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Designing with Accessibility in Mind
Introduction
The purpose of this document is to provide an explanation on the topic of accessibility, how accessible designs support Diversity, Equity, Inclusion, and Social Justice.
What is accessibility?
Mentioned in this section: USDOE
According to the U.S. Department of Education, Accessible means that a person with a disability is afforded the same opportunities as those without a disability. This means that persons with disabilities should be able to access the same information, same interactions, and enjoy the same services as a person without a disability in an equal matter. To further prevent any discrimination towards persons with disabilities, federal laws were put in place to provide regulatory guidelines for designs and constructions both physical and digital. Accessibility designs can be found across all industries, whether it’s in construction with wheelchair ramps, subtitles on television, or text-to-speech functions on websites, there are a number of accessible design features integrated into today’s society and the technological development that aids persons with disabilities continues to evolve.
a brief history on the development of accessibility laws
Mentioned in this section: WWI Veterans, Red Cross, Smith-Sears Vocational Rehabilitation Act
Perhaps the most recognizable moment in history when accessibility began its development in America was by the end of World War I. After WWI, an estimated 200,000 veterans returned to their homes in America with some form of mental or physical disability. The need for rehabilitation services became apparent and organizations like the Red Cross led this charge with the founding of the Institute for Crippled and Disabled Men. Recognizing this need for rehabilitation services, Congress soon followed suit by passing the Smith-Sears Vocational Rehabilitation Act in 1918 which provided disabled veterans with federal funding for services and assistance with employment. This was perhaps the first major shift in America where a focus had been driven towards providing equitable opportunities for those with disabilities. Since then, laws have been further developed toward ensuring that persons with disabilities are provided the support and accommodations they need to thrive.
Accessibility Laws today
	Mentioned in this section: IDEA, WCAG, ATAG
Laws have continually developed across different sectors to promote equality and deter discrimination against persons with disabilities. In the education sector, the IDEA act or Individuals with Disabilities and Education Act, was signed into law by President Gerald Ford on November 29, 1975. This act ensures that people with disabilities are provided the same educational rights and opportunities to develop their talents and gifts. Through the IDEA, students with disabilities are protected the rights to receive special education, access to educational accommodations, and educators are provided with the proper training to care for the education of students with disabilities.
	Additionally, in the online sector, the WCAG, or Web Content Accessibility Guideline, provides regulatory guidelines on ensuring that persons with disabilities are not excluded from the digital space. The WCAG explains in thorough detail how to make web content accessible to people with disabilities. By providing developers with authoring tools that consider the needs of a variety of users regardless of their operating conditions, the WCAG’s purpose is to promote accessible design solutions that make information accessible to all. The ATAG (Authoring Tool Accessibility Guidelines) provides further information on designing web content that “enable, support, and promote the production of more accessible web content” (). Together, the WCAG and ATAG provides industry standards for Web Content that accommodates a variety of operating software and systems that functionally cooperate with assistive technologies, not just nationally but internationally.
accessibility and human rights
Mentioned in this section: CDC, ACL, DIAL, DOL, NCD, ADA
	According to the Center for Disease Control and Prevention, up to 1 in 4 adults in the United States alone are living with some type of disability. These disabilities cover a wide range of physical, cognitive, visual, or hearing related impairments. Some people are born with disabilities while others acquire a disability later in life due to an injury or disease. This means that at least 25% of the United States require some form of accommodation to carry out their daily lives. 
An example: Imagine a world where the concerns of the disabled were completely ignored. Nothing in that society was designed with accessibility features and there was nothing people with disabilities could do about it. Whether it’s driving a car or operating a vehicle, accessing an online article, or simply getting into a building with a staircase entrance. Now, imagine that you are a person with a disability.
To prevent this kind of world that excludes or discriminates against the rights of over 25% of the country’s population, implementing accessible design features is necessary and of utmost importance to civil rights issues. Without accessible designs, society cannot be shaped for equality and liberty for all. Fortunately, government and private agencies that advocate for the rights of people with disabilities are prevalent across all industries. The Administration for Community Living (ACL) funds programs that provide safe housing for people living disabilities. The Disability Information and Access Line (DIAL) is an information service for those with disabilities to learn about their rights and where to find community services. The Department of Labor has employment services for people with disabilities to seek out job opportunities that meet their needs. These are only a few of the resources integrated into our society that support the needs of people with disabilities.
	The National Council on Disability has led the charge in advocating for the concerns of people with disabilities and has a proven history of getting laws like the Americans with Disabilities (ADA) - which prohibits discrimination against people with disabilities regarding employment, accommodations facilities, transportation, and telecommunications - enacted into public policy. Now, Americans receive the benefits of living in a more equitable and socially conscious country that truly puts justice and equality for all into practice. However, the work is not done. It is up to each citizen to continue the development and advocacy of disabilities whether as an engineer, educator, politician, community leader, or family member so that all can live in an inclusive, equitable, and just society.
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