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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Advancing digital accessibility in academic and workplace education




With society's increasing reliance on technology, it is vital to build and sustain the capacity to create inclusive digital experiences for all. There is a growing demand for graduates and professionals with the knowledge and skills to produce digital resources that can be used by people who have accessibility needs, including disabled and older people. However, professionals often do not encounter digital accessibility in academic study and professional development. Requirements for accessibility are absent from many structured education programs, such as program accreditation, and curriculum and degree requirements. As a result, many professionals who have access to knowledge and skills are self-taught rather than formally educated or trained. To date, the teaching and learning of digital accessibility is relatively under-researched and under-developed, occupying a comparatively marginal position within broader efforts to develop computer science education, digital skills, and capacity in the workforce.

We established this Research Topic to build a research-led foundation for digital accessibility education in academic and workplace settings. We hope it provides both a starting point and a catalyst for educators to raise awareness, broaden pedagogic conversations, generate new ideas, and identify areas for future research. Teaching development is often reliant on trial and error, and hard-won insights. We seek to move on from “what works” and “best-practice” advice to widen the available resources for those developing their pedagogical understanding. In doing so, this Research Topic contributes to scholarship around effective teaching and learning of accessibility in diverse disciplines and roles, supporting the development of an emergent pedagogical culture. The five papers on this Research Topic are indicative of the field, highlighting the interrelated roles teachers and trainers, researchers, and learners play in promoting and progressing awareness and understanding of digital accessibility. The collection is interdisciplinary and geographically diverse, engaging both higher education and workplace settings. It highlights the important contexts these sectors provide for learning.

Our Research Topic includes rich accounts of teaching and training accessibility to demonstrate the wealth of pedagogical knowledge and expertise that is cultivated and refined over years of teaching experience, curriculum design, and course iterations. Weeden describes an open curriculum dedicated to accessibility as part of an undergraduate degree, featuring a foundational course followed by more advanced modules to provide a specialized track. Drawing on Universal Design, she describes ways to incorporate elements of inquiry-based, problem-based, and experiential learning for engaging learning experiences. Similarly, Gay provides a detailed account of an open accessibility curriculum, with each course designed to introduce accessibility knowledge and skills for specific employment roles, emphasizing the close relationship with industry practice and the need for specialist knowledge. He describes how course content from a series of Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs) was converted into successful open textbooks to provide a range of activities for teachers to use and adapt, highlighting how content can be repurposed for different educational contexts. Game design is a growing field, and Westin highlights how open-access curriculum development can deliver pedagogical strategies for engaging learners in game accessibility and inclusive design. He describes the co-creation of a tentative curriculum framework for higher education, presenting a set of generalized modules developed around roles and competency levels that can be used within existing courses or as the basis for new programs. Together, these accounts describe a wide range of teaching and learning activities, including lectures, demonstrations, and project work, drawing on aspects of storytelling, role-play, and the use of personas. They also emphasize the importance of collaboration and co-design with disabled users and the need to create authentic learning experiences to prepare graduates for the workplace.

Research on workplace accessibility education is scarce. In the first cross-case study, Lewthwaite et al. identify how foundational pedagogic approaches to awareness and understanding support core accessibility learning objectives in the workplace. Trainers' pedagogic strategies navigate organizational and workplace culture to meet the learning demands of different roles and responsibilities. The paper connects higher education and industry, identifying a need for greater collaboration—a theme echoed in other papers describing curricula that prepare graduates for industry.

Maturity models are increasingly used by organizations and present an interesting counterpoint to curriculum design and pedagogic approaches to examine accessibility capacity building through the lens of organizational change. Auer et al. present a multinational systematic review of 25 existing maturity models, six within higher education, with detailed analysis and comparison identifying key indicators used to measure accessibility. These maturity models vary significantly, and the study highlights a need for empirical foundations, evaluation, and standards. The authors also note a lack of explicit focus on the teaching and learning of accessibility across these models. However, this important review shows that the application of maturity modeling to teaching and training accessibility constitutes a rich new territory for further exploration and research.

For educators looking to embed accessibility in teaching, there is a wealth of practical teaching approaches, content, and course designs to draw from here, as well as insights into the challenges and precarity of how accessibility is both perceived and engaged within the field. Educators and researchers have undertaken the task of designing, creating, and evaluating accessibility modules and courses. However, since several of these courses are not mandatory, accessibility knowledge may not reach the majority of students. This Research Topic underscores the necessity for systematic change, wherein institutions prioritize accessibility learning and integrate accessibility knowledge across various programs and courses. Accessibility as a field needs to value and reward the sharing of teaching knowledge and expertise, whether it be through greater networking and collaboration, sharing curriculum designs and open educational resources, or conducting original research.
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