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ABSTRACT

Online educational resources have the potential of providing enhanced access
to education for everyone. To achieve this, these resources must be accessible
both to the increasingly diverse range of potential users and via the diverse
browsing environments now available. Legal and moral obligations also exist
to ensure that disabled people are not unjustifiably denied access to education.
Established accessible design guidelines and techniques exist which, if followed,
help to ensure a more usable, portable and effective learning resource for all
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users. However, due to a lack of awareness of these amongst educational
resource providers and shortcomings in courseware authoring tools, many
current online learning resources may contain significant accessibility barriers.
This chapter outlines arguments for accessible design and provides a brief
overview of accessible design techniques. Also discussed are strategies for
ensuring accessibility of e-learning, which should include provision of
appropriate support to resource providers in terms of training and guidance in
accessible courseware design, as well as provision of technologies which
promote creation of and access to accessible online learning resources.

INTRODUCTION

There is an increasing need for those involved in creating online education
resources to ensure that such resources are accessible to the widest possible
audience. There has always been a moral obligation to ensure that educational
resourcesareaccessibleby peoplewithdisabilities, andtherearenowincreasinglegal
responsi bilitiespl aced upon educational institutionsto avoid unjustified discrimination.

Accessihility problemsare not only encountered by disabled users—browsing
technol ogiescan effectively disablemany users. Devel opmentsinthemobil el nternet
field have led to a diversification of browsing environments, and as Internet use
spreads across the world, the number of userswith limited bandwidth connections
increases—users for whom complex or cutting-edge Web content may not be
accessible.

The Web presents an unprecedented platform for innovation in teaching and
learning and al so of fersthe opportunity to widen accessto education, reaching out to
individual swho have previously been prevented from gaining quality and prol onged
education. Unfortunately thereremainsagreat deal of communication andinforma:
tion technology (C&IT) which presents many user groups with significant accessi-
bility barriers. This“digital divide” (Waddell, 1999) frequently prevents access to
Web content by the people who would benefit most from this content—ease of
communication plusaccesstoonlineshopping, banking and education. Sadly, thepoor
level of accessibility of the majority of Web content appears to be due to alack of
awareness of accessible design issues—not only in terms of the needs and
requirementsof disabled and other Web users, but al so through misconceptionsasto
what accessible design does and does not require.

Thischapter briefly outlinestheargumentsfor taking accessibility into account
during design and discussesstrategiesfor ensuring that accessibility playsacore part
inthedesign, devel opment and mai ntenanceof onlineeducational material. Common
accessibility problems and solutions are discussed, asis the vital issue concerning
possible conflicts between pedagogical valueand accessibility of Web-based teach-
ing and learning resources.
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