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KATHLEEN MURPHY: Welcome to our webcast, “Social Media for KT, Accessibility, and Inclusive Design: A Conversation with Sina Bahram.” I’m your host, Kathleen Murphy.
This webcast is brought to you by the Center on Knowledge Translation for Disability and Rehabilitation Research. We’re funded by the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research, known to most as “NIDILRR.”
Today we’ll be hearing from Sina Bahram, founder of the inclusive design firm, Prime Access Consulting. He’ll be talking about a wide range of topics related to using social media for knowledge translation—or “KT”—in ways that are accessible to people with disabilities especially how an inclusive design approach relates to that. 

Sina is an accessibility consultant, computer scientist, researcher, speaker, and entrepreneur. In 2012, he was recognized as a White House Champion of Change by President Obama for his doctoral research work enabling users with disabilities to succeed in science, technology, engineering, and math. Prime Access Consulting, Sina’s firm, has helped over 100 organizations to exceed their inclusivity goals, from the creation of accessible websites and mobile apps to achieving a comprehensive inclusive design methodology across the enterprise. Sina also serves as an invited expert on the Accessible Rich Internet Applications (or, “ARIA”) working group of the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) and chairs or is a member of several other related board, conferences, committees and working groups across corporate, non-profit and research worlds. 
You can follow Sina on Twitter @SinaBahram and check out his website at sinabahram.com
Before we start, we’ll take a minute to describe ourselves.
KATHLEEN MURPHY: So in the section to come, we will be talking about the importance of providing descriptions of visual images. And as a way of doing that, I just want to let people know for whom this is useful-- I am a white woman, I have shoulder-length blonde hair cut in a bob almost to my shoulders. 
And I'm wearing a white Blazer with a navy blue jersey under it, and a necklace that has a square light blue stone in it. And I'm wearing a headset so that you can hear me better, so I got the little microphone in front of my face. Sina, could you describe yourself? 

SINA BAHRAM: Sure. I'm a six foot tall white, light skinned man of Persian descent. Dark hair, less kempt than I would like because of COVID, but looking forward to going to the barber soon given the vaccine situation. Shortish beard, there is a-- I'm wearing a polo shirt and wearing earbuds, and sitting in a room where there's a baby grand to my back left-- presumably the right hand side of the viewer-- and then some shelves behind me with some objects on them. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: Well, thanks. So let's get started. It's so important, Sina, to get key terms and definitions clear in any conversation. So, what do you think are some key concepts we should go over before we dive into more specifics? 

SINA BAHRAM: Well, thank you for having me. I think a couple of things that come up a lot when we talk about this work is we use words like accessibility, and disability, and inclusive design, and things of that nature, so it might be worth to run through some of those definitions. 
So when we talk about accessibility, what we mean as a community is those things that allow persons with disabilities, especially those who rely on assistive technologies, like a screen reader, or Braille display, or the use of sign language and captions-- this kind of thing-- to access a product, or service, or a piece of social media. And so, when we think about that, that relies on this other term, right? Of disability. 

So disability in the classical sense is any difference of ability, to use impairment language, it's the consequence of an impairment. And so that can be vision, for example, like myself-- I happen to be blind-- it could be mobility, dexterity, cognition, emotional, a combination of these things. 

And so the ways that we then interact and think about persons with disabilities and disability itself is really influential in the kind of work and content we produce. So there's a couple of ways of thinking about disability, there's a lot more than the two I'm going to present here. 
There are entire dissertations written on this subject. There's critical disability studies, there's intersectionality, there's a lot of academic literature on this, so I'm not in any way trying to summarize the field, but offer to contrast your views to just give us a sense. 
So, what are those two? Well, the older model, the kind of antiquated way of looking at things is the medical, right? We view disability as something that is the burden on the individual, it is something to be fixed or repaired. You break your arm, you go to the doctor, you get a cast, hopefully gets better. 

But what happens when it doesn't? What happens when that mobility is not able to be restored, or that vision is not able to be restored? In the medical model, We view the individual as being disabled. In the environmental or social model of disability, we view the environment-- that could be a physical environment like a building or the digital environment as what is disabled. 
So it's not the individual that's disabled it is the environment that is disabling. And so this also dovetails with another thing that comes up a lot when we think about these matters which is othering, like what are those things that we're doing. Sometimes they're intentional, sometimes they're inadvertent that exclude an individual or group of people and really make them feel distinctly different. 

So there's the obvious forms of othering that I hope we all agree are incredibly bad-- racism, ableism, homophobia, sexism-- that sort of thing. That's one category, I put those under the obvious column. But there's some of the not-so-obvious things that come up even more often when folks are trying to make things accessible. 

So you might be doing something, like at a museum offering a headset to someone because you want to offer augmented audio or audio description, but that may not be the identity that they're carrying with them. Maybe they don't want somebody to know that they have a difference in hearing. Maybe that's just not the identity that they're identifying with at that moment. Well, that headset is othering, it kind of outs them, right? 

For myself, it's a little bit harder. I have a visible disability I walk with a cane or with a person-sighted guide, but that's not true of everyone. So when we think about making our content accessible, our images, our social media posts, our websites, it's important that we don't do so in a way that is segregating, but instead is inclusive. Which brings us to this final concept of inclusive design. 

So what are those ways we can design things? Whether it's content, service, applications, anything at all-- physical objects in the world-- such that we understand at the beginning of that process that there is an entire vector of human difference that will be interacting with the thing that we're making. 

And so we don't want to put obstacles in place. We don't want to make things so rigid so that we prevent people from being able to access the things that we want them to access. So those are a couple of things that I thought could be top-of-mind as we're going through the discussion today. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: So just to recap, could you just list right now the three concepts you just went over? 

SINA BAHRAM: There were a few more than three. Yeah, sure. So accessibility and disability, ways of thinking about disability, and which gets us to then also thinking about othering. And, finally, flowing into inclusive design, which is the way that we would avoid having an othering, or segregating, or inaccessible experience. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: Perfect. So this is a great-- we wanted to start this way because we really do try to reach a very wide range of audiences with the trainings to center on Knowledge Translation for Disability and Rehabilitation Research offers. So I suspect that some of our listeners are familiar with what you went over, but others aren't, so it's great just to differentiate what we're offering here. 

I would say that a greater proportion have heard of inclusive-- I mean, universal design-- and maybe not inclusive design, or might be thinking, well, what really are we talking about as far as the difference between them? So could you just parse that for us? 
SINA BAHRAM: Yeah, I mean, they're very similar, right? So universal design came out of Ronald L. Mace's work. This was a lot of disability activism that was happening in the second half of the last century, really around especially architectural accessibility and access. 
Imagine the accessibility of a building that only has stairs-- all those things that the ADA really focuses on. Curb cuts came out of universal design, so that sloped area on a sidewalk that lets you access a difference in elevation without having to hop the cart, that kind of thing. 
Universal design also has been formalized in the literature. There's seven principles of universal design and things of this nature. Inclusive design kind of takes that one step further. It tries to understand that, first of all, we cannot be all things to all people, and it sort of sets us up almost not to win when we refer to things as universal design. 

Because especially for more engineering and tactically minded folks, it kind of sets up this, oh, well, that's just-- we're going to-- it's lowest common denominator and we're not going to be able to do all the things, et cetera. There's these arguments that come into play. Whereas inclusive design-- first of all, at its core, is inclusion, which I think is really important. I think that really needs to be at the heart of our practice. Full stop. 

And then second of all, that it is a design methodology that really does try to remove these barriers from the beginning of the design methodology and understand that it is a form of iteration. So it's not only inclusive in the sense that we want to include persons with various abilities, and backgrounds, and experiences, it's also inclusive in the sense that it's iterative, and that it understands that there is going to be learnings along the way. And that it gets better over time, so sometimes you will hear the term failing forward as a way of describing that. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: It's interesting, I hadn't heard that term before. So let's tie this broader conceptual discussion to social media per se. Some people, I think, have concerns that certain platforms aren't accessible or that making them accessible can be expensive. 

A lot of us, even though we might be on a disability-oriented project, are working within the parameters and budget of an institutional communications department that may not really have thought about this and planned for that in their budgets. So can you think of some low-cost, no-cost ways to be accessible on social media common platforms? 

SINA BAHRAM: Yeah, I mean, I think we should first maybe talk a little bit about what are those things that we do on social media so as to make them more accessible. So, for example, if we're talking about Twitter and we're doing a text-based tweet, there are a few things we can do, but not too many considerations. 

All caps is bad, right? Because when you use all capitalization, it ruins that word shape and it really makes it harder to read for many people, also simple netiquette-- or internet etiquette-- it's considered yellow. All caps is bad for a variety of reasons, but there's also little subtle things you can do. 

For example, don't front load your tweets or other social media posts with mentions where you're at mentioning someone because when you do that, then a screen reader user has to hear all of those handles first before hearing the body of the tweet, before being able to read the Instagram post. 

So putting that at the end doesn't affect anything at all, still works perfectly fine. The computer doesn't care, but those humans that are listening to the tweet care a lot. Think about hashtags, right? When we have hashtags, a lot of times we'll string the words together. Hashtag inclusive design will just all be spelled out, but if you capitalize the I and the D, then the screen reader and voice-to-text-- excuse me, text-to-voice-- the text-to-speech technologies will then read it out appropriately. 

So instead of saying #incldesi, it'll say #inclusivedesign. And so these are a few simple things for text-based social media-- however, we don't only tweet and post text, we tweet images, we tweet videos and things of this nature. 

And so for that, we should follow the standard accessibility advice that we all know, hopefully, around websites and other digital content. So, for example, when we're producing images, they need to be accompanied with alt text or a visual description-- Instagram supports this, Twitter supports this. 

And while it is sometimes frustrating, for example, in Instagram, they bury it under advanced settings. Even though they've got half of the screen blank when you're composing a post, they still really bury that setting to go put a visual description, right? 

So there's some frustrations there, but those are one-time costs because once you learn how, then you're able to associate the visual descriptions with your images. Again, Twitter supports it, you can do it on Facebook, and so forth. When the platform does not support it, that doesn't mean you shouldn't do it. 

It's actually quite the opposite, right? You need to then build in the accessibility into the body of the post. And this comes back to our previous discussion of inclusive design. We are not doing these things to make content accessible for persons with disabilities-- that just happens to be group of people who critically need this information. 

But this stuff, describing and infographic, that's helpful to everybody-- and so, therefore, there's nothing wrong with putting that visual description information in the body of the social media post if the platform doesn't programmatically allow you or technically allow you to associate those descriptions with the images themselves as part of your posts. 

So these are like a few easy, quick things that don't cost any dollars whatsoever and the time expenditure only goes down over time and does not go up over time. And it should dovetail with the already, and now decades old requirements, that those institutions you mentioned have already been operating within with respect to making their materials accessible. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: Well, and let's just say-- not that we're setting aside the issue of cost entirely, but some of that stuff-- the question was about low-cost, no-cost. What would you think are other ways we can enhance the accessibility of social media platforms? Even if we're willing, maybe we do need to make some kind of investment. 

SINA BAHRAM: Captioning would be the first one. So when you're posting a video, caption the video, and that can sometimes have a minimal cost associated with it. If you batch your video captioning, it really can plummet, but even if you're doing one-offs, it's close to $1 a minute. So even if you're posting 10 minutes of video, it's a $10 charge. 

And so, at a certain point, we need to ask ourselves-- if we're posting even as much as five hours of video, then we need to be able to find the $300 in order to caption it and make that content, not only fully accessible to an entire audience, but also searchable, and indexable, and able to then participate in other systems that we may have across the organization-- whether it's inside engines, or internal search databases, and this kind of thing. 

So this has come up a lot in University environments where courses lectures that are captioned are then able to be searched by students. And so then you can click to exactly the part of the lecture that that topic was being discussed instead of having to scrub through the whole video. 
Now, again, that's helpful to all students, but critical if you're not able to hear the content. So a little bit of cost, captioning would be the first thing for absolute sure. The second one, and this can be done both with respect to spending some money on it and going through a description service-- or in-housing some of this effort via some training-- is describing videos. 

So audio description is the secondary audio track that accompanies a video. This exists on popular services like Netflix, or Amazon Prime, this kind of thing-- and it is how, for example, I, myself, personally rely on to watch a video. Because if it's described, then for those specific visual things that may not be clear from the audio, there is a narrating voice that lets you know what's going on. 

Think of it like a friend whispering in your ear what just happened. And so that is the second thing to look at after the captioning of videos as the way of making these time-based media accessible. And, lastly, I would say this is also really falls under the close to no-cost is transcripts. 

So when you have the captions-- first of all, you get the transcripts for free because the transcript can be simply the concatenation of all of the captions without the time codes on it. So if you've already captioned your content, you can get the transcript as part of that process. 

Many services when you ask them to caption your video, they give you the transcript-- they don't charge extra for that. And so, by having a transcript, you've now removed the time-based element. So someone, for example, who's deaf-blind could go through that transcript and read it on a Braille display. 

They don't need the words to be synced with the video in the case of captions, but also it's amazing for folks who are kind of busy. So I don't have time to watch a 45 minute video, but my screen reader reads to me at 950 words per minute. I can read the transcript in 3 minutes and I've gotten to the content of that material. So it can also be an amazing productivity gain as well. 
KATHLEEN MURPHY: Interesting. And it's just another example of how so many of these features benefit many, many people except just maybe the target audience of people with disabilities. So I listened to another lecture that you gave as part of us getting acquainted with you, and in it you draw on your experience in working in art museums. 

And you have an example of a really great text description of a painting. And so I listened to that and then I thought, this is something-- because we always do art tags for our visual images. And, myself, I kind of wondered, how much detail does someone really want for something that is just-- especially if it's not only decorative, there is some information, but it doesn't exist as a work of art, right? 

SINA BAHRAM: No, it's true. I mean, so there's a couple of things, right? You mentioned decorative. A lot of times, especially coming out of the 90s and going into the early 2000s, there was this use of imagery on the web to achieve certain design elements that now is done through code, and so the use of decorative images as they're kind of referred to has really plummeted. 
So if you find yourself saying to yourself, like, this is probably decorative, it's probably not. It's probably not. There are some cases, for example, maybe there's an icon being used, and it's decorative because the text also reflects the label of that icon. Something like that. 

You might have the captioning icon and then decided it says closed caption, well, if the text is already there, we can hide the icon from screen reader users. But for most of the part, even if it's event photos or things of this nature, they are telling a story visually and they deserve alt text, and so it's really important to describe them. 

Now we get to your detailed question-- how much? Because the event photo showing students milling around in the quad is a little bit of a different lift than a pie chart showing a data graphic, a data visualization. It's a different lift than the work of art you referenced, right? And so I think that the complexity and, therefore, the length of the visual description should be proportional to the importance of the image. 

The other thing is that there are mechanisms, and this is not something that you get for free out of the box, per se, in which you can offer multiple descriptions for an image. And that can be very helpful because now we've restored that agency or choice to the individual so they can decide. 

You're not deciding how much information or detail they may want, you're saying here's a short description, here's a long description, have at it, right? And whichever one-- if you are done after listening to the short description, move to the next thing. Just like how visually you might glance at something and choose to spend more or less time looking at it. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: That's intriguing. I never thought about that option before of tiering the length. We have done trainings like in reaching out to policymakers and the recommendation is to have the executive summary 3 page, then 10 page, and then your full report, so it's a similar concept applied to this. 

SINA BAHRAM: Exact same. 
KATHLEEN MURPHY: So let's say because a lot of our audience are researchers and there's a bar chart, right? Would you do advise them to explain the whole chart? Or to say, the point of this chart is smoking rates are going up among young women. 

SINA BAHRAM: Right, yeah. So we want to be careful not to interpret for audiences when the graphic is showing more than that interpretation. So it's an incredibly strong anti-pattern or ill-advised to only provide a piece of interpretation when-- if that's all I'm getting is a sentence, you are able to see the bar chart and say, well, actually it's different in California versus Oregon, or it's different actually across countries over time. 

And there's this trend that we're able to observe, right? So you want to be very careful with summarization as a form of alt text. That is in no way whatsoever an equitable accommodation at all. Full stop. And so what we need to understand then is, how do we make something like a bar chart accessible? And there's a couple of ways of doing that. 

One is a detailed visual description where we lay out the axes, we lay out the values of each of the bars, we maybe-- we convey any broad trends that are abundantly obvious, and we really try to do our best to give a full telling, a full accounting of the bar chart. That's one mechanism. 
But if you think about it, we've destroyed the entire purpose of using an infographic in the first place because you could have done that for everyone else as well. The reason, presumably, that you chose a visualization is you thought it was a more concise and convenient mechanism by which to arrive at that information. So how do we make that more equitable? 

And that's where we might need an entire other conversation around STEM materials and accessibility, but the short of it is that at the very minimum you should make the data available. First of all, this is not just good accessibility practice, this is good scientific practice. We need to be very clear and transparent about the data that goes into every single visualization because that is a core tenet of proper research and reproducibility. This is number one. 

Number two is, once we've made that data available, there are mechanisms, whether it's a Chrome extension that someone can use or other audio graphing calculators and things of this nature that they can use to then make that data more accessible through means of sonification, which is the ability of turning the graph into sound, or by viewing it on a tactile display, or having a colleague go over it with them, et cetera. 

So it's about choice and about not making that choice for the assistive technology user up front, but giving them the tools by which to enable them to come to those same conclusions that your infographics highlight. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: Well, that's really helpful. I would add to thinking through-- because we do go through the big, long description of any chart we have in any of our trainings for the center, and it's a good way to proof, also if you're really describing the whole thing. 

SINA BAHRAM: That point you just made comes up. That point you just made comes up in every single-- when we work with designers, when we work with developers and things of this nature, the number one consistent thing that they say is that going through this process of thinking how to make this accessible or making the thing inclusive and accessible has forced us to evaluate our design intent and the actual usability level concern. 

So it's not only like, OK, yes, we need to make sure these buttons are accessible and we're using headings correctly, it's-- oh, why did we choose to make that text a little bit bigger? It's not actually a heading. That's not proper in our visual hierarchy. And so that's just a really excellent observation because it comes up in content, it comes up in code, it comes up in physical design projects where doing this work actually improves it for absolutely everyone, including the people doing the work itself. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: OK. So let's say I've got my great alt text for my images and videos are captioned and have secondary audio, so bringing the conversation back to social media. We know that most of our core audience, the grantees of the National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research, which most people call NIDILRR, use Twitter, Facebook, LinkedIn. 

Some of the ones that are oriented to youth audiences are moving into Instagram, maybe TikTok, so how then-- say you're the social media manager for a project, how would you recommend that users evaluate the accessibility of these various popular social media platforms and the emergent ones as well? 

SINA BAHRAM: Yeah, I mean it depends on—

KATHLEEN MURPHY: I know, it's a vague question, so if you want to like parse it out, that's fine. 

SINA BAHRAM: It's the accessibility of the platform, right? But then it's also, how can we operate more accessibility within the platform? So the platform itself, Snapchat is going to be less accessible than Instagram, maybe less accessible in turn than, let's say, Twitter or Facebook, but that doesn't then mean that you cannot have accessible posts on Instagram. That doesn't mean that you can't do all the things we've been talking about with visual description, and captions, and audio description, and in-lining the descriptions in your text and the title case scenario. All of those things can be done on these various platforms because they more relate to the content that you're offering and a little bit less around the platform. 

However, if we are going to evaluate some platforms in terms of accessibility, all of the same pieces of advice that apply to evaluating a website or a mobile app apply here as well. And that is to say the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines, or WCAG for short, which is the specification published by the World Wide Web Consortium on what it means at a technical level for a piece of content to be accessible. 

So these are everything from heading order, and the use of semantics correctly, and just labels, and all of these kinds of things. So what are some quick things you can do? Well, the first one is try to use it with a keyboard. Can you use the platform without using your mouse? That's not the end-all or be-all test, but it's a really good test. It will uncover a lot of things. So using only your keyboard, can you do everything you expect to do on that platform? That's number one. 
Number two would then be talking with individuals that are native users of assistive technology. So rather than downloading a screen reader yourself, as a non-expert, whether-- frankly, you're not going to be able to tell much because either it may read correctly and you'll get a false positive, you'll say, oh, it's reading correctly, but not then realizing that certain things are getting ignored because of lack of familiarity with how screenreaders work or vice versa. 

You might think it's a false negative, oh, this is really frustrating, but actually it's just how screen readers work and it's not the inaccessibility of the piece of content. So what's critical is to engage with users and experts within accessibility and inclusive design, whether this is at a local level, whether this is online, internationally. However, the network in which you operate behaves, and then to understand what the accessibility affordances are. 

A lot of these platforms will have an accessibility page that you can look up that describe what their current accessibility status is. So it's really coming down to doing some homework and researching it on a per platform basis, but then going to those end users that have to deal with this stuff every day and inquiring from them about the inclusivity and experience level of that platform as it relates to accessibility. So that's another mechanism by which you can evaluate the accessibility of these things. 

You could ask also for a VPAT-- the V-P-A-T-- and that can be helpful or instructive. It's usually part of a mature procurement process, but I would be remiss if I didn't caution that VPATs tend to be nebulous and somewhat unreliable at best, right? They're usually self authored and they don't always give you the kinds of information we would all hope for or they're not up to date. So take that with a grain of salt, but it is something that really should be part of a healthy procurement process, is to pull the VPAT from a vendor and give that a peruse as well. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: So for members of our audience who maybe are less technically oriented, could you just unpack that acronym VPAT? What does that stand for? 

SINA BAHRAM: It's a Voluntary Product Accessibility Template. So what it is is a document that basically says, these are the things-- remember I mentioned WCAG earlier, it lines against a lot of those criteria-- what are those things that we support in this product? Can all the functionality be gotten to via keyboard? Is it able to convey information without relying on the use of color alone? Does it support things like captions and audio description? All these things we've been talking about, that's part of the specifications until a VPAT is designed to disclose or have all of that information in one place. It's just that they're notoriously, like I said earlier, self-authored.  The vendor has an interest in selling you something, so they're not necessarily going to put the nitty gritty details in all bluntness in a VPAT, so you should always take a VPAT with a huge grain of salt. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: So if we explore the VPAT, doing research on the platform as far as what's user available just looking at the advanced features and all of that, and this also important-- we just want to emphasize we could not agree more with the importance of stakeholder engagement, and involving users in the design and feedback of any offering, be it a product or an event. 
And we did do a webcast on stakeholder engagement back in June. So for our audience, you can go back to the KTDRR.org website on our Trainings page to find the archive of that event if you want to do a deeper dive into the theme of stakeholder engagement, per se. 

So that kind of interaction with potential users when we're designing our social media, messaging, ties in with part of the whole point of using social media is that it isn't just a push-out dissemination method, but it allows users to engage with the content and react, and people can build relationships. It's social media. 

So, let's just say we get some feedback, or one of the members of our audience does, and there's ways informal types of feedback they might have direct messaged. Do you have strategies for staying on top of that or ensuring that, basically, frankly, maybe social accessibility complaints are addressed? 

SINA BAHRAM: Yeah, I mean. I think you should first have a mechanism by which accessibility complaints, and observations, and requests can be addressed, right? So welcome that feedback. This is someone who is taking the time to let you know they can't access something you are creating, so your first response should be one of deep gratitude. 
There's a lot of labor that is done for free by especially persons with disabilities and other historically marginalized groups in order to try to make platforms, and services, and, frankly, people better. And so the gratitude, I think, is where I would start, and then to be very specific about setting expectations. 

You can talk all you want about how much you might be passionate or care about accessibility, it doesn't really matter, what matters is what you're doing about it. And so the individuals would have that expectation when contacting you, so I would start with a note of gratitude. And I would then proceed to outline if there is something you can do about it, and if not, explain the reasoning for that, and set those expectations correctly. Even if you're providing an answer that you feel the person may not be happy with, being very straightforward and honest about it is the way to go about it because they've already met you more than halfway by reaching out and taking the time to let you know that the problem exists where-- I hope we all agree-- that it shouldn't have existed in the first place, so that would be like a comm strategy perspective what I would say.  Now for specifics, make sure you're checking the direct messages and other private channels very regularly-- daily at a minimum. And then also understand that that may not be the best platform because of the accessibility issues, so is there also an email that can reach out to you? Is there also a phone number that can reach out to? Are there other mechanisms that they can use to contact you requesting any assistance or pointing out anything around accessibility? 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: So we get back to that multichannel message as a general good practice. And, of course, a lot of what people are doing on social media or why they get on is to build a relationship or sometimes to promote an event. And in the past year, more and more people have been using remote methods of convenience and collaboration since face-to-face hasn't always been possible. 

And I think that that trend is going to be here to stay because some people prefer it or it allows for more people to participate if they weren't able to hop a plane and come to meet with others. So with all this uptake in the use of remote and virtual meetings, do you have any final thoughts about best practices to employ when using those platforms? Say like we're on Zoom right now. 

SINA BAHRAM: Yeah, a couple of things. So the first is a social note that persons with disabilities especially requested for decades that events be done remotely. And we're always told it's far too expensive, far too infeasible, cannot be done. The pandemic hits and shutdowns happened last March, and within 30 days, hundreds of thousands of events are online only. 
So there is a little bit of just context to understand there that there's-- that frustration is real because this has been an ongoing request for such a long time. Now it's a silver lining, I suppose, of the pandemic because it has allowed an unprecedented amount of remote availability. That's not always great for everyone, right? 

Sometimes in person is more accessible for certain individuals and preferred for yet others-- however, what we should keep in mind is that when we do go back, let's say, and we're doing events in person, that we should not forget about this remote component, and instead really concentrate on these hybrid models. 

Because it is an incredible way of providing access to folks, like you said, who may not be able to get on a plane for a variety of reasons be it socioeconomic, be it disability-related, what have you-- parenting, et cetera, but still wish to participate in the event. So that's on like the social note of things. 

In terms of specifics for events, and meetings, and convening-- let's go through our basics, right? Is there CART? C-A-R-T. Which is to say there is a human typing and the captions are appearing, so automatic captions are not sufficient. Automatic captions are not an equitable accommodation, they are too error prone even with today's machine-learning approaches. They're getting better. Every single quarter they get better, but they are not yet at the level at which it is appropriate to rely on them as an equitable accommodation. So CART and/or human-transcribed captions is the first thing that needs to be done in real time, not after the fact. Because then what you're saying is it's not important for the person with a disability to participate in real time, only afterwards. Provide a transcript. Like we said, it's a video artifact at the end of that event, so making sure that transcript is available. 

If audio description is required, let's provide that-- honestly, with a lot of events, the audio description can be baked in. It's just about following good accessible presentation outcomes. If I was presenting slides to you right now, I wouldn't have a second layer of audio description or anything, I would simply in-line my description. 

We can see on this slide that we've got a photo of two people, the woman on the right is reaching for a keypad, right? And you just weave it in your narration. You don't have to be awkward or any kind of way about it, you just weave it in and it literally helps every single person in the room, be it virtual or physical. 

Make sure that the chat functionality is available so people can communicate over text and having somebody monitor that. A lot of platforms have specific chat functionality versus Q&A, Questions and Answers functionality. You can take advantage of those systems as well. 
You can use breakout rooms so that folks who might be a little overwhelmed with a Zoom call with 100 something people in it could go into a breakout room for side conversations. This has been a very helpful concept throughout some of the convenience that we've helped organize. 
You also want to make sure that the content within the meeting-- the convening is itself accessible. So all that stuff we talked about before, right? From slides, images, text, cetera, that needs to be born accessible, not only for social media, but for your presentations. 

Make the native presentation file available to participants. Share the PowerPoint because then someone can follow along on their local device with their assistive technology and that's really important. And also making sure that these presenter guidelines are told to presenters with enough time so that they can do something about it. 

Don't just a week before the event say, by the way, your presentations all need to be accessible. But link to resources like this one that we're making right now together just by having this conversation, and by other-- linking other places online where we can enable and empower folks to learn about how to make their presentations more accessible. 

So these are some of the things. You can also ask folks during the sign-up process what accommodations they may need. Don't ask about disability, like, how blind are you is not the way to go about that, right? But, would you benefit from Braille? Let's say, if you're doing physical handouts. 

Or, would you benefit from a text-only version of xyz? Or things of this nature where you're asking about the output, you're not asking about the disability. That can also go a really long way in terms of making things accessible. So those are some of the suggestions I would have to make these convenings more inclusive, not only remotely, but also when we go back in person. 

KATHLEEN MURPHY: Well, thanks. So I think we've come to the end of our time with you. We do appreciate your sharing all your-- it's great to have someone with both lived experience and formal training, and a long career of working in these issues. So I just want to say thank you, Sina. 

SINA BAHRAM: Thank you. I mean, this is really important. And I really appreciate, not only you taking the time to put this together and have this conversation, but for the people watching to make their service offerings more accessible and inclusive. It's the right thing to do, and thank you so much for doing it. Thanks for having me. 
KATHLEEN MURPHY: We would like to thank you, the listeners, for tuning in today. Presentation materials are available on our website, KTDRR.org. If you have any questions please feel free to reach out to us at ktdrr@air.org. 
You can also pose your questions in our online evaluation form. Please take a few minutes to share your feedback. The format is new, and we’d love to hear what you thought about this way of doing our webcasts. 
And finally, thank you to NIDILRR for providing funding for this webcast and all of the Center on KTDRR’s events. 



