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Hello! Thank you for having me in Western Australia! For Victorians, it seems it is a privilege to get into the west these days.

Today, I plan to talk about OZeWAI before I talk about a couple of other things that interest me.

OZeWAI
I am currently the Chair of OZeWAI and, practically, I have been since its inception more than 20 years ago. Many of you know the weird name OZeWAI and some even know it as the Australian Web Accessibility Initiative (AussieWAI).
Our main contribution to the world for many years has been an annual conference and the chance to network for all the people who are working away at making the Web accessible - well originally we did know them all but now we do not have a chance. And that is what I want to talk about today.


OZeWAI continues to have an annual conference and one of our best recently was here (there) in Perth last year. We plan to continue to have these conferences and this year, like late last year, will offer an online conference but this time hope that particpants can offer local hosting so they can meet together in small groups.. That will happen at the end of the year.


What OZeWAI is trying hard to do now is recognise and support the many and very good events that are available for people with respect to Web accessibility. We no longer need to be responsible for spreading the word because there are others, our members in particular, who can do that better than us – they can interact closely with clients, local organisations, etc. We probably do not need to show people how or why to follow the W3C specs or guidelines, or even what disability is. We know all those things are being done well and, as I said, very often by our members. That is fantastic and let me say, after all these years, music to my ears!


But we do think there is an important job still to be done by OZeWAI.


We think we should be the association of people who do all these things – the professional web accessibility association supporting our accessibility professionals and experts. Our members work in their spare time, very often, on guidelines, sometimes but not always with W3C WAI; they work on policies; they work on standards locally and internationally; they work on gadgetry like NVDA; they work with clients making resources accessible and teaching them how to do this, and they work on research. And that’s not all.


Because we think they do a lot, we think they need an association of self-helpers to support them, and that is what we envisage for OZeWAI Mark 2.


At the moment we are working on how to transition and into what? We want to be useful and helpful so we need to know what accessibility professionals want from us. They might be people who experience and can tell us about disability, people who benefit or suffer from good or bad accessibility, or developers, or academics, or something else. Fancy, there might even be students and lecturers!

We are busy trying to determine membership categories and what might be appropriate benefits from membership. We know we do not lack accessibility expertise but sometimes it is difficult to organise all that we dream of.


So far, we envisage asking our members to support us with their knowledge but also by sharing their role in promoting accessibility – what training courses do they run, what resources can they share? Who are they – even knowing who does what should make it easier to navigate the field, we think. What research have they done? Or what research needs doing?

If you think you can help, spare a bit of time to work with us, please let me know – info@ozewai.org

Discrimination

The next thing I want to talk about is discrimination. We hear a lot about accessibility, the carrot, and yet not so much about discrimination, which is all we have as the stick in Australia. We are not allowed to discriminate against persons because of disability , or race etc….

Australian law does not demand accessibility but it requires us to be inclusive by legislating against discrimination. The law understands discrimination occurring in two ways. Direct discrimination or indirect discrimination:
Discrimination happens when a person, or a group of people, is treated less favourably than another person or group because of their background or certain personal characteristics. This is known as ‘direct discrimination’.
Example: An employer refused to hire a suitably qualified person as a shop assistant because they were Aboriginal, and instead hired a less qualified person of a different racial background. This could be racial discrimination.
It is also discrimination when an unreasonable rule or policy applies to everyone but has the effect of disadvantaging some people because of a personal characteristic they share. This is known as ‘indirect discrimination’.
Example: A policy that says only full-time workers will be promoted could discriminate against women who are more likely to work part-time to accommodate their family responsibilities (HRC).
I am being a bit glib here – there is Federal legislation in the form of the Disability Discrimination Act and state laws, in Victoria as the Equal Opportunity Act. While they are fairly close in operation, there can be advantages in using one over the other in particular discrimination cases. Such differences depend mostly on money – which will risk costing the most, and the need for specialist representation etc. The laws themselves differ slightly.
But in the very British way that Australian law works, the discrimination is denied if it is not reasonable for the discriminator to provide a suitable adjustment or accommodation – perhaps they do not have much money because they are a small, suburban association. So discrimination is determined by balancing the lack of inclusive behaviour with the difficulty of providing it. This is a matter of judgement and has been decided upon in courts by people who are not themselves expert in the field, just expert lawyers, or perhaps jury members.
And in another sense, sadly Australian law has not worked well: rather than go through a court case to find out what went wrong, many who do not provide suitable accommodations for people with disabilities find it easier, if they are rich (like the government or a major company) to pay off the victim. They do this to avoid a judgment that will give them adverse publicity and perhaps set a rule for the future they don’t want. Those discriminated against, in the end, very often accept these payments, and the non-disclosure clauses that typically go with them, because they are not in the position to fight in an expensive court and anyway, the payments can be very generous!
As accessibility warriers, then, I think our cause is to eliminate discrimination. And if we think this way, we can get a different idea of where to put our efforts.
OK, so what can be done to ensure people are not discriminated against in digital environments?
Well, the answer I hear loud and clear is that people need to produce digital resources so they satisfy WCAG 1.0 or was it 2.1 or 2.2 or even 3????? And I agree this is a good start but it does not, IMHO, solve the problem. The HRC says that it is a good start if providers want to avoid doing the wrong thing – yes, of course!
Incidentally, I think not so much is said about software being accessible as is said about resources. That’s a problem too. WCAG gives a set of good specifications for a developer of a resource but people who produce software, authoring tools or user agents (browsers etc), also need to follow the W3C specifications. When tools fail and so discriminate against people, it may mean they cannot work as they might, or enjoy other digital opportunities as they would choose.
But I think the W3C work is principally about a just-in-case approach to accessibility: make the digital thing in a form that will suit as many people as possible. This is a great idea because you cannot predict who will want to use it and what disability they may have.
And here I need to say that what I mean by disability is not about a medical condition that might be related to a person but a functional or cognitive ability they may have in the circumstances where they are at the time. Driving my car I have eyes-busy and can’t see my phone messages and yet I am not blind.
There is a problem with the just-in-case approach, however. If the specifications do not cover the circumstances of a particular user, they may still suffer discrimination even when the specifications are followed to the letter. Alternatively, if the user’s circumstances are catered for effectively, there is no discrimination because there is no lack of access and this can be the case where the W3C specifications are completely ignored. That is to say that just-in-case can leave out the individual person’s needs.
This means, to me, that we need to think about the individual user’s needs and preferences and make sure they are are accommodated. It means, then, it is important to determine the individual’s accessibility needs and preferences. This brings in the AccessForAll (AfA) approach. While applauding the use of the W3C specifications, the AfA approach asks if the user’s needs and preferences are accommodated and does this by first asking the user for a profile of their needs and preferences and then providing resources that satisfy them. That is, the AfA approach judges the situation by whether or not there is a match between the user’s profile of needs and preferences and the accessibility characteristics of the resource. Where there is a mismatch, AfA says there is a lack of accessibility, or what we might call disability. Then the question will be – what accommodations should there be and are they enacted. If not, is this then discrimination?
Now, sometimes a resource is not suitable but, on the fly, can be made suitable. This would be the case where an image is replaced by a description of the image, or some text in an image is provided as text or some text is read aloud. In such cases, AfA talks about the accessibility service offering the accessibility. That is to say, it is not a resource that is accessible but a service providing accessibility. It offers just-in-time accessibility and might only serve one particular person with their idiosyncratic set of nominated needs and preferences but that may be sufficient.
The AccessForAll work of ISO shifts the emphasis from concentration on the just-in-case WCAG approach to a dynamic shared space including just-in-time inclusion. Inclusion means no discrimination and that is what Australian law aims to achieve so perhaps we need to understand it better.

I am not going to talk more about just-in-case and just-in-time but I do want to talk about what we see as two kinds of accessibility to be worked on.
Metadata standards
Anticipation of the user’s profile of needs and preferences can be based on their actual needs and preferences, as stated by or for them, if these are in an interoperable, descriptive form. Enabling this means not relying just on the assistive technologies that support alternatives to inaccessible resources or their components, but on stepping back and providing technologies that match resources to the user’s nominated needs and preferences.

Students have used metadata to find resources by title, author, or subject, and this AfA approach simply extends this to the process of matching a resource to a user-specified form that supports their access needs and preferences. Developing standards for metadata to do this is then a current interest of mine – actually we have been working on it for 15 years but at last there is a group of people who understand both metadata and accessibility and we are actually making progress.

To date, the metadata work has been about the things that most of us are familiar with like the WCAG criteria. In the AfA work we are calling that functional accessibility. Now we are also starting work on semantic accessibility – if you can use the resource, can you comprehend it sufficiently? And this can vary again according to the circumstances. Functional accessibility changes according to the circumstances, whether there are assistive technologies, special skills, or whatever, and semantic accessibility often changes according to the role of the resource. Working on an application form for a visa is not always the same as buying tickets to the zoo. One may be very significant if messed up while the other will just be a nuisance.


So the AfA approach is being developed for both functional and semantic accessibility ie for describing the needs and preferences of a user and the corresponding accessibility characteristics of a resource. In both cases, individual users will probably have more than one needs and preferences profile so the context will also need to be described and nominated by the user. The user will have to be the one to say if the context/situation demands high-level comprehension or not.


The process for this work is with Standards Australia and the International Standards Organisation. If you are interested in participating please contact me – again at info@ozewai.org
Finally, I want to clear a connection between what Bill Kasdorf was saying earlier in the day and what I have said. We first developed accessibility metadata more than 15 years ago and it has wandered through various transformations (IMS Global and ISO/IEC) and a few years ago took refuge in schema.org in a form that seems pretty good. Bill was saying that the W3C EPub Working Group is working on it. So are we, continuing at ISO/IEC and there we are trying to make it more easily intergated into educational metadata – formalising some aspects. The exciting thing it that there is, which is wonderful, clear agreement among us metadata folk that what we have is what we need. And I believe accessibility people can also be pleased – as evidenced by the work of Benetech, e.g.





