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Information and communication technologies (ICTs) provide many accessibility benefits for students with disabilities. But ICTs also pose some human rights challenges. One of these relates to social inclusion for people with disabilities. It goes without saying that when ICTs are accessible, these have a positive impact on the well- being and social inclusion of individuals with all sorts of disabilities. Different types of ICTs have, in the past, provided opportunities for people with disabilities to secure employment, get an education, and live independently. The issue is one of equal access and equal opportunity. The Canadian Charter of Rights (undated) states: 

"Every individual is equal before and under the law and has the right to the equal protection and equal benefit of the law without discrimination and, in particular, without discrimination based on race, national or ethnic origin, colour, religion, sex, age or mental or physical disability". (Chapter 15.1).
But how can one be equal under the law if the tools required for participation in Canadian society, in this case ICTs, are not available (e.g., there is no computer on campus) or accessible (e.g., there are computers on campus but these are not usable by the student).

In addition, recently 96 countries, including Canada, signed the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (United Nations General Assembly, 2006) which states that all signatory states must: 

"... undertake or promote research and development of, and to promote the availability and use of new technologies, including information and communications technologies, mobility aids, devices and assistive technologies, suitable for persons with disabilities, giving priority to technologies at an affordable cost" (Article 4.g).

Social Model 

The social model of disability (Oliver, 1990) has allowed us to look at disability in a new way. This model focuses on inequities caused by lack of access to the resources available to non-disabled persons and by the unequal distribution of opportunities in society. This includes postsecondary education and the means and tools to achieve it (Barnes, 1996). The model maintains that these inequities create discrimination, poverty, and segregation. It refers to a "disabling environment" (Oliver, 1993), which includes both physical and environmental conditions as well as the social and cultural forces that shape the life of a person. One of the outcomes of a focus on social factors has been the increasing number of students with disabilities in postsecondary education (Shaw, 2001). 

Here, we apply the principles of the social model to our research on ICTs and Canadian campus disability service providers and college and university students with disabilities (Adaptech Research Network, 2007). During the past 10 years the Adaptech Research Network has carried out empirical research on ICTs and postsecondary students with visible and invisible disabilities. This research has involved over 5000 participants - mostly two to three year junior/community college and four year university students with various disabilities and campus disability service providers. The research methods used include qualitative, quantitative, and archival techniques.

Recurring findings link the need for accessibility, availability, and affordability of ICTs. Our research shows that when these three key elements are provided, college students with disabilities achieve academic success - and obtain jobs - at the same rate as their non disabled peers (Fichten, Jorgensen, Havel, & Barile, 2006; Jorgensen, Fichten, Havel, Lamb, James, & Barile, 2005). When these three elements are provided, ICTs are technologies that are enabling and that allow students with disabilities to prepare for - and to participate in - all aspects of the learning process. But, alas, these three elements are not always present.

Finances are Among Key Barriers Identified 

The most outstanding finding of our studies relates to concerns over the cost of ICTs, both to the students themselves and to the institutions they attend. Nevertheless, the majority of the 725 students in one of our samples who had computer equipment at home indicated that they (34%) or their families (30%) had paid for these and for hardware/software updates (Fichten, Asuncion, Barile, Fossey, & Robillard, 2001). In addition, a recent study by our team which surveyed 156 Canadian campus disability service providers found that funds to ensure the availability of adaptive computer technologies in general use computer labs and technical support for adaptive technologies posed problems on campus (Fichten, Asuncion, Barile, Fossey, Robillard, Judd, et al., 2004).

The Expensive New Campus-Wide ICTs are Largely Inaccessible
From an institutional perspective, our studies suggest that when campus-wide information technology purchases and computer infrastructure improvements in Canadian colleges and universities are planned the needs of students with disabilities are simply overlooked. It is frequently discovered, often much too late, that the expensive new campus-wide ICTs are inaccessible (Fichten, Asuncion, Barile, Fossey, & De Simone, 2000). This is through lack of forethought, rather than malice, and reflects the lack of both college-wide awareness and easy availability of accessible ICTs for campus use. 

Questions of Rights and Participation: Universal Design for Instruction as an Important Facilitator 
To enable postsecondary learners with disabilities to participate in Canadian society and postsecondary education, on an equal basis, they need to have access to the same ICTs as nondisabled postsecondary learners. This is where universal design and universal instructional design need to be implemented on campus. Purchasing accessible ICT products results in better, less expensive and more timely solutions than retrofits. Implementing accessibility features in the initial design of campus wide information and instructional technology results in fewer design, construction and legal costs and difficulties down the line.

Universal design is consistent with and responsive to the notions set out by the social model of disability and other non-medical/individualistic models. Social models identify environmental factors as the primary issues that need to be addressed so people with disabilities can participate as equals. In effect, universal design takes this idea one step further by stating that all environments need to be useable by the largest number of people with diverse abilities. In other words, universal design can create access for all, human rights, and equitable access to ICTs on and off campus. For further information, check out the three excellent universal design brochures on the AHEAD (2007) web site.

In Canada, we lack the kind of robust legislation found in the United States, which clearly sets out obligations around accessibility of ICTs for persons with disabilities in schools, government, and the workplace. Therefore, we rely on American legislation to produce accessible ICTs, which we can then purchase. The American legislation has introduced the concept of accessibility into general awareness in the broader ICT community and has produced many tangible changes. Nowhere was this as forcefully evident as when one of use enthusiastically wanted to demonstrate the then new exciting accessibility features of Microsoft Office. "Look, you can now use dictation to enter your information!" Well, this was certainly true if one was writing in English. But in Québec, where the majority of postsecondary learners and disability service providers speak French, Microsoft Office lacked this accessibility feature. Why? We can only assume that there is no business case to make French versions accessible to meet the requirements of American ICT access-related legislation. As well, Québec's French language charter, which requires all software sold in Québec to be available in French, does not take accessibility for persons with disabilities into account.

ICT accessibility is a key requirement of contemporary postsecondary education. We must all work together to ensure the accessibility, availability, and affordability of ICTs to students with disabilities. To this end, in Canada, individuals with disabilities and persons who work to provide access services to them can try to make use of the Canadian Charter of Rights and other mechanisms that will probably soon be in place as a result of the UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities. We sincerely hope that this will result in availability, accessibility, and affordability for all! 
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