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CAST has received a 5 year grant from 
the Office of Special Education Programs 
to advance access to educational 
materials and accessible technology  
both for special education, in higher 
education and in the workplace.

MN is one of the states collaborating in 
this project. 

Federal initiative
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Key Purpose of Best 
Practices Cohort

• The key purpose of BPC is to support 
continuous improvement and scaling up of 
systems for distribution and use of 
accessible educational materials (AEM) and 
accessible technologies for learning

• Collaboration between 7 states and AEM 
Center at CAST

• Participating states - Mn, Md, Ia, In, Tx, Fl, 
and Oh.
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• AEM are educational materials, provided in 
specialized formats 
– To students with disabilities

 Unable to physically handle reading (weight, motor skills, transfer 
of books, etc)

 Unable to make meaning of print

 Unable to interact with print

 Are able to gain meaning from grade appropriate materials

 Are able to interact with learning materials with appropriate 
sensory and access supports 

– Materials are available from multiple sources
 Purchased

 Developed by teacher

 Open sourced

AEM Basics
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Questions to examine:

• Status of provision of AEM and 
accessible technology

• Data sources to help us know what 
we know

• Data sources to show if we change

• How we interact and collaborate

• Goals for MN

What OSEP Says about AEM in 2015
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“Accessible educational materials” 
means print- and technology-based 
educational materials, including printed 
and electronic textbooks and related core 
materials that are required by SEAs and 
LEAs for use by all students…

CFDA 84.327Z, Footnote #10
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Two federal civil rights acts, Sections 504 and 
508 of the Rehabilitation Act and Title II of the 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) 

• prohibit discrimination on the basis of 
disability

• speak to the obligation of public schools to 
provide accessible educational materials to 
learners with disabilities who need them.

AEM and Civil Rights
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• Provide students with disabilities 
the opportunity to acquire the 
same information, engage in the 
same interactions and enjoy the 
same services as students without 
disabilities with substantially 
equivalent ease of use.

Joint Dear Colleague Letter June 29, 2010
Department of Justice and Department of 

Education
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“Accessibility” Is Not a Single Solution
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• Accessibility is not one thing or 
set of things 

• Accessibility is a moving target

• Accessible to whom?

• Accessible where?

• Accessible for what?

So… What is Accessible?
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What are AEM?

• Materials that are designed or enhanced in a 
way that make them usable by the widest 
possible range of student variability 
regardless of format (print, digital, graphical, 
audio, video)

• Content may be “designed to be used as 
print” (born print) and require retrofitting

• Content may be “designed to be used 
digitally” (born digital) and difficult to retrofit 
if not accessible from the start

Many students will need more 
than one option depending upon 

• the impact of their disability 

• what they need to do 

• where they need to do it

Lessons Learned: Formats
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• When thinking about accessible materials, it 
is important to understand that the content 
and the delivery technology are two sides of 
the AEM coin and both require careful 
consideration and selection

• The information is the content

• Accessible technology is the delivery system 
that the student uses to perceive and interact 
with the content

Lessons Learned: Two Sides
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Accessible Technologies

• Any device, hardware, software or handheld 
equipment that provides access to life's activities

• Can be used by people with a wide range of abilities 
and disabilities.

• Directly usable without assistive technology or

• Compatible and made usable with assistive 
technology

Adapted from AccessibleTech.org’s What is Accessible 
Electronic and Information Technology?

A Four-Step Decision-Making Process

1. Establish need for accessible educational materials

2. Select format(s) and/or features needed by a 
student for educational participation and 
achievement

3. Commence steps to acquire materials with 
identified format(s) and features in a timely manner

4. Determine supports needed for effective use for 
educational participation and achievement.
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• What does the individual student need?

• What supports are needed for information 
delivery?

Consider From 2 Focus Areas
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Thinking About Students

The need or preferences for educational materials 
in accessible formats goes well beyond students 
with identified disabilities.

Who Needs AEM?

• Learners with disabilities that prevent them from 
perceiving and using “typical” instructional 
materials, such as print or “locked” digital 
materials, effectively

Students with sensory, physical, or learning-related 
disabilities

• Learners without identified disabilities who 
cannot make effective use of “typical” 
instructional materials

Struggling readers, students lacking English proficiency, 
etc.

• Learners who simply prefer options for different 
tasks or for use in different environments.
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Lesson Learned: Need for AEM

A primary factor to consider in determining a student’s 
need for AEM is whether or not the student is able to 
read or use standard educational materials.

Lesson Learned: Sources of Materials

As the publishing industry “goes digital” the most 
promising sources of AEM for widespread use are:

• digital learning materials developed by 
publishers and made available for purchase

• open educational resources (OERs)

but here’s a problem…

Just because materials are digital 

doesn’t mean they are accessible
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Retrofitting Digital Materials

“Virtually no elementary or secondary 
system has the capacity to retrofit 
digital materials for accessibility.” 

White paper. Center for Online Learning 
and Students with Disabilities

Benefits of accessible materials

Benefits of acquiring digital materials that are 
accessible from the start:

• Supports inclusion

• Benefits all students’ learning

• Benefits teachers

• Reduces complexity

• Reduces costly accommodations

and here’s another problem…

As exciting, inviting digital materials are being 
developed, publishers are not hearing much of a 
demand for accessibility or broad usability!
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Lesson Learned: Accessibility Question

Asking a commercial publisher or a creator of 
OERs if their digital materials are “accessible” 
often leads to answers that are not very 
enlightening.  

What does “accessible” mean?

• Call you publisher

• Ask if the digital text is accessible

• When they ask what accessible means, ask if it 
is accessible in braille.

• Wait for them to hang up

The PALM Initiative

Purchasing

Accessible 

Learning 

Materials

http://aem.cast.org/na
vigating/palm.html

27



5/1/2017

10

If you are a purchaser of 
materials or influence those 
who purchase materials, be 
sure that contracts require 
that all materials purchased 
from publishers or 
developers are aligned with 
relevant accessibility 
standards (e.g., DAISY, 
WCAG 2.0 AA at minimum, 
Section 508).

Contracts and Standards for Purchasers

Web Content Accessibility Guidelines
(WCAG) 2.0 Level AA

Developed by the World Wide Web Consortium 
(W3C)

Web Accessibility Initiative

http://www.w3.org/wai

WCAG 2.0, Level AA Principles

• Perceivable: Information and user interface 
components must be presentable to users in ways 
they can perceive

• Operable: User interface components and 
navigation must be operable

• Understandable: Information and the operation 
of user interface must be understandable

• Robust: Content must be robust enough that it 
can be interpreted reliably by a wide variety of 
user agents, including AT
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“Show me” Indicators of Accessibility 1

Seek out, purchase, and develop materials 
that:

• Can run on a variety of devices

• Are developed in device-agnostic file formats (e.g., 
accessible HTML, accessible Microsoft Word, 
accessible PDF, ePUB)

• Have content represented in multiple ways (e.g., 
video captions, alt text, text and image descriptions 
that can be voiced, digital braille)

“Show me” Indicators of Accessibility 2

Seek out, purchase, and develop materials 
that:

• Are compatible with other technologies (e.g., 
assistive technology, screen readers, refreshable 
braille, text-to-speech, and human-voice reading)

• Have rich navigation alternatives (e.g., keyboard 
shortcuts/mapping or screen gestures)

• Have logical reading order

• Have location supports such as page numbers 
and/or progress bars

“Show me” Indicators of Accessibility 3

Seek out, purchase, and develop materials 
that:

• Have mathematical, scientific, and music symbols, 
formulas, and notations represented in multiple 
ways (e.g., explained with text alternatives, MathML)

• If writing is required, keyboard entry is supported by 
alternatives (e.g., word prediction, on-screen 
keyboards, voice input)
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and another thing….

Electronic Digital Rights Management (DRM) built 
into materials 

MUST NOT prevent access 

to built-in accessibility features 

or necessary assistive technologies.

• MDE Lead

–Kursten Dubbels 
(kursten.Dubbels@state.mn.us) 

–Kristin Oien 
(Kristin.oien@state.mn.us) 

• AEM Center

http://aem.cast.org/

Follow up contacts
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• Dear Colleague Letter- June 2010 
http://www.tamut.edu/training/PDFs/ADA%20Pr
esentation%20Materials.pdf

• AEM Center at Cast http://aem.cast.org

• MDE information on AEM
– http://education.state.mn.us/MDE/dse/sped/mat/index

.htm

• Questions and Answers on Communication for 
Students with Disabilities
– https://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/ocr/docs/dcl-

faqs-effective-communication-201411.pdf

Resources
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