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Sandy Hemingway returned to her office at Delaney Learning Systems in Broomfield, Colorado, with a sick feeling in her stomach.  Just one month earlier, after completing her first project as Learning Projects Lead for Delaney, she had felt on top of the game.  Her first effort had been a smashing success, earning more than the client had forecast, and gaining her company a host of recommendations.  One of those recommendations was for an entire set of training for Klimt Designs, an architectural firm in downtown Denver.  Sandy and her team were hand-picked by Klimt Designs to complete a series of three training packages to be rolled out over a nine-month period for different departments within Klimt’s firm at locations across the country.  Sandy’s team had just finished the first package – a CD-based interactive system – and delivered it to all the sites. By all indications she had expected this project to hum beautifully.

Sandy felt blind-sided by the issues being raised by the people at Klimt Designs, and felt like her team and company had been humiliated in the process. She had just come from a meeting where she, her manager, and her design team learned that one of their clients was facing a potential lawsuit because their training package – the one her team had designed – was inaccessible.  Something about Section 508 and compliance with the law.  This was so out-of-the-blue, she didn’t even know where to begin.  She didn’t even know if she should begin looking into this.  Maybe it was just one of those people you always hear about, misusing a product then suing the company for millions.  Maybe it was a bad dream, and she’d wake up in a few minutes or tomorrow morning.

“When we sent the CD out to the different locations,” Mike, the Project Lead for Klimt Designs, explained, “we got four calls back about some visually-impaired employees not being able to use it.”  Even though he had hand-picked Sandy and her team based on recommendations, Mike had taken a slightly antagonistic tone throughout the entire development process.  If he didn’t object to something in the instruction, he was objecting to the colors in graphics.  Mike had been difficult, and Sandy had learned to filter his criticisms heavily.  Now, she was developing a degree of cynicism about Mike’s feedback.

He continued, “At first we thought it was just user error, but then the managers at those sites reported back that the employees simply couldn’t tell what they were looking at.  We even had accessible workstations for some of those employees, and they still couldn’t tell you what was even on the first screen!  It was useless!”  Mike was acting as though Sandy and her team had botched the project entirely.

Sandy was just beside herself.  At no point in the meetings had accessibility even come up as something to address.  Her team even had the time and approval to rapid prototype and user-test the design with one-on-one observations and talk-aloud protocols and didn’t run into a single problem even in those stages.  And the reports on this had been passed around, discussed and approved all along.  The instructional design was solid; usability testing had refined this set of training into what she thought was a rather elegant piece, if she did say so herself.  How was she supposed to know about accessibility?  And besides, weren’t accessible designs those awful, horrible websites that were text-only and that violated every sense of instructional design and aesthetics?  She certainly couldn’t have handed the client that; they would have scoffed at her!

“Why don’t we just put all the words into a web page and make that available along with the training on the CD?”  Jen-yi was asking the question in earnest.  Jen-yi was the graphic designer on the team – a very talented one who came to Delaney Learning Systems from a high-end production studio in San Diego when her partner was transferred to Boulder.  Sandy really liked her work, but Jen-yi could be really touchy about any suggested weaknesses or changes to her designs.

“I mean, we could get that out the door in no time flat, just shoot them another CD or something,” Jen-yi added.

The look on Sandy’s face said she was seriously considering Jen-yi’s proposal. Actually, things were looking up suddenly.  They had created everything using a database backend – shoot, they could just export certain fields, give it a quick once-over to make sure it made sense, and send it on its way.  Sandy was beginning to smile and nod and started to say something when one of her younger IDs, Erin, popped in. Erin was also a really good instructional designer, a graduate student in the local program, and clearly on the track to a management position.

“Dumping text onto a page doesn’t make it accessible.  It makes it readable by screen-reading software, but by no means does that mean those users are actually going to learn from it,” said Erin.

This gave Sandy pause, because Erin had previously worked in some tough non-profit settings where they had to design for some unique learners.  But Sandy still wasn’t even convinced of the legitimacy of the issue, much less of any particular approach to resolving it.

“Let’s table the discussion for now.  I need to look into this much, much further.  So let’s revisit this at a later meeting,” Sandy said.

“Maybe we could find out what he was talking about when he mentioned ‘accessible workstations’?” asked Jon, the other instructional designer on the team.  “It sounded like they should just be able to pop things into those workstations, and they should work.” Jon was the newest ID on staff, but always eager to learn more and dig further, often burying himself in his enthusiasm.

“That’s an excellent suggestion, Jon,” Sandy was considering the input from her two IDs.  “In fact, let’s set a meeting for next week.  In the meantime, Jon, why don’t I put you in touch with somebody over at Klimt Designs so you can ask about the accessible workstations.  I want you to follow up on that and provide us your information at the meeting.  Erin, I want you to present on what you understand about accessibility at the next meeting.  In fact, if you can begin making initial suggestions – the both of you – we’ll use the next meeting to determine how we want to handle this – and their other two projects.  In the meantime, I’m going to research this more myself and talk with our budget and timeline coordinators for this project.  I need to determine just what’s feasible, doable, and reasonable.  We’ll then need to re-map the current project we’re doing for them, and be sure to incorporate this from the beginning on the third project they’ve already contracted to us.”

Jon and Erin nodded in agreement.  Jen-yi shrugged her shoulders, pleased enough that her artwork hadn’t been changed – yet.  Mark, the multimedia developer on the team, had been sitting there the entire time just watching the discussion happen.  Mark had never pursued a degree, but he accumulated certification and classes on multimedia and programming faster than Sandy could keep up with.  And he sure was a whiz with giving the designs a high level of technical sophistication.  After the meeting, he slipped over to Sandy.

“Hey, Sandy?  You know, Macromedia actually has a bunch of stuff devoted to this now.  They’re trying to make their tools accessible for developers and users.  Would you mind if I looked into that in relation to this?  I haven’t looked into it before because I didn’t think I needed to, but maybe this is the right time to do so.”

Sandy was pleased but also a little surprised.  That made two people on her team who had at least cursory knowledge of accessibility.  Maybe it was something that was becoming a more widely-addressed topic.  It had been a while since she had been in school, and both Erin and Mark were either just out of school or taking courses as outside interests.

“Sure thing, Mark!  Geez, if this is something Macromedia has decided is important enough to devote that kind of development effort to it, then I guess we have some learning to do.”

“Oh, yeah!” Mark continued. “They’re not the only ones.  In my class on Java, just last week we were discussing a whole suite that Sun Microsystems has developed for this, too – you know, sort of from the programming side.  I could dig a little more on that, too.”

Sandy gave her approval through a nod of amazement.  She was a bit stunned at this point and thinking that possibly they had been blind-sided.

Sandy returned to her desk.  She pulled out the broad overview of projects for Klimt Designs.  They were in three different phases with three different projects and would have to address this for all three at the same time.  They were going to need to retool the one they just implemented, and they would have to revamp the project they were currently developing.  Then, they would need to re-examine the third up-coming project to build it in from the beginning.  They still had deadlines to meet, and the workload of her team had just been increased – to what degree she wasn’t sure yet.  Before that got out of control, she needed to talk with her boss and the accounting department to make sure they didn’t lose money on any of the three projects.

Mike and Jon Talk

Jon, the newest instructional designer, was eager and started calling back Mike at Klimt Designs right away.  He finally caught Mike on the phone to ask about the accessibility workstations.

“Oh, well … I think I’ll have to have you talk with one of our people out on one of those sites.  I don’t know anything about them myself,” Mike explained. “One of the managers reporting back to me was … let me look here … was Tom Kiefer, out at our Denver location.”

Half a day later, Jon had Tom on the phone.  Tom was one of the experts within the company on universal design for architecture and had carried that knowledge into his location.  When the firm hired an employee with severe visual disabilities several years ago, Tom had worked with the HR department and management to create an accessible work place complete with physical and technical access.

“Oh,” Tom chuckled, “these accessible workstations are really quite simple.  Basically, it’s your standard PC with some devices attached to it and some extra software loaded,” he explained.  “We have a larger monitor, and the size of the screen, the color scheme, etc., can be changed.  There’s this Braille keyboard attached to the front, sort of in addition to the typical keyboard.  Little Braille dots raise and lower as things are read from the screen … let me think ….”

Jon was frantically jotting down notes.

“Okay … so that’s most of the hardware.  Oh, there’s also a Braille printer attached to it.”

“A Braille printer?” Jon asked.

“Yeah … it prints out pages of Braille.  Then there are two main pieces of software on the machine: JAWS and ZoomText.”

“Jaws,” Jon inquired, “like the movie?”

Tom chuckled.  “Yeah, like the movie. This software reads text off the screen, like Word documents, web pages, etc.  And then there’s ZoomText.  That enlarges the screen and allows the user to change color schemes.”

“Oh, okay,” said Jon.  “So, I know you can do that now in Windows.  How are these any different?”

“Well, I’m not fully sure, but I know that they give many more options,” explained Tom. “And I know that JAWS does all kinds of things, especially for web-based environments.  Like you can get just a list of links read to you, you can jump around the web page differently, stuff like that.”

“So if I send you a CD and you put it in that machine, then what are you doing to read that CD?” asked Jon.

“Well,” started Tom, “JAWS reads everything on the basic OS interface – file names on the desktop, dialogue boxes, locations, etc.  So if I go into the CD, it reads me the name of the CD and the names of the files on there.  Then it’s just a matter of knowing which file to open and being able to read it once it’s opened – that’s the part where you run into snags.  Like the other day, we got this training CD and JAWS wouldn’t read a single thing!  It was awful.  We opened the index page – could figure that out at least – but once you opened the page, it was just one huge graphic.  While I could see the picture and the words in it, our employee couldn’t make heads or tails of it.  JAWS didn’t have anything to read out loud.  I clicked on a portion of the graphic to see if we could just get past it, but there were graphics all over the place and no way for JAWS to tell the reader what the graphic said or was.  I would have had to sit there reading and explaining 80% of the CD to him!  Forget that!”

Jon was blushing; thank goodness they were only on the phone and Jon hadn’t told him he was part of the team that created that CD. 

“Besides,” Tom went on, “this guy didn’t want me sitting there reading it to him.  He’s a really bright guy – he doesn’t need a babysitter just to work through some training materials.”

“True enough,” Jon replied. “Do you know what JAWS needs to read graphics?”

“Yeah – it needs some sort of text equivalent, like an Alt Tag on web pages, or a descriptive caption of some sort in other files.  I’ve even seen some where they provide a rich description of the graphic – helped ME understand what the graphic was showing, too.  Those were pretty cool.”

Jon continued getting tips from Tom on graphics and how JAWS read different pieces and what features JAWS had built in.

“But you know,” Tom interjected suddenly, “the worst things for accessibility are Authorware and Flash files – all that multimedia stuff that’s all the rage right now.  They’re like a big hole in the page – just like that main graphic on the index page of the CD I was telling you about.  A blind or visually impaired user can’t do anything!”

Tom paused a bit.  “However,” he continued, “we have a woman here who’s deaf.  She loves that stuff, so I guess accessibility isn’t so straight-forward.”

Oh, great, thought Jon.  Just when he thought he was getting clear directions, things got complicated.

“Okay,” said Jon, “I think I have enough information to work with.  Thanks for your time, and I’ll call you back if I have any further questions.”

Jon started summarizing what he and Tom had discussed, but he wasn’t sure how to treat that last bit about the deaf woman.  That sort of threw him a curve.

***************************

While Jon was talking with Tom, Erin spent more time digging around on the topic of accessibility.  She ran quick searches online for accessibility, curb cuts (a terms she had heard in a presentation) universal design and any tutorials.  She also sifted through materials from presentations at conferences and her coursework that could give her some insight.  Most of what she came across were technical how-tos, information on the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) developed by the World Wide Web Consortium on their website, and the website evaluation tool called Bobby. HHHhowever, some pieces revealed promising insight on how to actually facilitate learning, how accessibility benefits most learners, and even how large corporations were shaping solid universal design policies for their companies – both as policy for what they produce and policy for their own employees.  In fact, Erin felt like information and resources were suddenly exploding all over the place.  Furthermore, major corporations – like Microsoft, Macromedia and Sun Microsystems – actually provided the business case for accessibility and universal design.  They were broadening their markets, gaining recognition for their service to the public, gaining more employee and customer loyalty, and saving money on not having to retool so many projects, like Delaney Learning Systems was having to do right now.  It looked like this provided a new framework for making instruction better for everyone because it recognized diversity or variability within the general population.  Sandy was going to love this!

But Sandy was falling out of love with accessibility, and quickly, as she discussed timelines and budgets with her manager and the accounting department.  They were really in a double-bind, here: to go back and retool the entire piece of training already developed looked like it was going to take as much time as developing the thing in the first place, except without any pay.  The accounting representative within Delaney Learning Systems was saying they were looking at this project costing them money now instead of earning any.

To build it into the current project they were developing would require some retooling on legacy issues and then ensuring it was built in from the current point forward.  They might even have to chuck the existing design altogether, which would mean they would lose all that resource investment and earnings.  At best, Sandy as Project Lead was estimating that retooling the current project would take 50% more time.  Based on that time estimation, the accounting department had estimated maybe a 5% profit margin for that project.  And then there was the third project still to come.  Sandy felt there would be few problems with time and budget estimation on the third one, since they would have learned everything the hard way by then, although she guessed it would still involve some incrementally additional work.

Sandy went to her boss, Chuck, to get his direction.  She didn’t want to continue the work only to cost the company money, but she didn’t want to jeopardize Klimt Design’s business by suggesting a significant cost amendment to the original contract. 

Sandy wasn’t sure just what Chuck did make time for, but it never was her or her questions.  “Well, estimate the time you think it’s going to take, and re-bid that time to them.  See how serious they are.  I’m not finding any documentation of this as a requirement, so bounce the cost back to them.” Chuck tended to push decisions off on Sandy and then come down hard on her when something didn’t go well.  Sandy had learned a long time ago to push issues with Chuck and make him state what he wants.  By now, Chuck was just months away from retirement and tried not to get involved.

“They’re already expressing discontent with us for not catching accessibility issues from the get-go, as though we should just naturally do that like we design graphics,” replied Sandy.  “If I have to redo the quote on this project at a higher cost over this issue, we risk losing their business.”

“We can’t bend over and let them pilfer our resources, though,” said Chuck. “If they’re going to make it a requirement, they need to make it explicit and foot the bill for our resource investment.  Besides, I’m not convinced on this at all.  How do we know this is legitimate?”

“Well,” started Sandy, “I’ve been doing research on this, and it looks very legitimate.  In fact, I think it’s something we have to look at for every project forward.  Section 508, which is an amendment to the Rehabilitations Act, is very clear on electronic resources being accessible in public settings.  Lawsuits have already been leveled against major companies, like AOL, for non-compliance.  And the World Wide Web Consortium has developed entire standards, guidelines, and the list goes on and on.  I mean, this notion of accessibility has legal teeth to it, not to mention growing support from the technology industry.”

Chuck sighed and looked out the window.  “We need to stay on top of trends like this.  This bit us in the rear fast and hard.”  He drummed his fingers on his desk and pursed his lips. “Okay, here’s what I want you to do.  I need to know exactly what it’s going to take for your team to make all three of these projects accessible.  I want to see how you plan to do this and estimates on timeline and revised budget.  I’ll call the manager over at Klimt Designs and get the three of us at a table again to discuss this so we can at least develop a reasonable budget.”

Sandy was nodding and jotting down notes.

“However,” added Chuck, “I also want us to develop a plan on this, or at least look into it enough to see if we need to develop a plan.  I want a report on this in my desk after your team has had time to sit back down and discuss it.  If this has impact company-wide, we need to know about it.”

“Sure thing,” replied Sandy.  Great, she thought, one more thing added to my list on this topic.

When Sandy got back to her office, she emailed the team to set a meeting in a day or two.  She wanted everyone to reconvene and present their findings.  From there, they would determine the best way to handle this.

