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1
H I S T O R Y  O F  T H E  K N O W N

Digital Accessibility as an Issue of 
Social Justice in U.S. Education

Cyndi Rowland

It is good to start with the end in mind. Perhaps it is fitting, then, to 
begin with a brief history of digital accessibility at its endpoint. That 
end is equity and opportunity for persons with disabilities in education. 

This statement of equity is a settled question in our society. By our laws 
and sensibilities, we have collectively declared that individuals with disabili-
ties will be given equal opportunity to participate, excel, and join society 
and employment with necessary skills to contribute. It is part of the purpose 
of education.

In many ways the history of digital accessibility is not unique. It  follows 
the same path as other issues of civil rights in our nation, which are  critical 
for the individual. “The fight for education and justice is inseparable from 
the struggle for economic equality, human dignity and security, and the 
 challenge of developing American institutions along genuinely democratic 
lines” (Giroux, 2014, p. 67). In that way, this history is already known. Our 
systems of education have worked at civil rights since their inception. There 
is always a period of growing awareness followed by a period of change to 
individual behavior, and ultimately change to the broader system, making it 
part of organizational culture and process.

Yet if the endpoint is settled, what is left to discuss? There is so much. 
The issue becomes that of doing the work. In higher education, we now have 
over 25 years of working to get digital accessibility right. This is how history 
can help inform us today. As educators, we benefit by diving into themes of 
what has been tried, what has succeeded, and what continues to be a chal-
lenge. Hopefully, we will improve our ability to do the work that is necessary 
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4  DIGITAL ACCESSIBILITY BACKGROUND AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

so that digital equity is assured for each individual with a disability on our 
campuses or within our schools.

While it would take a long time to fully summarize the history of digital 
equity in U.S. education, I endeavor to look at this history in three ways. 
First, I provide a succinct treatment of the origin of digital accessibility in 
education on a recent timeline. Second, I share those elements learned. 
Finally, I categorize existing pain points as the field continues to evolve.

It is my hope that having this context will help the reader better map 
the work of Quality Matters on Standard 8: Accessibility and Usability. 
Individual instructors, staff members, and administrators must be strategic 
as they create and manage successful educational systems. Of course, the 
journey is not at its end yet. Certainly, there will be new struggles on the 
horizon. Is this a history that is already known? To the extent that it contin-
ues to follow the path of other civil rights transformations in our education 
systems, I think the answer is yes.

History of Digital Accessibility in Education

Many know that global networking and the precursor to the internet 
 happened in the late 1960s/early 1970s with the Department of Defense 
(i.e., Advanced Research Projects Agency Network) along with university 
researchers (i.e., Stanford, University of Utah, University of California at 
Los Angeles, and University of California at Santa Barbara; Zimmermann & 
Emspak, 2022). This occurred as the disability rights movement gained 
momentum and visibility across the nation. Pioneer activists from Berkeley 
pushed for equity in higher education and physical access to programs that 
had not been open to them (Carmel, 2020). Together, these two movements 
contributed to a world-shaking change.

As technology was gaining greater visibility, so were the voices of those 
who had sat on the sidelines. Disability advocates were influential in  getting 
the passage of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973. This was the first piece of 
U.S. legislation protecting the civil rights of persons with disabilities. Many 
educational administrators are familiar with the language of Section 504 
within this law, which states that “no otherwise qualified person with a 
 disability in the United States . . . shall, solely by reasons of . . . disability, 
be denied the benefits of, be excluded from participation in, or be subjected 
to discrimination under any program or activity receiving Federal Financial 
assistance” (Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, p. 141). While 
students with disabilities were fighting for and obtaining physical access to 
their environment, an entirely new environment was being constructed. This 
would be a digital one.
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HISTORY OF THE KNOWN  5

By 1990, disability rights activists were instrumental in getting the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA, 1990) signed into law. This piece of 
legislation was a broad-based civil rights law that would prohibit discrimi-
nation across many areas of American life, such as employment (Title I), 
public services (Title II), and places that most Americans enjoy, which in the 
context of the ADA is termed “places of public accommodation” (Title III). 
Examples of Title III include education, entertainment, shopping, travel, 
 leisure pursuits, health care, civic engagement, and banking. Considering 
that the language of the law was largely drafted in the mid-1980s, it is no 
wonder that this landmark piece of legislation never mentioned the internet. 
How many of us saw the web as transformative to our global society at that 
time? When the ADA was signed into law by President Bush in 1990, there 
were no websites available to the public (Feingold, 2020).

Of course, the web emerged in the early 1990s. There were internet ser-
vice providers for the general population. By the mid-1990s, the internet 
had been fully commercialized. There were 100,000 websites worldwide, 
Hotmail was a common email mechanism, and Netscape Navigator was a 
popular browser. At that time Google was in beta format, and Amazon had 
just been developed.

Impact

By the mid to late 1990s, there was acknowledgment that certain groups of 
individuals with disabilities could not use the internet. These groups included 
persons who were blind or color blind or had low vision. Those who were 
deaf or hard-of-hearing were also at a disadvantage as uncaptioned online 
multimedia took off. Those who could not use a traditional keyboard or 
mouse could not fully participate either, as web designs foiled their attempts 
to use assistive technology that emulated keyboard functions. Some users 
with cognitive issues or a specific form of epilepsy also experienced problems 
gaining access to the internet in ways that were useful to them.

Roughly 8.5% of the general population has a disability that affects com-
puter and internet use (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2002). Today, with 
a U.S. population nearing 332 million (U.S. Census Bureau, 2022), this 
translates to over 28 million people with a type of disability likely to affect 
their ability to use the web in the United States alone. While not all individu-
als with disabilities use the web (Pew Research Center, 2021), the nationwide 
impact remains large and affects education, as citizens are lifelong learners.

Research from the late 1990s and early 2000s demonstrated quite con-
clusively that many websites were inaccessible to those with disabilities. For 
example, while nationwide samples of 400 higher education home pages 
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6  DIGITAL ACCESSIBILITY BACKGROUND AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

showed that 78% of pages had flagrant accessibility issues, navigating just 
two clicks from the home page revealed that every page in the sample had 
at least some accessibility issues (Rowland, 1999). In K–12 education, not a 
single page from a national 144-page sample was accessible (Rowland, 2002). 
Web developers could have designed the pages and sites to be available to 
all with attention to accessibility and the assistive technologies of the day. It 
was clear that something needed to change to eliminate this digital divide 
(Waddell, 1999). Without change, we would leave those with disabilities 
behind to live their experiences as second-class citizens. This digital exclu-
sion was happening at the same time many were receiving increased physical 
access to the environment and opportunities for full participation.

The arc of history on accessibility data has continued to  highlight 
 barriers. Historically, individual web pages or sites have displayed endemic 
issues with the proportion of pages that have notable accessibility  barriers 
 ranging from 32% to 98% (e.g., Comeaux & Schmetzke, 2013; Massengale & 
Vasquez, 2016; Olalere & Lazar, 2011; Ringlaben et al., 2014; Rowland & 
Joeckel, 2020; Smith, 2022; Solovieva & Bock, 2014; Thompson et al., 
2013; Zeng & Parmanto, 2004). In fact, the problems may have worsened in 
the early 2020s for an array of reasons (Hackett et al., 2005; Rowland, 2013; 
Smith, 2017, 2022). Fast forward to the  COVID-19 pandemic where K–20 
shifted education into digital and virtual realms. Institutions and  districts 
worked hard to get content online. Sadly, few were doing so with accessibility 
in mind. This period has been difficult for many with disabilities.

Web accessibility issues are often compounded by the fact that users may 
need to navigate across pages on a single website or across multiple sites to get 
to their intended destination. In some cases, a single problematic page func-
tions as a “locked door” that prohibits forward progress. The inaccessibility 
data (i.e., 32% to 98%) revealed that three to nine of every 10 websites could 
be “locked doors.” This is simply not acceptable in our education systems.

Standards

In much the same way as engineers and contractors needed guidance to 
build the physical environment with ramps and curb cuts, the web needed 
 standards and guidelines that would be used by all builders of the digital 
world. The late 1990s was also when the World Wide Web founder Tim 
Berners-Lee (1997) spoke about the promise of the internet and technology 
for those with disabilities. “The power of the web is in its universality. Access 
by everyone regardless of disability is an essential aspect” (para. 1). Seeing the 
need for guidelines and standards that would be globally harmonized across 
vendors and countries, he began the Web Accessibility Initiative within the 
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HISTORY OF THE KNOWN  7

World Wide Web Consortium (W3C, n.d.). When the first set of inter-
national guidelines was published in May of 1999 (i.e., the Web Content 
Accessibility Guidelines, or WCAG), the technical world of the web and the 
civil rights battle of people with disabilities had a way to merge efforts. Three 
levels of technical conformance to WCAG were detailed through varying 
success criteria. The lowest level of conformance was A, the midrange was 
AA, and the highest level was AAA. As of this writing, WCAG is poised to 
release its version 2.2 (W3C, 2022).

Beyond the WCAG as a technical specification, a federal standard would 
emerge. When Congress amended the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 
504), they updated Section 508 (1998) with technical specifications so that 
electronic information technology (E&IT) could be accessible to those in the 
federal government. While this act only required federal agencies to use this 
standard whenever they developed, procured, maintained, or used E&IT, 
many saw it as a broader communication about federal expectations. This 
was because it would not make sense for the federal government to uphold 
one set of standards for one law and a different set of technical standards for 
another law, especially if harmony among technology companies was desired. 
Thus, Section 508 specifications were highly scrutinized by organizations 
outside of federal agencies. While Section 508 did not pertain to educa-
tion per se, it had a tremendous impact on accessibility writ large because it 
used a great carrot to incentivize vendors to create accessibly—selling goods 
and services to the largest employer in the United States, the federal govern-
ment. Moreover, when Section 508 was refreshed in 2017, it incorporated 
the WCAG 2.0 Level AA success criteria. For purposes of the Reauthorized 
Rehabilitation Act of 1998, conforming to WCAG 2 AA was analogous to 
conforming to Section 508.

The work to achieve accessibility standards is happening on a global 
scale. Many countries have accessibility laws in place and have accepted 
the W3C’s WCAG guidelines for legal conformance. Moreover, the 
United Nations (UN) ratified the Convention on the Rights of Persons 
with Disabilities (UNCRPD) in 2006 (UN, 2006). In it is Article 9: 
Accessibility, which addresses both physical and digital environments. 
To date, 184 countries of the 193 UN member states have ratified the 
UNCRPD; there are only 195 countries worldwide. While the United 
States is not a signatory to this UN convention, the inaccessibility of 
digital content can affect distance education agreements and operations 
with those countries who have signed. For example, the European Union 
incorporated EN 301 549 as a way for member states to conform to the 
European Accessibility Act, which was passed in 2019; they are now on 
version 3 (European Telecommunications Standards Institute, 2021). This 
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8  DIGITAL ACCESSIBILITY BACKGROUND AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

standard sets the floor for accessibility using WCAG 2.1 AA, while encour-
aging countries to lead in innovation for enhanced accessibility.

Context for Digital Accessibility in Education

By the early 2000s, the web was ubiquitous in education. Beyond being used 
for instruction, it was used across institutions for operations such as reg-
istration, financial aid, employment, and library services. Course manage-
ment systems were experiencing widespread adoption, yet most were not 
accessible. Digital add-ons like discussion forums, chats, and gradebooks 
were deployed with little thought to their accessibility. During this period 
of sweeping digital adoption, it was not a surprise that institutions, depart-
ments, and faculties failed to ask the basic question: “Is this accessible for 
all our students?” When many departments began to look at what distance 
education might do for their programs, or how campus-based courses could 
benefit from online syllabi and web resources, students with disabilities were 
often overlooked.

Complaints and Litigation

In 2010, a complaint surrounding the use of an inaccessible KindleDX 
was sent to the U.S. Department of Justice and the U.S. Department of 
Education. These agencies issued a joint letter calling on all college and uni-
versity presidents and K–12 school district leadership to consider accessibil-
ity. “It is unacceptable for universities to use emerging technology without 
insisting that this technology be accessible to all students” (Perez & Ali, 
2010, para. 5). Furthermore, the administration highlighted the need to 
“strengthen and expand the educational opportunities for individuals with 
disabilities. . . . If we are to build a world free from unnecessary barriers . . . 
we must ensure that every American receives an education that prepares him 
or her for future success” (para. 6).

Across the nation, students with disabilities were feeling the effects of 
inaccessible content. Institutions turned to their disability services offices to 
solve the problem. While the language of both Section 504 and the ADA 
referred to making reasonable accommodations for qualified individuals, it 
was clear that digital access could not be an after-the-fact consideration. At 
the time, new construction required buildings to proactively include ramps 
as well as stairs. There was acknowledgment that this infrastructure needed 
to be ready for all persons upon arrival.

Across other areas of society, there was an increase in the number of com-
plaints regarding inaccessible websites. When no resolution could be secured, 
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HISTORY OF THE KNOWN  9

consumers and advocacy groups turned to litigation. Examples included the 
Bank of America, Target, Netflix, Charles Schwab, CVS, Denny’s, E*Trade, 
Staples, Trader Joe’s, Metropolitan Atlanta Rapid Transit Authority, and 
Walmart. The list of settled cases is lengthy (Feingold, 2022). UseableNet 
provides an annual update of lawsuits over digital accessibility for those with 
disabilities. Their reports evidence the steady growth in litigation, with about 
2,300 lawsuits in 2018, 2,900 in 2019, 3,500 in 2020, and 4,055 in 2021 
(UseableNet, 2019, 2020, 2021).

Education has seen its share of litigation as well. The most recent 
UseableNet data cite close to 80 cases that have come from education. Of 
course, it is more common for a complaint to go through the Office for 
Civil Rights (OCR) in the U.S. Department of Education than to go to 
litigation. Across K–20, OCR complaints and resolution agreements have 
also seen a steady increase. In 2017, there were 814 Title III website acces-
sibility complaints. By 2019, there were 2,285. Issues with web accessibility 
comprise over a fifth of all OCR complaints filed under Title III of the ADA 
(eChalk, 2019).

What We Have Learned

The technology and disability revolutions have made it clear that persons 
with disabilities need the enjoyment of technology as they fulfill their educa-
tional, employment, and civic duties. Education began to take this challenge 
in earnest in the early 2000s. In the past 2 decades, we have learned many 
things. First was the realization that accessibility requires the attention of an 
entire organization. When only a few faculty or staff members are equipped 
with accessibility knowledge and skills, they cannot compensate for the inac-
cessibility of the rest of the organization. In addition, many of the lessons 
presented in the following list were hard learned:

 • Web development is currently a complex endeavor. It used to be fairly 
straightforward; however, over time it has become more complex, as have 
the techniques to make content accessible. Saying that web accessibility 
is “easy” is no longer the truth.

 • It used to be that web developers created and controlled all web content. 
Because of this, it was manageable to provide them with needed training 
and support with the belief that they could then develop with accessibility 
in mind. Yet today, many institutions and districts lease or purchase web 
templates that are updated by staff. This puts incredible stress on the 
organization to make a purchase of an accessible template and ensure 
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10  DIGITAL ACCESSIBILITY BACKGROUND AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

that all content administrators (i.e., those who create and upload content 
into the template) have sufficient knowledge and skills to add content in 
an accessible manner.

 • In the early 2000s, we estimated that it would take 2 to 4 years for an 
institution to become accessible. As hundreds of large organizations and 
institutions have now done this work, experience informs us that it takes 
much longer. With effort, much of a system can be changed in 5 to 8 
years, but, like security, the work is ongoing. Accessibility is not a one-
and-done event. It requires cycles of continuous improvement that must 
be applied. Moreover, it is not a box to be checked.

 • Accessibility efforts benefit when leadership shows a vision and a 
commitment to this work by word and deed. There are large outcome 
differences when the administration leads rather than nods their heads 
when a local champion initiates the work. Consider the impact if that 
champion were to leave the institution. Would the work continue?

 • Institutions and districts need dedicated staff to coordinate the system-
wide effort. Early on, coordinators were asked to add accessibility work 
to their existing responsibilities. This did not produce positive results 
because it is a lot of work. Part-time and, later, full-time coordinators were 
put in place to oversee the institutional transformation. Currently, many 
top-tier institutions have added staff positions to create an accessibility 
team led by the coordinator. This team is then equipped to assist with a 
full range of tasks such as helping the procurement team, providing staff 
and faculty training and just-in-time support, and engaging in annual 
assessments.

 • Stakeholders should participate in committees that oversee accessibility 
work. This includes faculty, technology personnel, administration, 
individuals with disabilities, disability resource center staff, human 
resource personnel, procurement specialists, and others as needed. Their 
voices are critical as new workflows are often proposed at the committee 
level. Inadequate representation could result in failure or resentment by 
those who will implement changes.

 • Policies and transition plans are both necessary. Policies are useful as they 
set the tone of accessibility being required by the institution or district. 
Implementation or transition plans set forth measurable milestones to be 
achieved or altered over time.

 • Procurement, not just purchasing, needs to be included in accessibility 
expectations. It does little good to teach others how to create accessibly if 
the institution or district continues to purchase tools that are themselves 
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HISTORY OF THE KNOWN  11

inaccessible. This includes technologies that faculty select and integrate 
into their courses without going through formal channels (e.g., freeware). 
At the end of the day, the organization, not the vendor, is liable for access. 
It is counterproductive to purchase a tool and then devote resources to 
making it accessible.

 • Accessibility is the role of all educators, not merely of a central team. This 
means that many will acquire new skills that may take time and alter 
their typical workflows.

 • It is ineffective to have a web development team with accessibility skills 
if content providers (e.g., faculty and staff ) who are unfamiliar with 
accessibility practices upload, or input, inaccessible content to a template 
or learning management system.

 • There is now recognition that content can be technically accessible yet 
practically useless. This is often seen in poor design decisions. An example 
of this would be a long list of several hundred pieces of information. 
If the content does not include headers, which make skipping some of 
the content feasible, the user must navigate item by item until they find 
what they want. In this instance, the content is there, and it is technically 
accessible, yet it is not practically accessible. Users may not persist through 
so much individual content without an obvious way to efficiently get 
where they need to go. Therefore, usability, or principles of universal 
design for learning (UDL), should go hand in hand with accessibility 
training. A caveat remains that content must be technically accessible 
to be useful to all. In the past, some had focused solely on flexible and 
transformational pedagogy within UDL, assuming this would make it 
accessible, which it does not.

 • Training and support of faculty and staff must be ongoing and relevant to 
their work. While administration might benefit from training on issues 
of legal liability, this would not help faculty who need to know how to 
make accessible PowerPoint presentations for their online courses. Nor 
would it help a procurement officer to learn about making math courses 
accessible, since their job is to identify technologies to procure, given 
institutional and regulatory issues.

 • Assessments are key. First, institutions and districts should set forth 
baselines for progress. One baseline must be technical accessibility for a 
sample of the organization’s digital footprint. Another should focus on 
the organization itself. As many changes will be made to the institution 
or district as they attain and sustain accessibility, it is necessary to get 
an initial scan of where accessibility efforts began. For example, does an 
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12  DIGITAL ACCESSIBILITY BACKGROUND AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

institution or district have a supportive administration, staff to coordinate 
the effort, an accessibility policy, an implementation plan with resources, 
a culture that supports accessibility, and ongoing communication to all 
parties? In addition, institutions and districts should take new data and 
organizational snapshots at regular intervals (e.g., annually or biannually), 
and report progress and barriers to administration.

Struggles That Continue

 • As general personnel shortages in technology continue, it is hard to hire 
personnel with knowledge and skills in accessibility. Those who have 
accessibility expertise can often command higher salaries than their peers. 
Those in education often fight for the budget to hire these specialized 
individuals and must promote the unique benefits of working in 
education to candidates. Few higher education technology departments 
and programs include accessibility as part of their academic curricula. 
Until they do, we are assured that the next generation of technology 
personnel will need on-the-job-training in accessibility.

 • A deceptive trend is that of accessibility overlays. These widgets promise 
to make content accessible and often embed artificial intelligence to make 
the overlay smarter and more intuitive. There are nearly 100 companies 
that provide popular overlays such as accessiBe, AudioEye, and UserWay. 
Accessibility expert Karl Groves (2021) wrote an Overlay Fact Sheet to 
debunk the myth of the overlay, which has secured the support of over 
700 accessibility experts. One of the many promises overlay companies 
make is that they will protect an organization from being sued. In 2021, 
litigation involving overlay widgets was seen in over 400 lawsuits, which 
is cause for pause (UseableNet, 2021). Yet, because overlays can be 
obtained at a modest cost and there are large corporations with aggressive 
selling tactics, it is common to misinterpret their effectiveness.

 • Procurement continues to be a challenge. Even when procurement 
personnel integrate accessibility requirements into vendor requests and 
contracts, it is difficult for them to engage in due diligence. Specifically, 
who tests to assure that accessibility claims are true? Some feel that vendors 
should use third parties to evaluate conformance to the institutional 
standard and share results with the university selection committee. 
However, large companies with resources for third-party testing may be 
at an unfair advantage. If the testing information is incorrect, inaccessible 
tools remain a liability for the educational entity. It is common for 
vendors to submit a voluntary product accessibility template (VPAT) on 
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only their main product, while institutions often purchase supplemental 
services (e.g., chats, discussion forums, whiteboards, quiz functions, 
grade books) that are not part of the main product testing and VPAT 
process. To complicate matters, most procurement offices only address 
purchases above a certain fiscal threshold (e.g., $5,000). In addition to 
procured tools, faculty and staff regularly use freeware in courses (e.g., 
GoogleDocs, SurveyMonkey, or Twitter). If these tools are not accessible, 
the institution may not even be aware of its liability. Finally, do faculty 
have the freedom to procure any instructional technology? If so, who 
should pay for any accommodations that that might be needed? How 
can institutions manage the procurement process so that materials are 
available to all students from the outset of a course?

 • Creating training and support systems for faculty and staff is an 
enormous undertaking. It is not an issue of securing trainers but, rather, 
scaling training. Perhaps an institution or district has a corpus of 2,000 
faculty and staff who require accessibility knowledge and skills. How is 
training delivered? How does the institution ensure that training content 
is applied to practice? Finally, how do unions impact training? Training 
efforts must then become part of collective bargaining.

 • Lastly, targeting motivation across an institution or district is another 
challenge. The saying goes, “You can lead a horse to water, but you 
cannot make it drink.” While some campuses exert great energy to set 
policies, training, and support programs, and promote participation 
among representative committees, including the procurement office, 
assessments of learning transfer indicate little change from year to year. 
Reassessments may be warranted to ensure faculty and staff “can do” and 
“do do.” If training renders faculty participants unable to independently 
perform the skills that they need, then the training should be redesigned. 
However, if they can perform the necessary accessibility tasks but choose 
not to, administrators may have difficult decisions to make. As a new 
civil rights issue, proven techniques to battle recalcitrance are yet to be 
fully explored. Early stories on the value of ongoing communication, 
faculty awards, and onboarding that includes accessibility expectations 
are showing promise.

Conclusion

While the history of digital accessibility in education is about 30 years old, 
there is still work that must be accomplished. As a field, educators should 
take pride in following other civil rights movements, moving from a phase 
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14  DIGITAL ACCESSIBILITY BACKGROUND AND HISTORICAL PERSPECTIVES

of awareness to changes in individual behaviors. While this step has already 
begun in many locales, in others, the broader work to change the organiza-
tion or system is an ongoing challenge. Hopefully, you benefit from the nar-
rative of what forerunners in the field have learned as we continue to address 
accessibility challenges.

This summary also situates the work of Quality Matters Standard 8: 
Accessibility and Usability into its nationwide and global context. As you 
move through the chapters in this book, consider the breadth of topics 
and the impact they each have on the field. The truth is, Quality Matters 
positively affects the professional practice of many educators. This is pre-
cisely what is needed now so that what is currently marginally accessible can 
become truly accessible.
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