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Introduction

61 million Americans reported having a disability in 2018, according to the National

Center on Birth Defects and Developmental Disabilities through the CDC. Representing 26% of

our nation’s population, these people struggle to navigate the world as easily as someone without

disabilities (Disability, 2020). Some impairments may limit the accessibility of information,

especially when it comes to viewing websites, applications, and online documents. Constant

roadblocks intrude and restrict the lives of all people with disabilities, but modern web

accessibility standards aim to eliminate those barriers.

Twenty-one percent of people between the ages of 15 and 20 have a disability; this range

contains the prime ages many students begin looking at higher education institutions (Disability

in, 2013). Therefore, the accessibility of information for those with disabilities is especially

pertinent when it comes to colleges and universities. High school students regularly use the

internet to find information quickly; if they are unable to find what they are looking for or are

unable to navigate the site due to a disability, 36% of students will navigate off the site (Pragnell

& Oswald, n.d.). College and university websites should ensure that information present on their

websites is accessible to people with disabilities. If higher education institutions are not up to par

with accessibility standards on their website, students with disabilities become even more

disadvantaged to continuing their education and advancing in the world.

While research has been widely conducted on the branding and marketing side of higher

education, as well as best practices in designing a university website, few researchers have

delved into the realm of accessibility for these higher education institutions, especifically for

small to mid-size, private, liberal arts universities like those in the Big East Athletic Conference.

This study examines whether small to mid-sized, private, liberal arts university websites are
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accessible to those with disabilities. Using the ten schools enrolled in the Big East Athletic

Conference, this study will examine each university’s home page and four other frequently

visited pages using the automated accessibility checker known as WAVE.  It is then this study’s

goal to recognize each websites’ accessibility shortcomings, suggest improvements on bettering

both the institutions’ websites and the national standards of web accessibility, and develop

additional research ideas for others to advance the field, helping those with disabilities have

equal access to higher education institutions.
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Literature Review

The following sections feature explanations of the related work corresponding to the

accessibility of websites and the evaluation tools used previously. This research examines

previous literature to illustrate the vitality of the internet and online presences for higher

education institutions, including the rise of web accessibility that is cohesive to the user

experience, the study and evaluation of web accessibility, and the overall need for an accessible

web especially within higher education institution’s websites. This research guided the following

methods and accompanying analysis of data.

The Importance of the Internet

The internet is vital to the ever-evolving society by which we function today. We are able

to do nearly everything online: shopping, seeing a doctor or therapist, learning a new language or

skill, connecting with family members or friends, and so much more can all be done virtually. As

such, Americans have quickly adapted to the online environment: as of January of 2021, 298.8

million Americans are active Internet users. In the same way, the internet has made so many

more things accessible to those with disabilities. With 19% of Americans living with a disability,

the internet provides additional assistance to help with independence and ease of access in many

cases (US Census, 2012).

Upon logging offline, people with disabilities face barriers on a daily basis that prohibit

them from living the same life people without disabilities do. For example, people who are blind

or with low vision struggle to read a newspaper or book. This is a simple daily task people

without a visual disability take for granted. Those who are blind or who have low vision must

locate an audio tape version or a bulky and expensive Braille or larger-font version of the text, or

they must rely on another person to read the print material aloud to them. This daily task makes
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those with a visual disability dependent on others or completely at a disadvantage with the lack

of easily accessible information.

The internet eliminates many of these barriers. With the help of web accessibility and

assistive technologies, people with disabilities can learn, work, and positively contribute to the

Internet on an almost equal playing field. This kind of access significantly impacts their daily

lives by allowing for greater independence and freedom.

A General Understanding of Web Accessibility

The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) is the governing body of the Web;  it develops

standards for entities to follow to ensure upward growth for the Web. The Web Accessibility

Initiative (WAI), an addition of the W3C, works to make sure that the Web is a truly accessible

place for those with and without disabilities. The W3C WAI provides strategies, standards, and

support materials to help implement accessibility.

The W3C defines web accessibility as  “websites, tools, and technologies [that] are

designed and developed so that people with disabilities can use them” (Henry, 2019). The

director of W3C and founder of the World Wide Web, Tim Berners-Lee, believes that web

accessibility is the degree to which the Internet and associated tasks are available to all users

regardless of their requirements, locations, languages, physical and mental aptitudes. Specifically

for those with disabilities, web accessibility takes into account all hindrances that could limit

people’s access to the Web. This includes auditory, cognitive, neurological, physical (motor),

speech and visual impairments (Accessibility, 2020).

Many people with disabilities utilize assistive technologies to navigate and interact with

the Web. For example, screen readers are software that allows web content to be read aloud to
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Appendix

The following tables showcase the distribution of errors for each institution and

webpages with the magnitude of error score (x) included to showcase the aggregate accessibility

score. Institutions are ordered alphabetically, and the rank is included in the table title. The

baseline school is also featured in this list.

Table A.1: Butler University

Table A.2: Creighton University
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Table A.6: Providence College

Table A.7: University of Massachusetts - Lowell

Table A.8: Seton Hall University
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Table A.9: St. John’s University

Table A.10: Villanova University

Table A.11: Xavier University

43


