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To: 

From: Wiebke Mueller 

Subject: Policy on eAccessibility

Date: 10/20/2006
In order to provide an environment free of discrimination for disabled people, San Francisco State University should adopt a policy on eAccessibility to ensure equal access to information and electronic technology. The term eAccessibility means electronic and information technology should be accessible for all users.

Discriminatory Situation

Disabled people who are working or studying on campus face problems to fulfill their tasks and assignments on a daily basis. Work and study nowadays, include a high percentage of information technology as websites, learning management systems, or PDFs. Even though the new information technologies have many positive effects on the lives of disabled people, they can become obstacles difficult to overcome. The way a website, a learning management system or a program is developed, is central for its accessibility. Currently, no clear guidelines about developing accessible technological information exist. Since many of the University’s websites, PDFs and information management systems are not designed and programmed according to usability and accessibility standards, disabled people suffer great troubles and limitations in accomplishing their work or study. The described situation is a clear violation of current laws and regulations focusing on disability rights.

Laws and Regulations to Consider

·
Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973
The law states that no person based on his/her handicap should be excluded from programs or activities financed by the state. Every program and activity at State University which is open for non-disabled people should be available to disabled people. (IT Accessibility & Workforce Division)

·
The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA)
ADA declares that no qualified person with disability should intentionally be excluded from programs, services and activities which are open to the public. (U.S. Department of Justice)
·
BILL NUMBER: SB 302 FEBRUARY 19, 2003
The State of California obliges all Californian State Universities to ensure access to information and electronic technologies for all its users.

·
Guidelines
The Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI), a work group of the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C), develops standards for web accessibility. (www.w3.org/WAI)

Important Issues to Consider
Not following the laws and regulations could lead to another lawsuit against the University. The State University was sued in the 1990’s by several disabled students, which addressed the inaccessibility of the campus and its accommodations. In a settlement, the University paid $100.000 to the students and pledged to spend millions in improving accessibility. (Hatfield, 1999)

However, the university could not only lose money in another lawsuit, it might lose prospective students. More of our prospective students and of our workforce will have disabilities. By citing the Disability Statistics Center, the State Government of Utah, writes that a greater number of people with disabilities are nowadays part of the workforce, and that the education and college rate for disabled students have increased. In order to stay competitive the university should engage in Best Practice and provide a clear policy and guideline for eAccesibility. (Government of Utah)

Policy’s Focus
If websites, PDF’s, elearning management systems or other information technology are essential for the work of employees and students, they should be accessible. Private websites from faculty members, staff, students or affiliated organizations are excluded. If technology cannot be provided in an accessible form, assistive technology should be provided to overcome the barriers. However, the preferred approach is a universal design.

Policy Language
The policy language should be clear and structured. The policy statement should address only the regulation, not the implementation. Policy and procedures should be distinctive units to enable procedure adaptation without altering the policy. Terminology in information technology is not understood by most people; therefore we have to provide descriptions and explanations. The responsible entities should provide the policy via e-mail, website and mail to the public.

Assessment and Evaluation
For successful implementation of our policy, the university should assess the current situation, monitor the implementation, and evaluate its outcome. After the evaluation, the University should adjust its strategy according to the outcome.

Implementation Process
Most faculty and staff on campus have not heard about the problem, therefore we have to inform our employees and engage them in the topic. We have to assure them that eAccessibility will not limit their possibilities to electronic and informational technology, nor will it lead to ongoing extra work. We should work closely with disabled people and groups to have a better understanding of their needs.

Departments at the university that bear responsibilities for implementing the plan should be clear addressed. The departments have to be supported by the university head and should be equipped with required staff and resources. Staff should have access to a variety of support such as workshops, materials and help desks. Guidelines for eAccessibility, based on current standards, should be provided. Decision makers have to consider accessibility issues when deciding to purchase technology.

Our implementation plan should provide clear guidance and a timeline about steps to be taken. In addition to this plan, we should follow the Imperial College of London and develop a Code of Good Practice addressing accessibility. 

Objections to eAccesibility
Faculty and staff might object to the new policy out of fear of more work and that they have to limit the use of technology. It is important to inform the employees that the University will provide support for implementing eAccessibility, and that improving accessibility will not limit technological use, but will standardize it and open it to more users. Departments might object out of financial concern, therefore, it is important to find a good solution for all parties.

Other Universities and eAccessibility
All Californian State Universities will implement eAccessibility policies in the coming year. They are obliged to develop implementation plans and to have successfully implemented eAccessibility in 2009. (CSU memo)

Some American and Californian universities have implemented incremental changes to provide some eAccessibility for disabled students, but have not yet integrated policies regarding an essential change in providing technology and information to students. Therefore, our role as university will be a leading one and ,hopefully, other universities can learn from our experience.

Financial Burden
In the first phase of our implementation, we will have extra cost for providing workshops, materials and help desks. We might have to hire one or two skilled professionals who have expertise in eAccessibility and could teach our employees. The cost will decrease in the proceeding process. The State of California, the State University and the departments should share the costs.

Gain and Danger 
San Francisco State University will provide equity to all its members and encourage prospective employees and students to join the university. Our work force and our student body will become more divers, which will benefit all. The university will show its serious concern about complying with federal and state laws and regulations. It will demonstrate how highly the university respects its diverse members. By providing its employees with accessible information technologies, the university supports them in achieving their full potential. All this will improve the university’s image and attraction. 


A pitfall could be the cost factor since many employees involved in the web development process are students who have a great overturn. With students graduating, important knowledge and value could get lost in short period.
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