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Abstract 

As online learning in higher education expands, institutions are challenged to meet the needs of 

diverse students. COVID has further emphasized the need for inclusive online course design for 

all learners, especially those with disabilities. We interviewed instructional designers about their 

perceptions, knowledge, and responsibilities in accessible and inclusive online course design. 

Results indicated that instructional designers are critical in advocating and advancing initiatives 

related to designing accessible and inclusive online learning experiences. Participants described a 

desire for increased support and resources to help facilitate an institutional culture shift toward 

proactive course design strategies. 
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Online learning in higher education provides unprecedented educational access for 

diverse students, including those with disabilities (Rogers & Gronseth, 2021). However, even 

before COVID-19, institutions struggled to design courses that supported the needs of diverse 

students (Chen, 2017; Westine et al., 2019). Accessible course design is conceptualized as the 

technical requirements that ensure content and learning experiences are perceivable, operable, 

usable, and robust for all learners (Lowenthal et al., 2020; W3C, 2022). These requirements are 

technical and complex, leading practitioners often to seek additional frameworks and guidance 

(Seale et al., 2020). Increasingly, instructional designers are turning to inclusive design 

frameworks such as Universal Design for Learning (UDL) for strategies to reduce barriers for all 

students (Meyer et al., 2014; Seale et al., 2020). Many of the principles of accessible and 

inclusive course design overlap with principles of quality course design (Baldwin & Ching, 

2021; Evmenova, 2021; Lowenthal et al., 2021) and good teaching (Rogers & Gronseth, 2021; 

Schelly et al., 2021). 

Our experiences, coupled with recent research (Park & Luo, 2017; Rice & Dunn, 2024; 

Singleton et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2021b), suggest that instructional designers (IDs) are uniquely 

positioned to assist faculty members and institutions in creating accessible and inclusive online 

courses. Instructional designers are often critical in leading innovation and change by providing 

faculty development and support in online course design and teaching (Bond et al., 2023; 

Ritzhaupt, 2015). However, there is little research regarding instructional designers’ perceptions, 

knowledge, and skills in accessible and inclusive course design (Lowenthal & Lomellini, 2023; 

Singleton et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2021a). Given this, this qualitative study seeks to fill this gap to 

help improve instructional design practices and support diverse students’ learning in online 

environments. In the following paper, we present the results of our inquiry. 

Background 

Increased Barriers to Online Learning Caused by COVID-19 

COVID-19 and the shift to emergency remote learning further complicated the delivery 

of accessible and inclusive online learning (Bartz, 2020; Burgstahler, 2022). Despite increased 

investments during the pandemic, digital accessibility was often overlooked (Anderson, 2020; 

Garrett et al., 2021). Courses not designed with accessible and inclusive strategies from the start 

often pose barriers for students, especially those with disabilities (Fichten et al., 2009; Gladhart, 

2010; Kent, 2016). For instance, during the pandemic, many courses leveraged video and web-

conferencing without accurate captions, transcripts, or interpreters to enable students with 

learning or hearing disabilities to participate effectively (Anderson, 2020; Bartz, 2020). Faculty 

members also relied more heavily on materials such as scanned textbooks and documents that 

may be inaccessible or present barriers to certain blind students, autistic students, and students 

with learning disabilities who use screen reading technologies (Anderson, 2020; Bartz, 2020).  

Understanding the barriers faced by disabled students in online courses and implementing 

design strategies to reduce barriers before they impact learning requires collaboration and 

training for faculty members and instructional designers who assist in course design (Gladhart, 

2010; Rogers & Gronseth, 2021; Tobin & Behling, 2018). Research suggests that typically, no 

one person or department is fully responsible for accessible and inclusive course design; instead, 

it must be a shared endeavor among disability services, faculty members, instructional designers, 

and institutional leadership (Behling & Linder, 2017; Fichten et al., 2009; Linder et al., 2015). 
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Disability service personnel who are not content developers often employ a reactive model 

where students must self-identify as disabled to be eligible for individual accommodations 

(Cory, 2011). Faculty members are content knowledge experts rarely trained in accessible and 

inclusive course design strategies (Burgstahler, 2022; Izzo et al., 2008; Linder et al., 2015; Xie et 

al., 2021a). Instructional designers, who either lead or assist in designing online courses, have 

the potential to encourage and support faculty members to use proactive inclusive design 

strategies (Lomellini & Lowenthal, 2022; Singleton et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2021a; Xie et al., 

2021b); however, instructional designers may lack agency or authority to implement such 

strategies. Therefore, it is important to better understand instructional designers’ perceived 

barriers and opportunities to help inform ID preparatory programs, improve ID practice, and, 

ultimately, better support diverse learners. 

Instructional Designers and Accessible and Inclusive Course Design 

The number of instructional design positions has grown recently (Bureau of Labor 

Statistics, 2022), and COVID-19 has accelerated this growth. The Bureau of Labor Statistics 

(2022) projects that the employment of training and development specialists will continue to 

grow during the next decade due to an increased need for employee training on new media and 

technology (Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2022).       

Instructional designers take on many roles and responsibilities in higher education (Park 

& Luo, 2017; Ritzhaupt et al., 2021; Xie et al., 2021a; Xie et al., 2021b). They often act as 

consultants to not only train faculty members on new technologies and pedagogies but also to 

design or support the design of online courses (Halupa, 2019; Legon & Garrett, 2018). 

Additionally, instructional designers are frequently viewed as agents of change and innovation 

(Bond et al., 2023; Chongwony et al., 2020; Ritzhaupt et al., 2021). As change agents, IDs often 

advocate for accessibility and are pivotal in advancing related initiatives, including faculty 

development around accessible course design (Xie et al., 2021a). However, the consultative role 

of instructional designers can pose challenges because they can only recommend best practices 

to faculty (Halupa, 2019; Lomellini et al., 2022; Xie et al., 2021). Further, research suggests that 

instructional designers may have variable levels of knowledge of and commitment to advocating 

for accessible and inclusive online learning (Lowenthal & Lomellini, 2022; Singleton et al., 

2019; Williams van Rooij & Zirkle, 2016). This could be partly due to the lack of focus on 

accessible and inclusive course design in current or past instructional design competencies (Klein 

& Kelly, 2018; Kumar & Ritzhaupt, 2017; Ritzhaupt et al., 2021). 

Theoretical Framework 
 

 This study was grounded in the social and diversity models of disability that view 

disability as a social construction, a normal aspect of life, and a cultural identity in which people 

may take pride (Andrews & Forber-Pratt, 2022). The social model of disability centers on 

attitudinal, structural, societal, and environmental barriers in society instead of focusing on 

trying to “fix” or “cure” a person’s body. The diversity model of disability extends the social 

model of disability by viewing disability as a unique and even valued characteristic. Proponents 

of the diversity model typically embrace terminology that celebrates disability pride (e.g., 

“disabled people”) instead of choosing person-first language (e.g., “people with a disability”). 

The researchers acknowledge that disability models, language, and preferences are varied and 
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constantly evolving among the heterogeneous disabled community (Andrews & Forber-Pratt,      

2022).  

 In this study, the social and diversity models of disability represent a departure from the 

traditional medical model of disability often used in higher education (Dolmage, 2017). Many 

universities require students to disclose and prove their disability to receive retroactive and 

individualized accommodations (Bogart & Dunn, 2019; Ginsberg & Schulte, 2008; Kumar & 

Wideman, 2014; Nieminen & Pesonen, 2019). This approach goes against data suggesting that 

disabled students often choose not to disclose their disabilities for several reasons, including fear 

of being stigmatized or stereotyped by their instructors and peers (Bartz, 2020; Black et al., 

2015; Gladhart, 2010; Schelly et al., 2011; Shpigelman et al., 2021). In contrast, the emphasis on 

social factors and environments shifts attention toward the curriculum and the design of the 

learning experiences, making accessibility everyone’s responsibility (Meyer et al., 2014). In this 

view, instructional designers, faculty members, and other administrators all play a critical role in 

designing and developing online courses that meet the needs of diverse learners, including 

disabled students. Thus, this study was designed to understand instructional designers—that is, 

the change agents on the “front lines” of course design—perceptions of the barriers and 

opportunities in creating accessible and inclusive online courses, which can not only improve 

practice but inform what instructional design and technology programs should be focusing on but 

are for the most part currently are not.            

Methodology 

We contend that instructional designers’ consultatory role in higher education, combined 

with technical skills and the ability to influence change, puts IDs in a position to assist in 

designing accessible and inclusive online courses that meet the needs of diverse learners, 

including disabled students. There is a gap in the literature about instructional designers’ 

experiences, the impact of COVID-19, and their knowledge and responsibilities related to 

inclusive online course design (Rogers & Gronseth, 2021). Thus, the purpose of this basic 

qualitative study was to understand IDs’ perceptions of providing an increasingly diverse student 

body with accessible and inclusive online learning experiences. This study sought to answer the 

following research questions:  

RQ1: What are instructional designers’ perceptions of designing accessible and inclusive 

online courses?  

RQ2: What are instructional designers’ perceptions of how institutions are providing 

accessible and inclusive online learning experiences? 

Research Design 

Qualitative research design is best suited to understanding people's experiences and 

perceptions (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Merriam &  Tisdell, 2016). Merriam and Tisdell (2016) 

describe a basic qualitative research design as based on constructivism and the belief that people 

continuously construct reality as they engage and interact with various experiences and 

phenomena in their environment. The focus of this study was to understand the experiences and 

perceptions of instructional designers (IDs) who design or support the design of online courses in 

higher education.       
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Positionality 

It is important to acknowledge personal and professional experiences that may influence 

the research process (Creswell & Poth, 2018). The first author brings lived experiences as a 

disabled person as well as professional experience as an instructional designer in higher 

education. She has encountered opportunities and barriers to academic success related to her 

disabilities. Professionally, she has also spearheaded faculty development initiatives to improve 

awareness and implementation of accessible and inclusive course design. This passion for 

reducing barriers and reaching all students led her to research accessible and inclusive course 

design.  

The first author’s experience as an instructional designer provided an insider position that 

afforded her critical awareness, trust, and nuanced insight into the experiences of the research 

participants (Gair, 2012; Mohler & Rudman, 2022). However, she also differed from participants 

in important ways and intersectionalities. She negotiated this insider/outsider space through 

reflexivity and discourse with the other researchers (Mohler & Rudman, 2022). It was essential 

to reflect on her positionality as a disabled researcher and instructional designer while 

understanding that her personal and professional intersectionalities may differ from others 

(Mohler & Rudman, 2022). 

Sample/Context  

This study aimed to better understand instructional designers’ perceived barriers and 

opportunities for designing accessible and inclusive online courses. Due to the nascent state of 

literature in this area and the exploratory nature of this study, we employed maximum variation 

sampling to highlight different perspectives (Creswell & Poth, 2018). We used LinkedIn and 

institutional websites to identify instructional designers from different-sized institutions of higher 

education across the United States of America. Ultimately, nine instructional designers from four 

large institutions (FTE enrollment of at least 10,000 students), three medium institutions (3,000 - 

9,999 FTE), and two small institutions (1,000 - 2,999 FTE) (American Council on Education, 

2022) responded to recruitment emails and were all interviewed by the first author. Participants’ 

years of experience as instructional designers in higher education varied from two to eight years, 

with an average of 5.2 years of experience. All participants held master’s degrees or certificates 

in education, educational technology, instructional design, or similar disciplines. 

Data Collection and Analysis 

After obtaining Institutional Review Board approval, semi-structured interviews were 

conducted by the first author via Zoom. Participants were asked questions like “How would you 

describe your knowledge and skills in designing accessible online courses?” “At your institution, 

who is responsible for designing accessible online courses?” and “What barriers do instructional 

designers face with designing and/or supporting faculty to design accessible online courses at 

your institution?” Participants were also asked for their job descriptions to help researchers 

understand their job responsibilities and perceptions. Of the nine participants, five provided their 

job descriptions for further analysis. 

     Interviews were recorded via Zoom, transcribed, and edited for accuracy. The first 

author also maintained a research journal by taking notes during and after each interview. NVivo 

was used to analyze data using an iterative and cyclical coding process to collect, condense, 

display, and draw conclusions (Miles et al., 2020). The first cycle included open-ended coding of 
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concepts that emerged from the data. Then, a constant comparison method was used to identify 

themes (Fram, 2013; Leech & Onwuegbuzie, 2007).  

Reliability / Validity / Trustworthiness 

Reliability, validity, and trustworthiness are essential in qualitative research 

(Krippendorf, 2004; Schrier, 2012). We used an interview protocol to increase reliability (Fowler 

& Cosenza, 2009). After the transcripts were edited for accuracy, they were sent to participants 

to verify their accuracy. To ensure validity, we allowed the codes to emerge from the data and be 

refined through cyclical coding (Miles et al., 2020).  

Trustworthiness was established through honest, transparent, and thorough reporting of 

the research procedures and emergent themes. The first author remained nonjudgmental and 

empathic during the interviews to foster open communication (Miles et al., 2020). Further, this 

report discloses all sides presented, including confirming and discrepant data, to respect the 

diversity of perspectives (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).  

Results 

The results of this study are organized into the five themes that emerged from the data 

and are reported below.            

● Theme 1. Instructional designers seek on-the-job training and professional development 

on accessible and inclusive course design due to the lack of focus on these topics in their 

graduate studies. 

● Theme 2. Institutions expect instructional designers to not only be knowledgeable but 

also responsible for accessible and inclusive course design, and instructional designers 

are divided on whether they want or do not want to take on this responsibility. 

● Theme 3. Instructional designers feel a growing emphasis on accessible and inclusive 

course design, especially since COVID-19, which has led some to improve their 

knowledge and skills. 

● Theme 4. Instructional designers are critical in raising faculty awareness of the 

importance of accessible and inclusive course design. 

● Theme 5. Instructional designers described how quality assurance frameworks, like 

Quality Matters, can help demonstrate the importance of accessible course design but can 

at the same time present barriers due to peer reviewers’ lack of knowledge. 

      

RQ1: What are instructional designers’ perceptions of designing accessible and inclusive 

online courses in higher education?  

• Theme 1. Instructional designers seek on-the-job training and professional development 

on accessible and inclusive course design due to the lack of focus on these topics in their 
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graduate studies. 

 

Participants described being confident in their knowledge and skills in designing 

accessible and inclusive online learning even though their master’s programs did not sufficiently 

cover this topic. They became aware of accessible and inclusive course design while working as 

instructional designers and typically sought additional professional development to improve their 

knowledge and skills in this area. 

 

Instructional Designers Seek Professional Development 

Given the gap in their skills, participants described seeking additional professional 

development (e.g., massive open online courses (MOOCs)). Participants also shared a desire for 

training on more advanced topics, whether that be more technical (e.g., accessibility of authoring 

tools, testing with screen readers, and programming/coding skills) or focused more on diversity, 

equity, and inclusion (DEI) as captured in the following: “I would like to know more about 

making sure that the content that I create with authoring tools, like for example Articulate 

Storyline … make sure that those custom creations are accessible,” and “My interest lies in 

looking at diversity, equity, and inclusion on the level of the language that we use and courses…. 

topics that are very current and very hot topics right now.” 

• Theme 2. Institutions expect instructional designers to not only be knowledgeable but 

also responsible for accessible and inclusive course design, but instructional designers are 

divided on whether they want to take on this responsibility.  

 

Every participant described how they are “doing the on-the-groundwork” to establish the 

importance of accessible and inclusive course design; however, questions about who is actually 

responsible for this work—as well as who wants the responsibility—remain. 

Higher Education Institutions Seek to Hire Instructional Designers Who Are Knowledgeable 

About Accessible and Inclusive Online Course Design 

Five participants provided their job descriptions for analysis. Four of those job 

descriptions mentioned accessibility and inclusivity. Two job descriptions described the required 

knowledge in this area. For instance, one job description required IDs to have “demonstrated 

knowledge of pedagogical methods for learners with diverse abilities and backgrounds, 

specifically Universal Design for Learning (UDL).” Another job description alluded to the 

consultative nature of instructional designers by stating that IDs “provide consultations and serve 

as a resource to faculty on…Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and accessibility issues….” 

Lastly, another job description implied that instructional designers have more responsibility in 

terms of accessibility and inclusivity. The job description stated that IDs “ensure course design, 

course materials and activities promote inclusivity and accessibility.” 

Responsibility for Accessible and Inclusive Online Courses Varied Depending on the 

Institution’s Instructional Design Model 

Participants noted confusion over who is ultimately responsible for accessible and 

inclusive online courses at their institutions. Instructional design models varied in terms of who 

designed and built courses. On one end, instructional designers designed and built courses with 

assistance from subject matter experts. On the other end, faculty designed and built courses but 

could seek instructional design support if they wanted. Official responsibility for creating 
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accessible and inclusive online courses was directly related to an institution's approach to course 

design. For instance, in institutions where IDs build courses with subject matter experts and 

faculty only facilitate them, participants described IDs as “exclusively responsible for 

accessibility and inclusivity.” In other institutions where faculty are course designers, 

participants described faculty members as the responsible party while instructional designers 

served as support.  

Given instructional designers’ consultative and supportive role at most institutions, other 

participants thought creating accessible and inclusive online courses was a shared responsibility. 

One participant described how different people across the university play a role and should be 

responsible, but the challenges remain in collaborating across departments. 

So [responsibility] is super fragmented. I think we're all responsible, me as an 

instructional designer, the faculty, and then the university at large. Each stakeholder 

within here has a piece of that responsibility, So, yeah I think we're all responsible. We 

just all have to get on the same page. 

Participants were aware that their superiors expected them to help their institutions create 

accessible and inclusive online courses; however, participants often cited a lack of time and 

resources to accomplish this effectively. In those instances, they acknowledged that they could 

only alert their superiors about accessibility barriers. They expressed frustration that their 

attempts to raise awareness did not always make a difference.  

Instructional Designers Are Split on Whether They Want Responsibility 

Participants also differed as to whether they wanted that responsibility. Some felt that 

since instructional designers are the most knowledgeable in this area, it makes sense for them to 

take on this responsibility. Due to a lack of resources, other participants though feared the 

repercussions of being the responsible party or were simply hesitant about taking on this 

responsibility.  

Overall, participants described designing accessible and inclusive online learning despite 

the confusion and mixed feelings about who is officially responsible. Interestingly, most of the 

provided job descriptions mentioned accessibility and inclusivity as required knowledge and 

skills for instructional designers. 

• Theme 3. Instructional designers feel a growing emphasis on accessible and inclusive 

course design, especially since COVID-19, which has led some to improve their 

knowledge and skills. 

 

We asked participants whether they felt institutions emphasized this area enough. 

Overall, participants felt that there had been a growing emphasis on accessibility and inclusivity 

within their institutions, and specifically within their departments. 

Motivated by Departmental Emphasis 

Whether participants wanted responsibility or not, many mentioned greater commitment 

and motivation when working in departments that prioritized it versus when working in 
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departments that did not. For several participants, this area was not a priority in their work until 

they joined a team that emphasized its importance, as illustrated below: 

I think I feel pretty good about accessibility myself, and I think a big part of that was 

joining a team that had an emphasis on accessibility and accessible course design from 

the beginning…. I never thought about accessibility at all before I came into this job. So 

having that group focus really pushed me to want to be good at it and understand what 

was going on. 

Recent Institutional Culture Shift Toward Prioritizing Accessibility and Inclusivity 

 Participants noted that there has been a growing institutional culture shift to prioritize 

accessibility and inclusivity in recent years. One participant mentioned that “there's a lot of care 

and effort, and yeah I feel that all the way to the top…. I kind of feel like that's the culture in 

general within the university system.” However, some participants questioned whether the 

increased rhetoric around accessibility and inclusivity led to tangible actions. As one participant 

noted, “I think there's a lot of talk about it. I don't think there's…the practice of it. It’s just too 

time-consuming, too expensive, and you know, it's a lot of moving parts and I think other things 

might take precedence.” 

Need for Top-Down Support of Accessible and Inclusive Course Design 

 Participants expressed a desire for more top-down support from senior leadership. 

Participants felt that leadership and the institution as a whole need to communicate to faculty that 

accessibility is important and required. They felt that required training, strong policies, 

contractual obligations for faculty, and increased utilization of instructional design units would 

help support a more accessible and inclusive learning environment. Some participants even 

emphasized that top-down support was essential, even if they may not feel it was the best 

approach.  

The Impact of COVID on Prioritizing Accessible and Inclusive Online Course Design 

When discussing whether they felt institutions were providing enough emphasis on 

accessible and inclusive online learning, participants mentioned the impact of the COVID-19 

pandemic. For some, the pandemic halted progress in this area because of competing priorities 

and the need to put content online during emergency remote teaching. For others, the pandemic 

brought issues of inequity and inaccessibility to the forefront. Some participants even felt that the 

pandemic may have encouraged previously reluctant faculty to seek out instructional design 

services in general as they had to move quickly online. The following quote illustrates this idea: 

I think it really probably brought [accessibility] to the forefront again because everybody 

was having to plug into technology, and so people were finding out…what might have 

been missing accessible-wise…. I just think you…probably had a lot more students 

realize they needed certain things in online learning that maybe they didn't realize before. 

Overall, participants described a growing institutional emphasis and culture shift toward 

prioritizing accessible and inclusive online learning. Most of the participants credited their 

department’s focus for helping them personally prioritize accessibility in their work. Participants 

were mixed on the effects of the COVID-19 pandemic on their work; however, most agreed that 

a growing level of empathy and awareness facilitated their advocacy for equitable access. 
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RQ2: What are instructional designers’ perceptions of how institutions are providing 

accessible and inclusive online learning experiences? 

We wanted to better understand the barriers and strategies that institutions—and 

instructional designers in particular—used to provide accessible and inclusive online 

experiences. Participants related that instructional design teams are leading the charge in 

providing faculty development initiatives in this area because they are trained in course design 

and accessibility, whereas most faculty are hired for their subject matter expertise. However, 

they felt limited by a lack of data about the effectiveness of their offerings. Participants also 

discussed leveraging quality assurance frameworks with accessibility components (e.g., Quality 

Matters Standards) and the associated challenges with implementing such initiatives. They noted 

how course design standards may help faculty members understand the importance of quality 

course design and especially accessibility. Participants also suggested that peer reviewers were 

not adequately familiar enough to note accessibility barriers, adding that finding other standards 

to satisfy quality assurance reviews is sometimes easier. 

• Theme 4. Instructional designers play a critical role in raising faculty awareness of the 

importance of accessible and inclusive course design. 

  

Instructional Designers Help Faculty Understand the “Why”  

Many participants discussed challenges with obtaining faculty buy-in. They felt faculty 

members needed to understand why accessibility is important to motivate them to seek further 

assistance and training from instructional designers. One participant noted, “I would say the 

barrier would be [that] it's hard for them to understand the value of why [we’re] doing this. If 

they don't understand why, they wouldn't have the motivation to take our training.”  

Some participants believed that faculty members may believe they will not have disabled 

students in their online courses. In these situations, participants felt it was their job to explain to 

faculty members how accessibility and inclusivity strategies can benefit all learners. One 

participant said, 

Sometimes also I think faculty forget, or they think, "Well, I'm not going to have a deaf 

student in my class. I'm not going to have a blind student in my class." And what they 

need to realize is those pieces of accessibility affect students that do or don't have 

disabilities. And as well as how many of our students don't state that they have one. 

Other participants acknowledged that faculty are subject matter experts, facing competing 

priorities, and may lack training in online pedagogy, let alone accessible course design. The 

following quote expresses this challenge: 

[Faculty are] experts in their field, very smart, very good researchers, name recognition, 

but a lot of them weren't trained in online course development nor accessibility, nor really 

any interest in knowing about it. I would say some of them—not all of them. 
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Instructional Designers’ Role in Spreading Awareness of Accessible and Inclusive Online 

Course Design Through Faculty Development and Consultations 

Participants also talked about using faculty development initiatives and consultations to 

help instructors understand why accessibility is important. They described designing and 

delivering courses, webinars, job aids, tutorials, and providing one-on-one consultations related 

to accessibility. Participants shared their thoughts:  

I think the way that [instructors] learn about accessibility is through our training process. 

I think for those instructors that if they don't take the process, they might not know about 

the concept or the importance of having their course become accessible.” “Sometimes we 

don't always get the buy-in [from faculty] right away. So, we have to really do a lot of 

influencing and I really build in the case for why this needs to be done this way. 

Lack of Measures of Effectiveness of Training/Advocacy 

Some participants believed that faculty who had been exposed to accessibility training 

were more open to the instructional designers’ suggestions because they understood the 

significance of the work.  

However, other participants were not always clear on the effectiveness of their advocacy 

and training initiatives. Their awareness goals were to ensure that all students were supported in 

their online courses. However, without information about how faculty ultimately designed their 

courses, IDs were unsure what faculty learned or implemented from the training provided. For 

instance, participants described how they often make accessible course design suggestions but 

lack data to determine if the faculty implemented their recommendations. One participant noted, 

We guide and we say, "These videos are automatically captioned through Panopto. 

They're machine-captioned, which is a start.” And then we guide faculty and say, "You 

should go in and look at these videos and make sure the captions are accurate." Do they 

always do that? I can't say they do. We hope they do, but that's probably the hardest part 

because of the time commitment to do that. 

 Overall, participants felt IDs were critical in helping faculty understand the importance of 

designing with accessibility and inclusivity in mind. Participants found that to obtain faculty 

buy-in, they needed to raise awareness of why accessibility matters in online courses. However, 

IDs’ consultative role often meant a lack of data to measure if their advocacy and training efforts 

resulted in more accessible and inclusive course designs. 

• Theme 5. Instructional designers described how quality assurance frameworks, like 

Quality Matters, can help demonstrate the importance of accessible course design but can 

at the same time present barriers due to peer reviewers’ lack of knowledge.  

 

We asked participants about additional strategies used at their institutions to support 

accessible and inclusive online learning. Participants discussed leveraging quality assurance 

frameworks (e.g., the Quality Matters rubric) to guide their advocacy efforts. Most participants 

had an internal set of quality standards “inspired by Quality Matters” and focused on 

accessibility. Participants also described various internal course design review processes; 

however, the review processes were often met with challenges. For instance, one participant 
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described how academic divisions conduct their own peer reviews but might lack expertise in 

accessible course design.  

Other participants talked about their internal course design review process, where courses 

must meet a specific score on the internal rubric. One participant described how they may not 

focus on accessibility in favor of “easier ways” to help faculty attain a higher score on their 

quality assurance rubric.  

Discussion 

This study was designed to investigate instructional designers’ perceptions of accessible 

and inclusive online course design in higher education to understand how ID preparatory 

programs can better prepare IDs for this work and to improve ID practice to support all learners. 

We explored instructional designers’ knowledge, education, and perceptions of barriers and 

strategies that prevent or help an institutional cultural shift toward more proactive accessible and 

inclusive online courses. The results of this study build on previous research suggesting that 

instructional designers play a critical role in this institutional culture shift (Lowenthal & 

Lomellini, 2023; Singleton et al., 2019; Xie et al., 2021a). This study also aligns with the 

literature suggesting that confusion remains about who is responsible for accessible and inclusive 

online course design (Linder et al., 2015). 

Accessibility Knowledge and Skills: An Opportunity for Instructional Designer Preparatory 

Programs 

Participants defined accessibility and inclusivity as interconnected but separate entities. 

They felt that accessibility directly translated to supporting disabled students, while inclusivity 

had a broader focus, including students of different races and economic backgrounds. Previous 

research also suggested that accessibility is central to inclusive design frameworks such as 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Rogers & Gronseth, 2021). Instructional designers in this 

study had a developing and technical conception of accessibility that focused on “the basics'' 

including captions, transcripts, alternative text, and color contrast. To address inclusivity, 

participants most often discussed strategies involving UDL and especially a need to present 

content in multiple formats. This aligns with previous research suggesting that presenting content 

in different ways significantly impacts students’ learning (Davies et al., 2013; Evmenova, 2021). 

Participants were generally less confident in their knowledge of inclusive online course design 

compared to accessibility. They often sought professional development to improve their skills in 

implementing UDL strategies and understanding—and communicating to faculty members—

students’ experiences with barriers in online learning. The desire for additional training in 

application of UDL principles and understanding the human side of accessibility has also been 

suggested in previous research (Lowenthal & Lomellini, 2023 Xie et al., 2021a; Xie et al., 

2021b).  

Participants in this study hesitantly described their skills in accessible and inclusive 

online course design as average to strong, which aligns with previous research (Lowenthal & 

Lomellini, 2023; Singleton et al., 2019; Rogers & Gronseth, 2021). Participants discussed the 

importance of learning from their colleagues and seeking additional professional development 

beyond the limited coverage of accessible and inclusive online course design topics in their 

master’s degree programs. Rogers and Gronseth (2021) also found that instructional designers 
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learn about accessible design from independent research, their colleagues, workshops, and 

videos. In a recent pilot study that asked instructional designers about where they learned their 

skills related to accessibility and inclusivity, participants most frequently cited learning from 

their coworkers, online resources, and professional development (Lowenthal & Lomellini, 2023). 

In that study, college coursework was the least cited method of learning about accessible and 

inclusive online course design. Those findings, coupled with most participants in this study 

stating that their master’s programs did not cover accessibility sufficiently, suggest that 

instructional designer preparatory programs should provide more coursework related to 

accessibility and inclusivity to prepare students better. 

Instructional Designers’ Roles and Responsibilities in Accessible and Inclusive Course Design 

 Research suggests that digital accessibility is an increasingly important priority in higher 

education, but questions remain about who is responsible for accessible and inclusive materials 

and online course design (Linder et al., 2015; Mancilla & Frey, 2020; Lomellini et al., 2022; Xie 

et al., 2021a). Some researchers view accessibility as a major responsibility of instructional 

designers (Xie et al., 2021a), whether it be in their role as faculty trainers, as advocates, or as a 

shared responsibility for course development (Frey & Mancilla, 2020; Xie et al., 202a1; Xie et 

al., 2021b). Participants in this study felt strongly that instructional designers played a critical 

role in supporting their institution’s growing emphasis on accessibility and inclusivity. They 

believed that without their intervention and advocacy, instructors might not be aware of the 

digital accessibility needs of their students. This finding aligns with previous research that 

faculty are hired as subject matter experts and may not have training in online pedagogy or 

accessible and inclusive design (Izzo et al., 2008; Linder et al., 2015; Lowenthal & Lomellini, 

2023). 

Participants in this study felt that institutions rely on their expertise to deliver faculty 

development training and to help faculty members understand the importance of accessible and 

inclusive online course design. Interestingly, previous research about instructional designers’ 

required competencies has often overlooked accessibility (Klein & Kelly, 2018; Kumar & 

Ritzhaupt, 2017; Ritzhaupt et al., 2021). This presents an opportunity for future research to 

explore if accessibility and inclusivity are areas where institutions are increasingly relying on 

instructional designers, as suggested in this study. 

This study also brought up questions about whether instructional designers want the 

responsibility associated with designing accessible and inclusive online experiences. Some 

participants felt confident and well-prepared. They believed they were trained in design and 

pedagogy and had the technical skills to create accessible online courses; others feared 

inadvertently creating an accessibility barrier for students. The latter participant preferred to 

bring accessibility issues to the attention of leaders and ask for support and guidance. The lack of 

clear definitions of responsibility is a common barrier mentioned in the literature (Behling & 

Linder, 2017; Linder et al., 2015; Lowenthal & Lomellini, 2023). 

Accessible and Inclusive Design as Quality Course Design 

 Overall, participants in this study related accessible and inclusive design strategies to 

quality instructional design in general. They highlighted the importance of proactively planning 

for consistent and clear design, as other research has highlighted (Burgstahler & Russo-Gleicher, 

2015; Meyer et al., 2014; Rogers & Gronseth, 2021). Several participants discussed the 



Instructional Designers’ Perceptions of Accessible and Inclusive Online Course Design 

 

Online Learning Journal – Volume 28 Issue 4 –December 2024 

 
323 

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) as a framework for their designs, and to start 

conversations about, and raise awareness of, the importance of accessibility and inclusivity with 

faculty members. They noted how faculty members, subject matter experts and not necessarily 

trained in online pedagogy, may rely on teaching methods that mirror how they were taught (e.g., 

long lectures). They described how such methods may not be considered quality course design 

and may in fact create additional accessibility challenges. Participants in this study felt that 

additional training on best practices of quality online course design, in general, could help 

faculty members develop more engaging and accessible learning experiences.  

Previous research has suggested that an internally designed rubric, often based on the 

Quality Matters (QM) Rubric, is the most common way to measure course quality (Lenert & 

Janes, 2017; Shattuck et al., 2014). It is also common for courses to go through an internal 

review process. In Lenert and Janes’ (2017) study, 68% of participants’ courses were reviewed 

and improved each year, but 32% of participants noted that their courses were rarely or never 

reviewed or improved annually. Most participants in the current study also used an internal 

version of the Quality Matters Rubric and a peer review process. However, participants noted 

significant challenges with implementing quality course design initiatives. For instance, 

participants discussed how official QM reviews were expensive, time-consuming, and sometimes 

not applicable to their institutional culture. Participants also admitted that accessibility is not 

always a priority in online course reviews because it can be easier to meet other standards to pass 

a review on a tight schedule. Previous research also cautioned that over-reliance on standards 

may reduce the complex topics of accessible and inclusive online course design and create a 

problematic compliance mentality (Baldwin & Ching, 2021; Lowenthal et al., 2021). The 

standards set forth in any rubric should be understood in the broader context of removing 

barriers, including accessibility and usability barriers, from online course designs (Lowenthal et 

al., 2021). 

Challenges to Providing Accessible and Inclusive Online Course Designs 

 With instructional designers leading the charge—officially or unofficially—to help 

faculty members become more aware of accessible and inclusive course design strategies, 

participants described the challenges involved in their strategic initiatives. First, participants 

discussed using faculty development and consultations to spread awareness of the importance of 

accessibility and inclusivity. However, these initiatives are often limited by a lack of faculty 

attendance and engagement. Faculty often face competing priorities, limited time and resources, 

and variable knowledge and skills related to accessible and inclusive online course design 

(Singleton et al., 2019; West et al., 2016). Research suggests that faculty development aimed at 

increasing faculty awareness and shifting their mindset toward the social model of disability can 

lead to a willingness to improve the accessibility and inclusivity of their course designs 

(Ginsberg & Schulte, 2008; Izzo et al., 2008; Rogers & Gronseth, 2021).  

On the other hand, even when faculty members have the knowledge and desire to create 

inclusive learning experiences, they may not have the time or resources to implement the 

strategies in their course designs (Lombardi et al., 2011). Instructional designers, who typically 

have a consultative role in online course design, may lack the agency to enact real change 

(Lomellini et al., 2022). Participants in this study emphasized a need for more effective measures 

to know whether faculty members implement the accessible and inclusive course design 

strategies they recommend. They also called—some more reluctantly than others—for more top-
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down support from leadership to require faculty to complete related training and prioritize 

accessible and inclusive online course design in general. Some participants in this study 

recognized that top-down mandates may not be the best approach to obtaining faculty buy-in. 

However, they felt stymied by a lack of faculty engagement with the training and resources they 

offered. The need for support from leadership is echoed throughout the literature (Seale et al., 

2020; Singleton et al., 2019). 

Conclusion 

This study was limited by the relatively small, self-selected group of participants, making 

the results difficult to generalize. However, the value of qualitative research is rooted in the 

description of themes that emerge from a shared phenomenon (i.e., the experience of designing 

accessible and inclusive courses) and not in generalizability (Creswell & Creswell, 2018).      

Those who participated in this study likely had more experience or interest in accessibility. 

While this could have potentially skewed the results, the challenges and successes of experienced 

professionals ultimately provided deeper insight into the shared phenomenon of accessible and 

inclusive online course design. 

Research in this area suggests that effective implementation of inclusive online course 

design strategies requires greater institutional support and additional training for instructional 

designers as well as faculty. Instructional designers are on the front lines of online course design 

at a critical time in history. Understanding their perceptions of the challenges and successes in 

designing inclusive online courses, the impact of COVID-19 on inclusive design initiatives, and 

how they perceive and attain related knowledge, skills, training, and responsibilities will help 

inform ID preparatory programs, improve instructional design practice, and support the learning 

experiences of diverse students. 
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