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[Music by Molly Joyce 00:00 - 00:14]
Nick:
Welcome to Included, the disability equity podcast, brought to you by the Johns Hopkins University Disability Health Research Center. This podcast challenges stereotypes of disability by sharing stories, data, and news. Each episode digs deep into topics to offer diverse perspectives and expertise to expand your view of disability. 

Bonnie:
We're your hosts. I'm Bonnielin Swenor, director of the Johns Hopkins Disability Health Research Center.

Nick:
I'm Nick Reed, assistant professor at Johns Hopkins University Bloomberg School of Public Health. On this episode of Included, we talk about website accessibility with Jared Smith, an associate director of WebAIM. Jared is a leading expert on web accessibility and has trained tens of thousands of web professionals across the globe. 
He has over 20 years of experience working in web design, development, and accessibility and using his wealth of knowledge and experience to help others create and maintain highly accessibility web content. We're extremely excited to have him back as our first guest after our summer hiatus following our first year of the podcast.
[music 01:25 - 01:32]
Nick:
Jared, thank you so much for joining us today.

Jared:
Yeah, thank you for having me.

Nick:
If I can just start, Jared, we just wanna get to know more about you. How did you get into this particular line of work?

Jared:
Sure. Well, I grew up on a small farm in Idaho and got away from that and went to college at Utah State University. I got a teaching degree. I was real passionate about learnin' and teachin' and instruction. I was also a bit of a geek. I was just really gettin' into web stuff and web programming and HTML and design and taught a little bit, then went back for my master's degree in instructional technology. While I was workin' on my master's degree, I got a job doing some web design and programmin' on campus. The WebAIM program had just started across the hall. I saw that program and saw what they were doin' and the benefits and real impact that it was having on individuals with disabilities, saw that it really aligned with my own passions of teachin' and trainin' and instruction, but also playing with really cool tools and takin' the power of the web and really influencing the web itself. I talked them in to bringing me on, and they haven't been able to get rid of me. It's been over 20 years now that I've been with WebAIM, and it's just been an amazing journey. It's really rewarding work to, hopefully, have some impact on the lives of individuals with disabilities.

Bonnie:
Yeah. Thanks, Jared. You certainly do have that impact. I'm grateful that we've been able to collaborate on many projects and, hopefully, will continue to do so. We're so grateful for those opportunities. It occurs to me that not all of our audience may know what website accessibility is or what it's all about. Can you talk to us a little bit about that?

Jared:
Sure. Web accessibility really, I think, at its core, is about equity. It's about inclusion, particularly in those digital experiences. There's no doubt about the impact that the web and technology is having on all of our lives and has great potential to benefit those with disabilities. Very often, there are barriers to that. Now, there's a lot when it comes to the technical aspects of accessibility, gettin' into code and user experience and things like that. There's a lot there. That's a lotta what we try to do is help inform those things. Ultimately, it's about improvin' that experience for individuals with disabilities in their digital and online experiences.

Nick:
This is so fascinating, this whole area. It seems to be organically growing right now as well. Every year, WebAIM actually conducts a survey of the accessibility of one million websites. Can you tell us a little bit more about what this survey is all about? What does it actually tell us?

Jared:
Yeah. Well, the reason why we started this research was to get a better sense for how accessible or inaccessible the web is. Now, that's a little bit difficult to define because, ultimately, accessibility's about that end user experience. It's difficult to quantify an end user experience because we're dealing with such diverse users that are out there, but we can identify patterns of inaccessibility. 
We can identify things that can both improve and would certainly make that user experience worse. We do that via automated testin'. WebAIM, we just wanted to get a better sense for what was out there on the web. We did this initial analysis, four years ago, of the homepages of the top one million websites and used automated software to look for these patterns of accessibility and inaccessibility. What we found was interesting, not entirely surprising, at least to us that have been working in digital accessibility. We found, on average, the typical homepage has over 50 detectable potential barriers for users with disabilities. On average, 1 out of every 19 homepage elements, meanin' a link, a button, a paragraph, a form, control—somethin' like that—1 in every 19 of those has some aspect of it that could pose a barrier to users with disabilities. 
We found pretty pervasive accessibility issues. We were able to look at the types of issues, and most of those just fit into, really, a few types of issues, the vast majority of them, which I think was really informative to us that, if we focus on those few aspects of accessibility, we could potentially have a really good big impact on web accessibility just by addressing those relatively easy-to-identify and easy-to-address accessibility issues. We have, over time—we've, now, done this research for four years. We have seen very minor decreases in the number of detectable errors, and that's really slow progress. 
At our current rate, it'll take us 100 years to make the web relatively optimal for users with disabilities. We are seein' some improvement, but it is at a very slow rate. Another thing that we are seein' that is, I think, concerning is the rate of growth of complexity of homepages. We're seein' about a seven percent increase, per year, of the number of elements on an average homepage. Again, that's inks, buttons, paragraphs—things like that—so seven percent growth every single year. That's a concern. 
I think, if we could maybe rein in that rate of growth and expansion of content on homepages where they're just getting denser and more complex, I think that we would then start to see real improvements in the rate of accessibility on those homepages. I think it's just hard for accessibility to keep up when webpages are just gettin' so significantly more complex over time.
Bonnie:
Yeah. I don't think lots of folks understand what a barrier this can be and how this creates just such inequities in so many ways—access to information, sometimes really critical information like COVID-19 vaccine. It really is a pervasive problem. Recently, the department of justice released guidance on website accessibility just in March of this past year and then, in July, announced an intent to develop rules or regulations around website accessibility. Can you talk a little bit about what this is, what this means, and, if you could see into the future, impact of that?
Jared:
Sure. The common understanding, for some time, and the clarification that we've received from the department of justice and other federal entities is that the web is covered by the Americans with Disabilities Act. In other words, an inaccessible website could be considered discriminatory under the ADA. There have been some court cases to the contrary, but, generally, that seems to be fairly well accepted and has been clarified by the department of justice in their guidance in March. 
That guidance really, I don't think, gave us a whole lot of new information. It just clarified, I think, that website is somethin' that is important. We do have it accessibility standards, already, for the federal government in other ways, but what the guidance didn't provide is actual measures of accessibility. That's been a problem for quite some time. I equate this, sometimes, to bein' pulled over and given a speeding ticket on a street that has no speed limit signs. You probably did something wrong, but there's no milestones. There's no real measures of that accessibility. 
We do have that in the ADA for things like wheelchair ramps. They can only be so steep. It's easy to measure and define what is too steep. For the web, the federal government has not really defined those technical measures or standards yet. Now, there was a process, several years ago, to define those technical standards. That process was halted under the previous administration. Now, the department of justice has messaged that there is an intent to reboot that process to start to develop those actual standards for web accessibility. That's a real welcome change or development. We need those. 
We saw that industry, for quite some time, was resistant to defining technical standards for accessibility on the web. They were sayin' things like, "If you define these measures, then we're going to get sued." Now, they're getting sued, and they're sayin', "We need these technical standards so we know what the actual thresholds are and requirements are for measuring discrimination." That is very welcome, and that intent to define those standards in the future is really welcome. 
Fortunately, we already have guidelines out there for accessibility. They're international guidelines, and most laws throughout the world reference or utilize those international web content accessibility guidelines. It's our anticipation that the federal government will probably adopt or somehow utilize those existing guidelines as a measure for discrimination.
Nick:
That's super fascinating. I love that little anecdote. "No, we're gonna get sued." Yes, that's the point. The lawsuit is what makes this enforceable. This is all so fascinating. How does the U.S. relate to the world?
Jared:
Yeah, I would think, at least in regards to better definitions of the requirements for accessibility, the U.S. is well behind most developed countries. The EU, Canada, a lotta less developed countries already have pretty clear guidance and standards for accessibility. We have that in some pockets in the U.S. Again, federal agencies have technical standards defined under section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act, but that has not really carried over to most public entities, like state agencies, education, or to private entities—businesses—that would provide services and information and products to anyone, includin' those with disabilities.
Nick:
That's fascinating, actually. Thanks so much for that. This is really interesting. Apropos of the moment, though, I know that a lotta people have decided to move on from the pandemic, but it's still very real. It's still occurring. Has the pandemic and how the pandemic pushed society to a more online and virtually oriented learning spaces, meeting places, even just social spheres—has that impacted website accessibility at all?

Jared:
I think that it has. There's, maybe, a question as to whether it's impacted it for good or for bad. If we consider the frustrations that we encountered, especially at the beginnin' of the pandemic, as we saw the significant and very fast shift to technology—we're just so frustrated. We're like, "Why can't I do this thing online at all?" or, "Why does this technology never work the way I want it to?" or, "Why is this digital experience so unfriendly? Why is that user experience just so awful?" Those are the types of things that people with disabilities have been experiencing forever. 
They're like, "Hello, yes. This is our everyday experience of inaccessibility and frustration and barriers to access to everyday tasks and ecommerce and education and those types of things." There's that general sense that technology is both a blessing and a curse. That's certainly the case for those with disabilities. 
I think that the pandemic did shed some increased light and raised awareness on what many of those barriers are. That really fast shift to technology, that I think is continuing, has still resulted in a lag between accessibility implementations and innovation. That's still a challenge. It's still somethin' that we're workin' on. I think, with that increased awareness, we are seein' more inclusion and consideration for accessibility in these newer technologies as they're bein' designed, as they're bein' developed. There's a lotta work to be done, as is evidence from our research. We're seein' that gap shorten a little bit. We are seein' increased awareness and increased effort when it comes to accessibility. That is somethin', maybe, positive that came outta the pandemic.
Bonnie:
Yeah, and listening to this part of the conversation, I realize that it might not be obvious who we're talking about, in the disability community, that would benefit from website accessibility. I think we should probably elevate that. In my experience, the assumption is that it's just for people who are blind. Certainly, it is, but I know, Jared, you and I have had these conversations, and you think about this. Can you share, with our audience, when we're talking about website accessibility, really, who are we talkin' about that this will benefit?

Jared:
Yeah, that's a great question. I think it's really important. We do tend to primarily and, maybe, initially focus on users with visual disabilities. That's primarily because those with visual disabilities tend to be most impacted by inaccessibility on the web. If you look at accessibility guidelines, most of the requirements are to address the needs of users with visual disabilities. We do have this tendency, sometimes, to maybe fixate on that audience and not really look beyond that at other users with disabilities. 
If we consider those users with auditory disabilities, deafness and hard of hearin', certainly, can be impacted by online multimedia and access to that content. I think that's an area where we have seen really notable improvements, especially with social media support for captionin' and things like that. Now, there are other benefits beyond just auditory disabilities. I can access that TikTok video—whatever—with captionin' on it and not have to play the audio. 
I think they're seein' other benefits to that, but that's one audience that can really be impacted. You also consider users with motor disabilities that may not be able to use or optimally use a mouse or even a keyboard and interacting with web content. Those types of interactions can be really impactful. That's especially acute in the area of mobile accessibility where we're dealin' with touchscreens and what is generally considered a very physical type of input and control of those devices. They can be made accessible. There needs to be some consideration there. Also impacted are those with cognitive or learning disabilities, which is, by far, the largest disability group out there. This is one that's more difficult to define and to define standards and guidelines because it's such a diverse group. They may even have conflicting needs when it comes to digital accessibility, but it's one that we don't tend to give nearly enough thought and attention to and just making experiences more friendly and less cognitively intense and things like that. 
There's one other small category, and that's those with seizure disorders. You could trigger a photosensitive epilepsy with flashin' or strobin' content. That's one other area of accessibility that we need to consider. Those are the biggest categories: visual disability, so blindness, low vision, color deficiency or color blindness; auditory disability, so deafness and heard of hearing; motor disabilities, cognitive or learning, intellectual disabilities; and then seizure disorders.
Nick:
My dad has epilepsy, and the web is a dangerous game for him sometimes. So is just TV sometimes. Yeah, that's interesting. 

Jared:
On that note, I think that that is where accessibility tends to be best motivated. We spend a lotta time thinking about, how can we impact change? How can we motivate people to better consider accessibility? We found that to be the best motivator. When people consider the impacts on a person, somebody across the desk from them as opposed to people, generally, with disabilities, and better understanding that user experience and having that become very personal with somebody that you're engaging with tends to be the best motivator. 
We have lawsuits. We have the ADA. We have technical requirements and things like that. Those are all good, but, ultimately, when we really focus about that very human experience, that's where we start to see the greatest change and improvements to accessibility.
Nick:
Yeah. I think that's very true in a lot of areas. Bonnie's a master at taking her research and also doing storytelling—her own story she's willing to share and, also, other stories. She's got this masterful way of weaving the two together that I think we should all learn from. She's blushing on the camera, for everyone listening at home. This has been such a fascinating conversation. I wonder if we could just wrap up by, what's the future here? If you had to look out 20 years, what are you gonna be focusing on in web accessibility, if you can forecast that?
Jared:
Sure. As I look back 20 years to when I first started, many of the things that we're talking about now, those most common accessibility barriers that we're identifyin' in our current research are the same things that we were talking about 20 years ago. Looking forward 20 years, I certainly hope that we've figured those foundational things out. I'm really excited about the ways in which newer technology can really accelerate accessibility—artificial intelligence, machine learning—especially on the end user side. 

The ability for somebody's computer to identify accessibility barriers and maybe work around those, that's really impactful. The ability to customize that experience to the end user and to their needs and abilities is really exciting. There's no silver bullet to accessibility, other than real consideration and design and development to those best practices of accessibility. I think the future really is that increased awareness and increased commitment to making the web more inclusive to everyone. That's really where I would like to see things go over the next decade or two.
Bonnie:
Yeah. Thank you, Jared. If I can ask one final question, what do you think that people, individually, can do? I know, sometimes, some of us have the privileged opportunity to be creating a website, giving content for a website. We all, perhaps, have some role to play, therefore our opportunity to make change when we are in those situations.

Jared:
Yeah, so I think most of it comes down to carin', bein' really considerate of this experience and how impactful the things that are online can be. For most of us, technology and the web is a real convenience. It's awesome that we can do these things online, but we could still engage in other ways. We could go shopping at the store rather than Amazon. We could sit in a classroom as opposed to online learning—those types of things. For many with disabilities, that technology, the web, is the solution. It's really, maybe, the only way that they can engage in these things. 
I think just really being considerate of that and caring about that experience is the best thing that we can do and then transitioning that and moving that to actual change. I think, individually, we can do that by talking about accessibility, about reportin' and complaining. Providin' feedback about accessibility and usability barriers, about helping entities, organizations, and individuals better understand what that user experience is and the impact that accessibility has, I think that's, again, where we're gonna really start to see things improve.
Bonnie:
Yeah. Technology is the future, and accessibility really should be the only option, right?

Jared:
Absolutely.

Bonnie:
Yeah. Well, Jared, I can't thank you enough for bein' here and bein' our guest and for all of the incredibly important work you do and the impact you have had, which is actually very profound. Thank you.

Jared:
Yeah, you bet. Anybody out there could find out more about the work that we're doin' and the services that we provide, the research that we're conducting on our website. It's webaim.org, W-E-B-A-I-M.org. There's just a wealth of information and resources out there. If we can, at all, be of assistance in your accessibility journey, reach out to us. We'd be happy to help.
Bonnie:
Thank you so much, and we will link that information to where we post the podcast. Awesome.

Jared:
Okay, thank you.

Bonnie:
Thanks.

Nick:
Thank you for joining us for this episode of Included, the disability equity podcast. Thank you to our Included podcast team and everyone who made this podcast possible, especially Prateek Gajwani, Curtis Nishimoto, and our guests. Music is by Molly Joyce.

Bonnie:
This podcast is brought to you by the Johns Hopkins Disability Health Research Center. You can learn more about our work at disabilityhealth.jhu.edu.
[End of Audio]
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