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[slide: accessible versions] [slide: what assumptions] What assumptions do we make about the 
bodies, minds, and abilities of our students? How do these assumptions inform our pedagogies, 
practices, and classroom spaces? Can we create courses and experiences that are universally 
accessible for our students regardless of ability?  

In the technical communication classroom, web accessibility offers a set of tools, legal 
standards, and guidelines for making audio, video, websites, and documents perceivable, 
operable, understandable, and robust for “Anyone who wants to use the Web” (W3C, 2016, 
“Introduction”). [slide: web access + disability studies] Web accessibility is more than a set of 
decontextualized skills and legal mandates. In the classroom, the how of web accessibility is 
grounded in the why of disability studies. Disability studies aims to make visible the normative 
assumptions that support, produce, and patrol ableist attitudes. [click] Web accessibility is 
warranted and embodied by the critical project of disability studies. [click] Moreover, because 
web accessibility involves writing, it is rhetorical in ways that we have yet to explore. 

I want to transfer the same critical energies and humanistic sensibilities from disability studies 
to web accessibility. Too often, digital access—whether in the classroom or in the textbooks—is 
reduced to a straightforward and simple process. For example, captioning is routinely equated 
with copying, and quality captioning with accuracy, where accuracy is defined as a simple 
judgment of right or wrong made outside of any context (e.g. misspelled and misheard words). 
Transcription is treated as a decontextualized skill—so easy, a machine can do it (presumably). 
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It is usually performed after the video is completed instead of integrated into the design 
process. [slide: reconsider access] Can we reconsider where digital access fits in our curricula, 
whether it can be more than an add-on or legal requirement, and what fresh insights might 
result when we bring questions of access front and center. 

Captioning has been called one of the “poster children of universal design” (Udo and Fels, 
2010). It enjoys high visibility thanks, in part, to the extensive public interest that has converged 
around it. According to Jay Dolmage (2005), drawing on critical race theory, “interest 
convergence” is the “idea that conditions change for minorities only when the changes can be 
seen (and promoted) as positive for the majority group as well.” How do we “avoid this 
problem” (Dolmage 2005)? [slide: interests converge] When interests converge, how do we 
remain responsive to the needs and preferences of users with disabilities?  

Contrast the visibility of captioning in the mainstream with the invisibility of alternative text. 
Alt-text is a written description of an image that increases access for blind and low vision users. 
Screen reader programs speak the contents of websites, including image descriptions, as users 
listen, usually at high speeds of 300 words per minute or more. [slide: example alt-text] Alt-text 
is stored in the HTML code and not usually displayed to sighted viewers. Alt is also a required 
attribute, which means that every IMG tag must have alt-text, including null alt-text for 
decorative images, to pass a conformance check for valid HTML.  

Alt-text has been called “the first principle of web accessibility” (WebAIM, 2018). Millions of 
web users depend on quality text descriptions. It is our responsibility to write text descriptions 
to accompany the images we share and tweet. While awareness of alt-text as a concept seems 
high, alt-text itself is almost non-existent on Facebook and Twitter (unless you count the alt-
text written by machines).  

In 2016, Twitter added support for alt-text to Apple iOS and Android devices. [slide: tweet from 
Rob Long] According to a blind Twitter user, “it’s really simple [to add alt-text] and makes a 
huge difference to our twitter experiance [sic] allowing us to see your images our way.” Users 
“have the option to compose a description of the images so the content is accessible to 
people who are visually impaired” (Twitter, n.d.). Note that Twitter defines alt-text as 
optional. While that may be legally correct for individuals, it isn’t the case for institutions and 
educators who must ensure, following the ADA, that their websites and social media content 
are accessible. [slide: not optional] Legalities aside, however, we must continue to challenge 
the assumption that accessibility is optional.  
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On Facebook, users have the option of adding their own alt-text to their photos when they 
upload them. [slide: my FB image description] As far as I can tell, very few people write alt-text 
(although a few people write accessible image descriptions with their posts). Since 2016, 
Facebook has been generating alt-text automatically by applying object recognition technology 
to the two billion images that are uploaded each day to Facebook, Messenger, Instagram, and 
WhatsApp. [click] The algorithm generates alt-text based on three categories: “people, objects, 
and scenes”:  

[slide: quote] For each photo, we first report the number of people (approximated by the 
number of faces) in the photos, and whether they are smiling or not; we then list all the objects 
we detect, ordered by the detection algorithm's confidence; scenes, such as settings and 
properties of the entire image (e.g., indoor, outdoor, selfie, meme), will be presented at the 
end. (Garcia, Paluri, & Wu, 2016) 

[slide: examples] Examples of auto alt-text in my feed include: 

Image may contain: grass, tree, sky, outdoor and nature. 

Image may contain: sky, twilight, nature and outdoor. 

Image may contain: people sitting and outdoor.  

 Image may contain: two people, people smiling, outdoor 

Image may contain: text. 

[slide: more examples] This is what Facebook accessibility looks like in the era of image 
recognition: a sea of automated alt-texts punctuated by missing alt-texts for images the AI 
system could not identify. If an image contains writing, it is inaccessible to screen readers in the 
absence of human-generated alt-text.  

Facebook researchers have studied the usefulness of this automated system with blind screen-
reader users (see Voykinska et al., 2016; Wu et al., 2017). “One of [their] most interesting 
findings,” according to lead researcher Shaomei Wu, “is that people [using screen readers] post, 
comment, and like photos as much as people who use Facebook without screen readers” (as 
cited in Holton, 2016). Blind participants reportedly found the automated descriptions 
“enjoyable and useful” (Wu et al., 2017, p. 2). They wanted more details in the descriptions, 
including the identities of faces in the photos and a “more socially-aware computer algorithm” 
(p. 2). [slide: algorithmic failures] But Facebook researchers wanted “to avoid social miscues 
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and respect the privacy of those being described” (p. 2). Algorithmic failures could be costly. For 
example, researchers worried that “blind users could be misled to make inappropriate 
comments about photos in which humans are mis-identified as ‘gorillas’” (p. 3).   

In our courses, we can help students expand their understanding of audience and context in 
social media, including the unintended audiences they haven’t considered. Some audiences are 
not human at all but the software programs or bots that crawl the web, indexing and organizing 
content. Search engines feed on captions and alt-text (see Griffin, 2016). We can also help 
students map disability not as a knowable or simple idea but an expansive, intersectional 
confluence of conditions, experiences, impairments, expressions, social attitudes, situations, 
and relationships. [slide: goal] We can teach them about the accessibility laws they must follow 
on the job and to reflect on inclusivity beyond their assumptions about the abilities or 
disabilities of specific social media users they know.   

[slide: participate] But the best reason, right now, for being mindful of accessibility—and for 
reimagining notions of audience with our students—is that people want to participate and 
don’t always feel like they can. In a study of social network users who are blind, researchers at 
Cornell University, with support from Facebook, noted that the participants were quite savvy, 
adopting “creative strategies” in the absence of text descriptions. They were also “frustrated” 
by “accessibility challenges…that left them feeling excluded or incapable of participating in 
what they considered cultural mainstream” (Voykinska et al. 2016, 5): 

[slide: quotes] I feel that I am missing some of the fun stuff on social media, but I don’t want to 
waste too much time. (p. 5) 

I cannot see the photo, and people rarely ever describe it. They assume everyone on planet 
Earth has working eyes. If your eyes happen not to work, too darned bad. (p. 7) 

I have found it useless to ask family and friends to make sure their photos include description, 
because they usually ignore this request. (p. 7) 

When people include descriptions, it makes it so much easier for somebody who’s blind to know 
what’s going on and more fully participate in the posting of that picture or responding to that 
picture or video. (p. 7) 

I have practiced taking selfies and now I am quite good about it, but I am afraid to share except 
[with] my close friends, as even though I can take good selfie, it might not be perfect as others 
would take, and if I do something wrong I don’t want to be a joke. (p. 6) 
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In 2017, Facebook added support to its recognition algorithm for twelve actions: “image 
descriptions will now include things like ‘people walking,’ ‘people dancing,’ ‘people riding 
horses,’ ‘people playing instruments,’ and more” (Candela, 2017). [slide: computer vision 
tags] Adam Geitgey (2016) created a browser extension that will display all the objects and 
actions that Facebook automatically identifies in our photos. [slide: golf example] 

The Facebook software produces a partial inventory of objects in each image but lacks that 
deeper rhetorical awareness of the image’s purpose and how it works with the surrounding 
contexts to make meaning. Alt-text is not a list of objects, just as closed captioning is not a 
list of sounds. The guidelines tell us repeatedly to be succinct in conveying the message of 
the image and not to adopt a laundry list approach. [slide: complete description] A 
complete description of a photo for the purposes of accessibility would not include a list of 
all the objects in that photo, if that were even possible, or even a list of all the actions 
performed by all the objects. Rather, alt-text, like captioning, is a rhetorical judgment 
made within a specific context and for a specific purpose. There is no objective meaning 
for any sound: two different sounds can have the same meaning; two identical sounds can 
have different meanings (Schafer 1977, pp. 137, 149). The same goes for images. When the 
context changes, the image description should change too (WebAIM, 2018).  

Object recognition technology is improving, but we shouldn’t cede control of rhetorical 
description to the machines or to the technicians. [slide: context everything] It isn’t yet 
clear how Facebook’s approach, which is based on recognizing and listing “all salient 
objects in the image” (Wu, 2017, p. 3) will be reconciled with the advice from web 
accessibility experts such as WebAIM (2018) that “context is everything.” WebAIM’s (2018) 
approach is rhetorical: “The alternative text for one image may be vastly different based 
upon the context and surroundings of the image itself.” Facebook’s algorithm does not 
appear to account for the role of context or, more broadly, rhetoric, in description.  

Is auto alt-text another instance of interest convergence? By identifying and tagging 
content in our photos, Facebook and Google can sell us to marketers with greater 
precision. How can we make sure that Facebook’s data mining interests serve the interests 
of users who depend on quality alt-text? [slide: comp teachers] Composition teachers are 
well positioned to cut through the complexities of rhetorical accessibility with our 
students, to situate alt-text and description within a nexus of audience, purpose, genre, 
and context.  
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Let me conclude with a few of my recent efforts to center web accessibility in a humanistic 
framework, to generate new avenues of research in multimodal composition, and to innovate 
through and with access in mind. I want to return to the challenges of making sounds 
accessible. I’m reminded every day, as a parent of a deaf son, that access is a civil right. I’m also 
reminded, when presented with inaccessible media every day, of my own able-bodied privilege. 
In each of the following examples [see the accompanying PowerPoint presentation], I try to 
center captioning, treating captions as a new text and listening to them as a significant resource 
of meaning and vitality in multimodal analysis.  

Even as disability-centric research in rhetoric and composition has accumulated, we must 
continue to challenge “objective, apolitical, acultural practices, theories, and pedagogies” 
(Jones et al. 2016: 211) that reduce disability and accessibility to a checklist, add-on, 
afterthought, or mere legal obligation. We must continue to question the able-bodied 
“default user” (Yergeau et al. 2013) and reflect on the transformative potential of disability 
studies. According to Brenda Brueggemann, disability “enables insight—critical, experiential, 
cognitive, sensory, and pedagogical insight” (Brueggemann 2002: 795). Rather than considering 
questions of access from the margins, disability studies places disability at the center of our 
practices and pedagogies (814).  
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