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Improving the Outcomes of Students with Cognitive and Learning Disabilities: Phase I Development for a Web Accessibility Tool

Project Abstract:

This Steppingstones Phase I project will develop, refine, and test new items to be added as a suite to the existing WAVE tool, a popular, and free, Web accessibility evaluator.  This new suite will target elements that contribute to the cognitive load of a Web page.  Thereby providing web content developers with the tools they need to improve the ease with which individuals with cognitive and learning disabilities can make use of Web-based content.  

Problem:  The Web is ubiquitous in education today.  84% of all classrooms are connected to the Web and 71% of students indicate they used the Web in their last assignment. Of the 7.5% of the population reported to have cognitive and or learning disabilities, knowledge of how their disability impacts Web use is largely unknown.  Experts, however agree that problems do exist.  Great strides have been made by programs across the country to help Web developers improve electronic access for students who are blind, deaf, or have motor difficulties.  To date, no significant effort has attempted to improve the usefulness of Web content for those students who have cognitive and learning disabilities.  This is by far the largest group of individuals with disabilities within our school system. It is estimated that 3.5 million students fall into this category nationwide.  These students struggle using Web content because of a variety of issues; examples would include reading, memory, distractibility, problem-solving, and persistence.

Solution: By replicating models successfully used to improve Web access to other groups (e.g., those who are Blind), this project will develop a tool that web developers can use to design content that improves use by those with cognitive disabilities.  The tool will be based on the WAVE (Web Accessibility Versatile Evaluator), an existing open source, Web-based tool to evaluate Web page accessibility. This project will, over a two-year period, (1) develop and refine this important technology tool with stakeholder and industry involvement, (2) test the tool for usability and feasibility, and (3) aggressively disseminate project activities and outcomes.  Project staff will work with industry partner Adobe, so the improved WAVE can be used as an extension to the popular Dreamweaver authoring tool.  In this way, feedback on elements of web design that impact the cognitive load of a page will be widely available to web developers. At the end of this 2-year period, project staff will have a tool ready for large-scale field tests of its effectiveness in improving educational results for children with disabilities (i.e., a Phase II application). 
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