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Abstract

In this note, prepared for the "Equity Inclusivity at IDC-
2017" workshop, I share an overview of my research that
is focused on working with high school students (blind and
sighted) to develop a critical and reflective lens on acces-
sible media and information to increase access for people
who are visually impaired. This work is rooted in findings
from action research, transfromatinal leaning pedagogy,
and approaches to understand how critical making activities
can engage students, sighted and visually impaired/blind,
in multimodal design activities with maker technologies
that spur insight, reflection, and shifts in meaning making
schemes about access and disability.
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Introduction

The United Nations Educational Scientific and Cultural Or-
ganization (UNESCO) makes a powerful statement on their
website. The "Empowerment of people through Media and
Information Literacy (MIL) is an important prerequisite for
fostering equitable access to information and knowledge
and promoting free, independent and pluralistic media and
information systems. [7]" IML enables people to interpret
and make informed judgments as users of information and



media, as well as to become skillful creators and producers
of information and media messages. Media literacy train-
ing ranges widely, including informed citizenship, aesthetic
appreciation and expression, social advocacy, self-esteem,
and consumer competence [1].

Despite the growing importance of MIL in our digital age,
people who are blind and visually impaired receive minimal
MIL training and support to make their own accessible me-
dia (namely tactile graphics and multimodal compositions)
or use information communication technologies. While as-
sistive technologies such as screen readers alleviate some
of this burden there are barriers people with visual impair-
ment face even optimal assistive technologies are unable
to compensate: the use of a computer mouse, access to
graphic information, a rapid overview of a screen or com-
position [12]. Furthermore, many aspects of current MIL
curricula does not support sighed peers to develop the skill
sets and practices that make information accessible, nor
consider their own positions and abilities to disrupt the dom-
inant trend of creating and widely distributing inaccessible
media. In an analysis of disability and accessibility in the
library and information science (IS) literature, Hill et al. re-
ports that often times the IS scholarship neglects the so-
cial or attitudinal aspects associated with disabilities within
their approaches to making MIL practices more accessible;
rather it centers on the technological (and environmental
limitations) [4].

Current Research

For the "Equity Inclusivity at IDC’17" I aim to share current
research efforts to develop a series of educational inter-
ventions to engage high school students (both sighted and
blind) in critical reflection about "how" information is made
accessible to them and within society, and their personal
access to media and MIL building experiences. The claim

of this research is that critical reflection will occur during a
transformative learning (TL) process. Transformative learn-
ing (TL) attempts to explain how our expectations, framed
within cultural assumptions and presuppositions, directly
influence the meaning we derive from our experiences [11].
One key activity that we will use to support transformative
learning experiences for students is critical making or the
practice of "theoretically and pragmatically connect[ing] two
modes of engagement with the world that are often held
separate: critical thinking, typically understood as concep-
tually and linguistically based, and physical "making", goal-
based material work." [6]. Students engage in hands on
assessment the affordances and accessibility of existing
tactile and multimodal production methods and burgeoning
maker technologies as a way to discover new ways of ex-
pressing their ideas and identifying new opportunities for
the maker technologies to share information.

This research agenda emerged from a series of community-
based participatory research (CB-PAR) activities with a
coalition of blind and sighted tactile artists, teachers of the
visually impaired, researchers, advocates, etc. who are
committed to making tactile art and graphic making and
viewing experiences available to students of all ages and
abilities. For many of the members of this coalition, this
means exploring new paradigms for engaging students in
MIL and art making practices. As a HCI reseacher in this
space, I have looked to "making" tools and teaching prac-
tices accessible to people with different disabilities. There
is a growing body of literature in the Do It Yourself Assisitive
Technology (DIY-AT) space, e.g. [3, 2, 5]. This literature
focuses on how digital fabrication is/can be used in special
education environments, assistive technology and acces-
sible media artifacts generated by the broader community,
and ways to create making technoligies and practices ac-
cessible to all. In addition I have engaged in my own critical



making practice– reflection on the sociotechnical landscape
that limit the creation and distribution of accessible materi-
als through the use of digital fabrication tools [9, 10, 8].

In turn, I am working with a team of researchers and educa-
tors to develop learning interventions that exposes students
to existing strategies and methods of designing and pro-
ducing accessible materials, and to expose students to the
sociotechnical and sociocultural constructs that have limited
the evolution of these materials on par with the burgeon-
ing creation of maker technologies that are can be used
to make rich multisensory and multimodal media experi-
ences. Albeit, the main component of these interventions
is to support students to reflect upon their own relation-
ships to with media, accessibility, disability, and information
distribution. The research is currently occurring through a
Design-based Implementation Research effort to create
a critical making curriculum for library maker spaces (and
other informal learning environments) to engage diverse
students in STEM activities focused on in the creation of
multimedia materials in informal maker spaces. In turn, we
are designing and implementing the curriculum in different
formats to meet our partner and participant needs. We are
also looking at the impact of designing these interventions
to support co-work between students who are sighted and
visually impaired, sighed students exclusively, and blind and
visually impaired students exclusively. Several of my key
research questions focus on the difference of these social
arrangements and the impact of the different activity struc-
tures/systems [?] on how the participants engage in critical
reflection, and how their meaning schemes and perspec-
tives shift during the intervention.

Workshop Aspirations/Expectations

During this workshop I hope to engage with scholars who
thinking about and enacting projects that support diversity

in making and STEM education and the role of critical MIL
in these processes. I am interested in discussing how to
design making activities through critical pedagogues like
transfomational learning and the opportunities and limi-
tations of different activity structures (critical making and
others). Furthermore, I think it is important to share precau-
tions and strategies for engaging vulnerable populations in
deep self reflection and activism. Finally, I hope to discuss
the processes that fellow researchers take to find their own
voice and critical stances about sociotechnical systems that
do not create the resources for the type of empowerment
suggested by UNESCO (cited at the beginning of this note),
and strategies/methods that work to break down barriers,
e.g. intersectionality.

Questions

1) How did you (participants of the workshop) develop
your own critical voice? and how has this become part of
your scholarship and practice? 2) What effective critical-
pedagogy based strategies have you used to engage high
school students in critical thinking about a specific social
issue? 3) In an era when there is great emphasis on scal-
ing STEM interventions, how can we assure that we are not
just furthering exclusion?
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