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As a teacher-scholar, I am sometimes 
guilty of upholding the status quo. 
The teacher part of me values students 
taking risks in their research and writ-
ing; I encourage them to think beyond 
traditional academic texts and most 
importantly, I want them to consider the 
learning needs and preferences of their 
audiences both real and imagined. 
Yet, when I began analyzing my pre-pan-
demic accessibility study for a peer-re-
viewed journal, all that advice I offer my 
students didn’t even register. My role 
as writer-researcher on some level was 
performative. I needed to adopt a certain 
rhythm, a discourse, lest I be denied 
entry to conversations of interest like 
accessibility, Universal Design (UD), and 
User-Centered Design (UCD). Said areas 
of research are welcoming and inclusive 
communities encouraging innovation, 
creativity, and a way of communicating 
that can be easily accessible for any 
reader, but I ignored it. Even the oppor-
tunity to produce a multimodal version of 
my research by the same publication was 
an afterthought. Necessity was to be the 
mother of invention, not play or experi-
mentation--or so I thought.

Combing through my data sets was 
time-consuming and exhausting, so I 
began with what I thought was easiest: 
take up Oswalt and Meloncon’s (2014) 
charge to explore, “what do students—
both those with disabilities and those 
without disabilities—find to be the most 
useful elements of UD,” (pp. 293-294). 
Necessity dictated I simply report what 
students found accessible in their cours-
es noting any significant patterns, which 
is hardly inventive. What I actually dis-
covered, however, was that participants 
were implicitly aware of six out of seven 
UD principles: Principle 1: Equitable Use, 
Principle 2: Flexibility in Use, Principle 
3: Simple & Intuitive to Use, Principle 
4: Perceptible Information, Principle 5: 
Tolerance for Error, and Principle 6: Low 
Physical Effort (CEUD 2014). 

Play or Necessity? Figuring it 
Out

Download/Viewing Options

View or download the 
UC/UCD comparison 
infographic here.

If an effort to support reading preferences and needs, I have included three 
alternate access versions as well as downloadable versions of the resources 
and study data discussed in this piece.

Alternate Access: Play, Not Necessity, Inteactive PDF
Alternate Access: Play, Not Necessity, Audio File
Alternate Access: Play, Not Necessity, Google Doc
Resource: Universal Design vs. User-Center Design
Resource: Unversal Design Guidelines
Study Data: Student Survey 1
Study Data: Student Survey 2
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“[...] blur the boundaries between between 
data analysis, practical application, and 
participatory course design.” 

This video takes you through the sometimes messy 
process of locating self, genre, and focus when sharing 
research. My hope is to convey the sense of tension 
teacher-scholars feel as writers still trying to find their 
way into conversation of interest.

Accessibility scholarship has long emphasized 
the importance of involving stakeholders in design 
and development processes be it in course de-
sign, technology platforms, products, etc. (Fischer 
2000; Lazar, 2007; Oswal, 2014; Still & Crane, 
2017). I believed and continue to believe in the 
value of participatory design, yet if I am complete-
ly honest, my immediate goal in December 2021 
was to do data analysis well enough to produce 
an article that could make it through the rigorous 
process of peer review. I am truly embarrassed to 
admit this was my initial approach to data anal-
ysis; it reduced the student experience that was 
shared in good faith as a means to advancing my 
career.

Report, Reflect, or Revise? 
Analyzing My Data

However, when I actually sat down and 
started to read the data sets, I found myself 
quickly becoming frustrated with how Google 
Forms exported the data in spreadsheets. It 
was difficult to identify patterns or perhaps 
more accurately, it was just plain impossi-
ble to read--some of the answers appeared 
incomplete, the columns which corresponded 
with the original survey questions didn’t quite 
match up with the rows of answers, and the 
material wasn’t organized in a way that I 
could analyze all the student responses. On 
some level, the problem of readability was 
my own making; I assumed Google could 
do all the work for me, and it certainly did to 
some degree, but not in any meaningful way 
that would be immediately transparent to me 
or other readers. 

What I had originally imagined as several 
days of reading through the responses and 
taking notes quickly turned into a massive 
undertaking of false starts in basic statistical 
analysis, compiling tables, pie charts, Likert 
scale plots, and bar graphs. This information 
had to be perceptible, require low physical 
effort to navigate, and have a tolerance for 
potential user/reader error--three out of the 
seven principles of UD. The boundaries of 
data presentation and practical application 
were blurring implicitly as I struggled through 
my analysis. I had an opportunity not only 
to report what I learned for others to con-
sider further on their own, but I also had the 
chance to meld the research and practical 
application using my course design as a case 
study.

When considering the results of this research 
within my own classroom, I focused on the 
two highest-ranked categories (Course 
Resources at 67.5% and Assigned Tasks 
at 72.9%) and the lowest-ranked category 
(Teacher Feedback at 21.6%) to revise and 
assess. These areas are integral to success-
ful tech-mediated writing courses because 
learners come with various abilities and 
histories that may impact their engagement 
with course contents (CCC 2011; CCC 2013; 
Foley & Ferri, 2012; Warnock, 2015; CEUD 
2014; GSOLE 2016; Cargile-Cook 2005; 
Cason & Jenkins 2005; Grady & Davis, 2005; 
Mahaffey & Walden 2019).

Download/Viewing Options

View or download 
the UD infographic 

guidelines here.


https://drive.google.com/file/d/1WvVtrQRzmtx4CK3R0L-nGWCaef4TyPe3/view?usp=sharing


Though my course evaluations demonstrated consistent positive com-
mentary on the locating of course materials, assignments, and teacher 
feedback, I also wondered how students’ perceptions of course content 
and accessibility might broaden especially if given the specific language 
of the field. 

Mulling over this question, I quickly realized that UD was passively mod-
eled in course materials and only introduced and practiced as an explicit 
concept in one independent homework activity. I had always felt this 
was a strong exercise as it included direct faculty instruction through a 
self-produced, brief video, and infographic introduction followed by an 
exercise that allowed students to assess the application of UD in two 
student digital compositions. Even more troubling was the fact that I then 
assessed students on their ability to apply UD principles using rubric lan-
guage such as “describe how a page is meant to function,” and “choose a 
color scheme that is appealing but not overpowering,” without ever explic-
itly unpacking how these choices matter in terms of accessibility (Walden, 
2020). There was a disconnect between my theory and practice.

“[...]I also had 
the chance to 

meld the 
research and 

practical 
application 

using my course 
design as a case 

study.” 

Addressing this disconnect, I slowly 
integrated UD principles such as 
a tolerance for error and percepti-
ble information by developing an 
assigned task template. This de-
sign was consistent throughout the 
course and included color-coded 
content tabs developed using html 
code, hyperlinked or embedded 
intra/extra course resources, ap-
propriately named section titles, 
descriptive navigational text, and 
the use of color, space, shape, font, 
and heading formats. It was a lot of 
work, to say the least, but it was this 
process of letting theory concretely 
inform my practice that helped me to 
see that perhaps there was some-
thing to be gained in talking through 
this process with both my students 
and colleagues. How can I model 
this reflexive relationship between 
research and teaching practice? 
To answer this question, I slowly 
worked toward both telling the story 
of my data and mapping out how 
this data influenced my practice as a 
teacher. It did not make sense to me 
to simply report my findings in one 
space and then revise my course 
materials in another--this was a part 
of a larger narrative. 

Interested in seeing a more com-
prehensive view of my data? See 
the public data sets below:

Student Survey 1
Student Survey 2
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