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Digital Inclusion for Blind

and Low Vision Students

Nearly 60% of educators reported that their blind and low vision students
could not access at least one classroom digital learning tool.

35% of educators reported their students could not access at
least two tools.

35%

an average of 4.9 different digital
tools or programs during the
pandemic. On average, 2.7 were
said to be inaccessible.

Families reported their children used

What are the consequences of digital learning tools that are not
fully accessible?

e Students are unable to complete required assignments.
e Students need continuous support from a family member to complete work.

e Students feel frustrated, discouraged, or excluded because they cannot participate
and access lessons like their peers.

¢ Blind parents cannot fully support their children.
¢ Teachers have to invest extra resources in creating alternatives.

Data Source: Three Access and Engagement studies conducted by the American Foundation for the
Blind in Spring 2020, Fall 2020, and Summer/Fall 2021. See www.afb.org/AccessEngagement

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement
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In Their Own Words: Experiences of Teachers and Parents

“I've become an advocate, it’s my job to make the world accessible until he can do it
himself. I've developed a great deal of anger, I'm just done. The ADA’s been law for
30 years and some people don’t care.”—Family member of a 12-year-old blind child
with other disabilities

“Tech sucks. Nearly all of the platforms districts and teachers are using to provide
instruction are inaccessible. I've reached out to [2 companies], to make them aware
of this issue, but all | ever get is an apology and that they are working to make their
sites inclusive to everyone. | don’t think they have the slightest clue of where to
begin.”—Educator

“[One Program] was not set up for a screen reader, had videos that were not audio
described. We spoke with their OIT department about accessibility issues but were
told they couldn’t implement them.”—Family member of a 16-18 year-old blind child

“My son has really struggled with [his learning management system). | know there are
some accessibility features built into [it], but it is not user friendly for children with VI.”
—Family member of a child with low vision, 13-15 years old

“It was difficult for me to view my son’s online portal from his school. | struggled
with assisting my son and in turn that stressed him out. [...] When he had school
through online methods, | had trouble seeing, but his teacher did help me through
emails.”—A parent with a visual impairment

“My biggest frustration is overall accessibility. Example, the class is assigned an online
science simulation on creating circuits that is produced by a curriculum company.
The science simulation is visual with no auditory information and the only way to
connect the pieces is by using finger gestures. My child can’t see the parts so can’t
do the assignment. The common answer for this situation is to exempt my child
because it is too visual. Why? [...] Why does my child not have the opportunity to
learn ideas and concepts because companies don’t make things accessible, schools
buy those inaccessible programs and then don’t provide an alternative way to learn
the same information?”—Family member of a 16—18 year-old child with low vision

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement
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Designing for Accessibility: The Role of Ed Tech Creators

Inaccessible Ed Tech programs and tools delay student learning. When websites and
software programs are not accessible, students who are blind, have low vision or are
deafblind often must wait for a teacher to create an alternative version or for an aide to
read or describe the information. Sometimes, they miss out on the lesson entirely.

Ed Tech must be accessible from the start!

Examples of accessibility challenges for blind and low vision students

¢ Programs that must be controlled by a mouse rather than a keyboard or other input
devices

¢ Videos and pictures without text or audio descriptions

¢ Unlabeled buttons and forms

¢ Timed quizzes or games that move too quickly for the student

e Devices with screens that are too small for someone with low vision to read or
effectively use a magnifier on

Considerations for Accessible Product Design

v Build employee expertise in accessibility

v’ Develop an internal accessibility culture and workflow

v Create an accessibility policy and put it on your website

v Follow standards like the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.1
v Test your product often and hire usability testers with disabilities
v’ Provide accessibility support to customers

v Document reported accessibility issues and address them quickly
v’ Ensure product updates don’t introduce accessibility bugs

Find resources at www.AFB.org/ToolkitResources

Email AFB: research@afb.org

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement
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Tips for Students Who Are Blind or Have Low Vision
Advocacy in your school

“People who know how to self-advocate are more likely to do well in school, work,
and life. They often feel confident in what they’re learning and doing. Self-advocacy
also creates independence. And it empowers people to find solutions to problems
that others might not be aware of.”—understood.org

¢ Remind your team that you want full access to curriculum, instructional materials,
and activities at the same time as other students.

¢ Keep records of what works and what doesn’t work for you. Write down specific
examples when something is not letting you learn, so you can problem solve with
the team at your next |IEP review.

¢ Make sure you know not only what accommodations will work for in-person learning,
but also have a contingency plan in case education becomes virtual again.

¢ Participate in your IEP meetings, including annual meetings, 3-year re-evaluation
meetings, and any extra meetings called to revise plans in between.

¢ Practice collaborative strategies. Assert what you need and also invite input and
ideas from others. Wrap up meetings by restating the actions that everyone will
take next.

¢ Throughout the year revisit accommodation discussions with teachers as needed.
This can take the form of positive comments when things go to plan, or reminders
that you need accessible materials on time.

Connecting with Peers

Sometimes it helps to know that others are having similar experiences. Getting
involved with groups of blind students can offer you support, chances to learn from
other youth, and social opportunities.

Find resources at www.AFB.org/ToolkitResources

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement
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Individualized Education Programs (IEP): Plan for Digital Inclusion

Digital access is a fundamental step to curricular access in all 21st century schools.
Blindness and low vision often directly impact access to the curriculum. It might help
to think of accessing content as a chain linking the student to their curriculum.

Accessible materials — Technology — Learner technology skills.

The IEP is the educational team’s cohesive plan of a student’s goals and the services
and accommodations the school will provide to reach them. The chain is only as
strong as its weakest link.

Be informed of parents’ rights during the IEP process.
You can request a meeting at any time.

You can sign that you were “in attendance only” without agreeing to the contents right
away. That way you can take the IEP home to review prior to signing your agreement.

Include Digital Access Throughout the IEP

The following suggestions are ways to include digital access in each of the different
parts of the IEP:

* Present level of academic achievement and functional performance (PLAAFP):
Document what has worked well for access, what technology skills are mastered,
and points of frequent frustration with digital inclusion.

¢ Annual goals: plan for technology and assistive technology instruction, state clearly
what assistive technologies will be used while meeting other goals.

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement
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¢ Program modifications & supports: state who will train or support educators in
preparing accessible materials. Document the time staff will be given to make
necessary modifications.

e Accommodations: be clear about what formats are accessible, how long in advance
they need to be provided to access them appropriately, what back up technology will
be in place in case there is a disruption to the primary AT, etc.

¢ Align accommodations during instruction, during assessment, and across school
environments so there is a consistent system. Include plans for access if teaching
switches to virtual or hybrid learning.

¢ Accommodations may also be needed to access school engagement such as the
check out in the lunch line, online grade portals, school email, activity schedules,
etc. Blind and low vision students should have access to the same information as
their sighted peers, at the same time.

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement
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Social and Emotional Resilience

47% of the educators indicated that 1%-25% of their students
experienced social or emotional challenges, and 42% reported
challenges for more than 25% of their students.

90% of the educators surveyed agreed or strongly agreed that the
90% 2020-2021 school year was more emotionally challenging for
them than previous years.

Emotional Impacts of the COVID-19 Pandemic
¢ |oneliness and isolation resulted from cancellation of scheduled in-person activities.
¢ Fear and anxiety around COVID were common in children and families.

¢ Social reluctance increased for some children, especially those who were in key
developmental stages.

e Familial stress increased, due to uncertainty in schedules, resources, education,
economic situations, etc. This may be more pronounced for families with children
with multiple disabilities or complex needs.

e Some children found social groups in virtual spaces as a result of exploring their
interests during the pandemic.

e Some online environments eliminated typical barriers associated with blindness,
such as transportation issues and social stigma.

Ways to support post-pandemic adjustment
v’ Acknowledge and validate the stresses

v’ Ensure collaboration to provide holistic support to students and families now
and moving forward

v Social groups
v’ Access to counselors

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement
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Resources for social and emotional connection post pandemic

Each of the following organizations offers a way to connect with other youth who are
blind or have low vision, their parents, and adults who are blind or have low vision.
Find resource links at www.AFB.org/ToolkitResources

Crisis Lines Available

Call 988 if you, or someone you care about, is experiencing a mental health crisis.
You can also text 988, or chat using an online service at 988lifeline.org/chat.

Advocacy in the Community

In addition to advocating with teachers and IEP teams, sometimes people encounter
accessibility issues that motivate them to advocate on a larger scale. Determine the
root: what is causing the barrier? Brainstorm possible solutions. Choose the right
audience: someone with the power to influence the specific policies or implementation
causing the problem. Use the best method to communicate your thoughts, whether in
person, a phone call, a letter, a public comment, etc. While the following do not cover
every case, they may help you approach crafting your advocacy plan.

Examples of issues that may be beyond the control of your IEP:

* The science curriculum that is used across the district is inaccessible. Your school
district or state has a policy that prevents students from taking full advantage of
their O&M services in the community. (department chair, curriculum director,
or school board)

¢ Statewide standardized testing uses software that is not accessible to you
(statewide department of public instruction, state representatives)

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement
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Lawmakers want to hear from you, and often they don’t know much about the needs
of blind and low vision students. There are lots of people who influence education in
your community. These people may include:

Your school board member, the local school superintendent, your mayor, your state
legislature, your state department of education.

Each administrator and lawmaker may have a different way for you to make your voice
heard. For example, you may testify in front of a committee or call an individual office.
You can send a letter or email to just about everyone.

Tips for reaching out.

¢ Tell your or your child’s story. What is the problem, what solutions have been tried,
and what change would you like to see?

¢ |f you can, bring examples of policies or practices that other schools or districts
have adopted that you would like to see your school adopt.

¢ Try to be polite but vocal and provide a way for people to contact you.

Find out more about what to expect when

speaking to elected officials.

Find your elected official:

https://www.usa.gov/elected-officials

www.AFB.org/AccessEngagement




