So I want to continue on that vein, and one of the ones that I know we’re struggling with here is new technology and the adoption rate.  You know, it seems like every week there’s some new website you can go to to use for some different attribute of teaching or research, and faculty are very facile with finding out those places and trying to incorporate them into their new effort.  So how do you handle those types of things and still make that leap of accessibility and usability?

That’s a great question.  I think – I think the bottom line is that we are – this is Stephani talking – they are – we are – we try to let people know that if you’re choosing a tool to use with your students, the onus is on us – MIT – to make sure that that third-party tool is acceptable.  It’s not enough to say, oh, well, you know, it’s not our fault that the vendor didn’t make it accessible.  So, again, that’s an awareness issue.  You can’t just choose any tool randomly without some forethought involved in seeing whether or not it would work with your students.
So do you have the ability to reject the use of certain tools for faculty or how does that –

At this point we do not.  No, we do not.

Okay.

No, this is sort of pie-in-the-sky, and that’s why we’re really happy that we’re having this webinar, just to kind of build awareness.  And I think, you know, it’s not that these professors don’t care about accessibility, it’s just not even on their radar sometimes.  They’re just not aware.  They just want to get the information out there.  They want to work with their students.  And they want to teach in a way that they think is effective, and we totally respect that, but I think that it’s a whole new world, and I think things really need to change.  And we’re kind of at the beginning of what you just mentioned, which is where the proliferation of new technology and really cool gadgets that are on your mobile phone.  People are going to have to start getting approval, thinking things through, testing things before they just quickly adopt them.

So let me jump one more short question in and then we’ll let you get back to the other half of the presentation and then catch up on the other ones.  Do you either have somewhere listed or do you support or have some information on tools that are better than others or that are easier to use or maybe could be helpful in setting up some of these new applications?
Well, we have a resource list of tools that we use in our day-to-day evaluations, and we will have those – links to those tools.  We’re going to walk through them and discuss them a little bit, but we’ll have a list at the end.

Right.  And that’s a perfect segue into you doing the rest of the talk.

Okay.  Thanks, Marc.

Okay.  This is Katherine, and I’m going to talk a little bit about the nuts and bolts [audio break] in 2009.  We needed to talk about integrating our processes a little bit and how we did that.  Some of the things we did were fairly easy and straightforward.  They may or may not work at your organization, but we’ll just throw them out there.  One of the most important things we did was to integrate our communication.  We have email lists, usabilityatmit.edu and accessibilityatmit.edu, where people from around campus send their requests, and we added all of the usability people to the accessibility list and the accessibility people to the usability list.  We’re not a huge group, so I don’t mean to say all the accessibility people, but it was nice to be able to see what requests were coming in to accessibility from my perspective, and that way I made sure that I wasn’t missing a project.  And I could easily catch up with Stephani on what was happening on that project and she could do the same.
We also did a number of presentations within the IT Department itself to raise awareness.  It was a great opportunity to try to educate some of our colleagues about the work that we do, how important it is, and how they could work with us.  And, you know, it helped to get our message out there about how things were changing and what we needed to do.  

We also worked to coordinate our timeline.  This was as easy in some ways as setting up a combined calendar that we could all track what work we were doing and when it was due.  And we were able to coordinate what we delivered to clients to give them more seamless service.

We also started working on combining our reports, and I have to say this has been one of the more challenging things that we’ve done.  It can be really difficult to get everybody to come to agreement on some things in our reports, so Stephani’s going to talk, I think, a little bit about that later.

We also started sharing tools and doing some cross training.  I’m not going to be an accessibility expert, but I definitely could learn some of the things to watch out for and to look for so I could raise a flag on a project.  You know, if I was in a project meeting and I saw some things that concerned me, like a video player that I didn’t know if it was accessible or not, I could refer that on to Stephani and her co-workers to look at.  So the cross training has been very helpful for me.

I also want to show you this flow chart.  This is just an overview of the larger pieces in the development process.  It’s fairly generic, but we wanted to give a sense of what usability and accessibility services we offer and where they fit into the process.  It’s a little bit dry because it is a flow chart, so I’ll go through it quickly, but, you know, feel free to ask me questions.
As you can see, the beginning of the process is requirements gathering and specification creation.  Then the project typically moves on to prototyping and design.  Then they move to the coding phase where they’re actually building the application.  And finally they go to alpha beta release, QA testing, and documentation and training.

At the beginning of the process where they’re doing requirements gathering and specification creation, this is a great place for us to get involved in the project.  And ideally this is where we want to know about a project and what’s happening.

From the accessibility side, this is where they can do a lot of technology research, on things like new coding techniques, video player, captioning.  Stephani and her co-workers are excellent at keeping up on the latest innovations in video players, in coding techniques and things like Aria, and they can be really helpful to a project.

From the user – from the usability side, this is where we would do some of our user research, like user interviews or surveys to learn a lot more about how the user accomplishes this particular task or how they go about this process.

In the prototyping and design phase, this is where accessibility would look at the surface of the website for color contrast issues, to make sure the font is large enough, look at white space.  They might see red flags like a video player or a photo carousel that could be difficult to [audio break].  This is where we’re doing [audio break] information architecture development.  We’re reviewing navigation, labeling, the general organizing principles.  We might even do some prototyping here or review prototype.
And then in coding phase, this is where accessibility gets to look under the hood and see what the code says to make sure that all the hooks are there so that any assistive technology can access it.  From usability, this is where we would take on the role of the user to look at the work flow and interactions, and we would be doing expert reviews or (inaudible) reviews.
And the final stage is when we would do traditional usability testing.  This is, you know, traditional usability testing is a really important method, but the field has been moving away from it as we get involved in projects earlier in the process, we can pick up a lot of problems early.  When we do usability testing, at this phase, you know, when they’re at alpha and beta release, it’s really tough to make changes.  And often the things we find, they can’t make changes until the next release.

So that’s a little bit about our process.  And now Stephani’s going to talk a little bit about the benefits of our collaboration.

I’m going to try.

Oop.  You want to go back one?

Sorry.  We’re a little out of sync here.

So in terms of the – sorry.  Where’s benefits?  Sorry.

So in terms of the benefits here, once we decided to coordinate our practices together like this and we started working together on combining our reports, we surveyed our customers and we found that they were really happy and, you know, this is kind of a moving target for us.  We’re really trying to involve our reporting process to them.  But the reason they were happy is because we’re able to – we’re much better able to prioritize things for them, and there’s less conflict between the two different reports that they’re getting.  So, for example, you know, I could say – I could look at a tabbed portion of a page that somebody designed that’s right in the front center of their page, and I know, oh, this is going to be a bit of an issue for somebody who has a screen reader, and I might wave a flag for that.  But usability might say wow, that’s a beautifully tabbed area.  It’s well designed, it’s labeled and very easy to cognitively discern which tab you’re on, that kind of thing.
So we used to have some conflicts, and when we weren’t working directly together, we would send off our separate reports and I think there was some head-scratching going on with our, you know, the clients on the receiving end thinking okay, what do I do here.  So now that we’re working together and parallel, we’re able to coordinate which things to prioritize.  We actually sit down and go over items together where there might be potential conflicts, and we can sort of hash out before anything gets to them, what’s the best recommendation for our client?
So we have better customer service.  We’re much better able to advocate for our users.  And, again, we’re able to prioritize those key issues so we talk and we’re able to say these are the, you know, top issues that we would like them to address.  And that’s worked out very well for them.

So, the next thing that we’ll cover are the challenges, and I would say the main thing for us, and probably for many of you out there, too, thinking about this, with the questions that have come up, is how do you get to a project early for the greatest impact?  And, you know, this is something that changed a lot over the years.  It has definitely gotten better as awareness of both accessibility and usability have increased.  And as we’ve changed our processes here within IS&T, it’s gotten a lot better and we’re much more able to commit very early.  We will work with any project at any point in their timeline, but it’s always easier for us to get in early, assess what kind of technology they had in mind, and what some of the negative impacts might be with that particular choice.  And we can usually steer them in a direction toward the more accessible and the more usable outcomes.  
The other thing that’s a challenge is that oftentimes we meet with clients who say that they “know their users” and usually that’s because they’ve done some requirements gathering and they have some anecdotal evidence with how their user interacts with a specific tool and they think they’re done.  But this doesn’t compare with usability taking, you know, going out and doing field research and actually trying to figure out what the users are trying to accomplish and how they go about doing their work apart from any tool that they’re using.  So, that’s one of the biggies.
Another one is people will say, people with disabilities, they’re not going to use this.  Or let’s say they have a video site, a site where video is a big component, they’ll say, well, we’re certainly not going to get a any blind people coming to watch our videos, and that’s just a naïve perspective, obviously, and so we’re better able to steer them in the right direction and educate them.
We also have, we’ll call them friends, but they end up sometimes being zealots, and these are people who have some knowledge of either usability or accessibility, and a little bit of knowledge can sometimes get in the way, so sometimes what they’ll do is they’ll become extremely passionate about one particular little guideline that they feel very strongly about, whether it’s fonts, color, some sort or button or widget, and regardless of the context or the scenario, they can really latch onto that issue and drag down a project and the whole time they’ll be waving the accessibility or the usability flag, which unfortunately can reflect poorly on us because they’re using those terms in a way that’s not really what we have in mind.  We really do try to look at the big picture and we’re trying our best to work with our clients and help them facilitate their project, not slow it down.  
So those are some of the bigger challenges, as well as the combined reporting, which we’re working on that.

Yeah, we’re having some success with it now, but it definitely is a challenge to pull that together, especially from, you know, getting everybody to collaborate on one report.  It’s a lot easier to do it all yourself.

Right.

And working with others can be challenging, although we’re getting a lot of positive feedback from our clients saying that they really like the combined reporting so that encourages us to keep going and try to make it work.

So some people asked about tools.  These are just some basic ones.  We use the POUR guidelines.  And POUR, if you haven’t heard of that term before, that stands for Perceivable Operable, Understandable and Robust.  These are some underlying principles that we use when we evaluate sites and web applications.  Also Usability Body of Knowledge is a website that has a really nice foundation for usability.  

Easy and Nobility have online webinars that we often subscribe to, and we try to open them up and set up a room on campus where people can come and watch on a big screen or they can dial in from their desks.  And this is not just for our team, this is for other people on the campus who we know might be specifically interested in learning about accessibility issues, maybe they have something they’re not really aware of that’s – we listened to one recently about captioning and video in higher ed, and I think that helped quite a few of our clients here.

And then we also have just books.  We have a library of reference materials in our office and we let people check those out.

And then, in terms of tools, [audio break] and they just help with evaluating different aspects of accessibility.  So the color contrast analyzer, the one I like, is the Paciello Group tool, and we’ll have some links to all of these at the end of this presentation.  And that just checks the foreground and background color of text on a page.  And then we have the WAVE toolbar from WebAIM, which is an excellent automated tool which gives you a really nice, quick assessment of a website.  It’s not going to work in and of itself, so it’s better to have a human evaluate a site, but it does give a good sense of where the website stands, just quickly.
Firefox has a great web developer tool bar if you happen to have a little bit more knowledge about coding and looking for headings and that sort of thing.

And then there’s the Fangs screen reader text emulator which will give you a sense of what a screen reader like JAWS, which is what a blind person would use to navigate a website, it will give you the text, what would be spoken by their screen reader.  And also gives you a sense of headings and what the links would be on each page. 
So those are great basic tools that you can use.

So the future – we’re almost done, folks.  We do see things becoming more and more complex, and we see that user expectations are on the rise because everything is at their fingertips these days.  Everybody has a mobile phone or a tablet and, as we mentioned earlier, with all these new tools cropping up and interesting websites, everybody wants to download the latest app and use it right away.  And online learning is on the rise.  And all of these things combine together.
Yeah, I mean, you know, we’re just seeing users aren’t going to be patient anymore with software or with applications that are hard to use.  They’re going to reject them, so we have to stay ahead of that.  And, you know, it used to be that we just evaluated, you know, a static website.  That’s what we were looking at.  And then everything was a web application.  And now we’re seeing, you know, a complex web application with a tablet component and a mobile component, and, you know, the apps increased our workload considerably because we have to look at a lot more iterations than we did before.

So just getting back to there are a lot of questions about policies.  Absolutely.  If you can – if you can find a way to work with higher ups in your organization, or if you are one of those people in your organization, if you establish an institute-wide policy, then that’s the best foundation for accessibility and usability.  Beyond that, creating processes and incorporating both these practices into the workflow, especially for online education, is going to make a huge difference.  And I’m not discouraging anybody who’s in an organization where that’s not going to be an easy thing to do.  If you’re just, you know, a little person and you want to start sort of a grass roots effort and there’s nothing happening in your organization, you can certainly make a big difference just by incorporating accessibility and usability into the work that you’re doing, talking about it.  If you see anybody who has built something or purchased something with accessibility in mind, reward them, shine the spotlight on them and give them the attention they deserve because that’s an amazing, positive mindset and very foward thinking.  And the real thing here is just don’t give up.  These things can be very difficult.  If you’re in a smaller organization maybe that’s not where we’re at today, or if you’re in a huge organization where it’s really complex, just keep on keeping on.  Don’t give up.
And – okay.  Can you forward the slide, get that slide to go forward?  Here we go.

Usability and accessibility can be measures of excellence.  We really do think that usability principles help emphasize the user and the overall experience they have with a product instead of just focusing on a checklist.  You know, just like the fire alarm that we looked at at the beginning, or the sloping entryway to the building, websites and applications that are usable and accessible are better for everyone and result in a better experience.  Those are the products that people are going to want to use and are going to keep coming back to.

Folks ask us all the time, what are, you know, where are the characteristics of good projects.  How do you know that you’re being successful.  And we thought of a few things we could talk about.  I mean, one is that if we look at a site and the video is captioned, that’s a great signal that the project team is really taking this seriously and trying to make this site acceptable to everyone.  You know, captions are good for non-native English speakers, if the captions are in English they tend to reinforce what’s being spoken.  They’re good for online learners, they reinforce what’s being learned.  And they’re good for people who, you know, have trouble hearing and they need the captions to know what’s happening in the video.  We look for a video that’s keyboard accessible.  

And from the usability perspective, an absence of issues is really a good marker for us.  As I mentioned, that registration process that we worked on, you know, they went from hundreds and hundreds of calls to the help desk to 12, which to us is a really important marker that we did something right.  And the client was very, very happy and they really saw value in the process, so they’ll be coming back to us more.

We have a brief survey that we’d love for you to fill out because we really want to know what’s happening on other campuses.  We want to know what’s happening relating to usability and accessibility.  We don’t really know what’s out there.  So please fill out our survey and hopefully we can maybe come back next year and share the results.  And we have, I guess we have one more poll question that we could put up if there’s time.

I think it’s already up.  What I’d like to do is jump to questions if we could.

Sure.  Okay.

Because we have a short time, and if I maybe could get you to jump ahead to your resource slide while we ask the questions.

Yes.

A couple of the ones that, as I looked at your resources, I noticed that most of these are external resources, and the questions were asking what type of resources does your group specifically at MIT have that you might be able to share?  Everything from coding standards to product testing outcomes to specific products you may endorse or use, other than the ones listed here, of course.  Is there anything like that that you have around that you could reference?
Yeah, we have our own internal guidelines.  In terms of products that we endorse, I don’t think so.  I’m not sure, specifically, what that question was getting at, but –

Well, I think it’s more trying to get some help of things that you found really useful, just in I get lists of – get people in the right directions of looking for things.

Sure.

And some of this is up here, but –

Yeah, some of that’s definitely under – well, actually, you know, one of my favorite websites for anybody who doesn’t – we could put our website up, I guess, too.  It’s web.mit.edu/ - we just changed it.

Yeah, we just launched a new website, so we’ll need to look.
Yeah.

But we do have guidelines up and some tools up, and those websites are publicly available.

Right.  Right.

Great.

For accessibility, usability.

(inaudible)

But we also use – I personally point to WebAIM.org a lot because I think it’s very comprehensive, both for the person getting their feet wet with accessibility and somebody who’s a little more advanced looking for a code, or a jumping off point and more resources.  It’s an excellent website.  It’s one of my favorites.

So another question was since working with faculty sometimes is a little more difficult and more of us are going to instructional designers and different groups to support that, have you found success in working with those types of individuals to help you accomplish the goals?

Well, I have to say one thing we didn’t cover here is that Katherine and I are accessibility and usability, but we also have another component to our group, and it’s an adaptive or assistive technology lab, sorry, we competed with those names.  It’s an assistive technology lab called ATIC.  And what they do is they work more closely with students and professors on remediation.  If they had to scan pdfs and ocr them for students or work with the blind students to give them, you know, models for science and math that are more tactile.  So they would have a little bit more of a perspective on that than we would because we’re more focused on websites and enterprise-wide applications, and we’re just starting to become more involved in the, like MITX, for example.  So we have, just to be honest, we are not dealing as directly with professors as we probably could be at this point.
So, just as a quick note before you get off, one of the things that somebody asked it said that there are a number of questions here that we know we’re not going to get time for, so we’re going to get EDUCAUSE to send them to you, maybe you could give some quick, short answers to them, and they could include them in the resource for this talk.
Sure.

Yeah, that’s fine.

As a side question, but one of the questions somebody asked, and I hope I don’t mess this one up, is they said rather than checklists for function, have you heard about or considered using case checklists instead?  And I assume those are use case checklists.

Yeah, we haven’t used anything like that, but it’s certainly something we could, you know, we could look into.  We find that we look at such a wide variety of projects, you know, from the very small student group sites to a class website to an enterprise-wide application, that it’s hard to come up with things that are applicable to all projects like that.  Right?
Exactly.

And there’s a following question.  I think you said you have an accessibility or usability lab.  Is that – that’s more of assistive efforts as oppose to just general testing?  Do you have a place that you can test new products and people can come and say how does this work and is this acceptable and those types of things, or are you just do that for them?

Oh, that’s a good question.  We do have a usability lab where we do usability testing.  And then the ATIC lab that Stephani mentioned is more about assistive technology.  So in the usability lab, that’s where we’re doing usability testing where we’re evaluating some sort of site or application to see how it meets the users’ needs.  But if the question is more about new tools, like was mentioned earlier, or even hardware, if you wanted us to check the accessibility or usability of that, we haven’t done too much of that, but I think the ATIC lab itself has had to test different pieces of hardware and software for accessibility, particularly if those items are going to be used within a course where we know for sure there is somebody with a disability.  We definitely do that.
And you referred to it a little bit, but there’s a question that asks about web-based versus app-based things, and since the app based are installed and not as easily accessible by you to test, how do you deal with all the growth in those apps and the ability to work with those?

That’s a tough question.

I know, right?

We have not had to deal with that much at all.  I think that that’s something that we’ll probably start to see a lot more of in the future.  And, again, I think the only reason is that there’s a lack of awareness and so people are choosing tools and downloading them and just using them.  They’re not thinking, oh, I need to, you know, maybe I should bring this to the ATIC lab and see what they think of this because students are going to start using it, or a student with a specific disability, maybe they want to get an evaluation and see, you know, is this tool going to make sense for me.  I think people just, at this point, are kind of the wild, wild west, in a way.  They’re kind of doing what they want, and I think that more guidelines will need to be structured and somehow handed down for people to follow.  But they’re not there yet.

So we’re probably at the end of being able to ask any more questions [audio break] folks to see if we can get some of your answers and some of the information for the ones unanswered.
Sure.

On behalf of everybody today, I want to thank Stephani and Katherine for joining us and presenting to us.  I think all the folks around the world that are watching have enjoyed it based on the chatter that’s been going on and the questions.  Those of you that are online, please don’t hang up.  There’s a survey we’d love for you to take in addition to Stephani and Katherine’s survey about how you’re using or what you’re doing with accessibility and usability, but the EDUCAUSE survey on the quality of the session today so we can keep giving you high-quality products.

If you missed any of today’s conversation, as always it is archived on the EDUCAUSE Live! website and you can do a complete replay of the session, and I’d like to call your attention to our next webinar on Thursday, April 26, where we’ll welcome Lauren Steinfeld and Josh Beeman to talk about social media at the University of Pennsylvania.  
EDUCAUSE Live! is a production of EDUCAUSE, the Higher Education Technology Association.  Professional thanks to Katherine and Stephani for joining us today.  And this is Marc Hoit signing off until we get online next time.  Bye-bye all.
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