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Carli Agostino: Hello everybody. Okay we're going to get started with our user panel. , we've got our panelists here so I'll just give a moment for them to get  spotlit and turn their cameras on and we will get going.

All right. So I think we are all set up now. Just waiting for Toufic, Sierra, and Sophie to be spotlit there. Okay. 

Well, thank you all. Ah, welcome to our first panel of the symposium, which is titled Perspectives on Access: Navigating Accommodations Across Campus. So I will be the panel's moderator, and we have three lovely folks who will each introduce themselves.

And they're here to share their perspectives on navigating university systems to access accommodations, support, and  workplaces and education generally. So the point of this panel is that we can learn from, you know, learn from our mistakes and from, from some of the challenges that our panelists have faced and think about the ways that we can collectively  improve going forward.

So each panelist has been given questions ahead of time today  and we will ask that you hold off on asking questions until the end, and using the Q&A module as well.

Okay, so first things first, ah, please ah introduce yourself, describe your role or connection to post-secondary education, and explain how it relates to today's panel topic. So, Toufic, you are top on my screen so I will, I will let you go first.

Toufic Chehab: Hi. So hello everyone. Ah, first I just wanted to say ah I'm really enjoying  this event today. Ah, I actually have learned a lot and it was a great pleasure to listen to all the presentations. So my name is Toufic Chehab. I am a 4th-year law student at Carleton University.

Carli: Is there anything else you wanted to share, about … 

Toufic: Oh, of course.

Carli: … your program, or… 

Toufic: I apologize, I thought you were going to go… 

Carli: Yeah

Toufic: … through each of us and then ah we get our time after.

Carli: No, we'll just, we’ll spend some time on each of you for introductions, yeah.

Toufic: Perfect. Sorry about that. 

Yeah, so  my name is Toufic Chehab. Again, I'm a fourth year law student  at Carleton University. I am legally blind and I'm currently actually finishing my education  at Carleton. Throughout my kind of like my years at Carleton I've had the pleasure to work with Carli and the ah library accessibility teams to make my course material accessible like each semester because since because of my visual impairment unfortunately I cannot  read the material as directly provided by professors. And so, I often work with Carli and the library accessibility team to  remediate those materials so they are legible for me. And ah I'm currently  finishing my bachelor's here at Carleton and moving on  this fall to McGill for ah law school. So, yeah.

Carli: Very exciting. And did you want to share what your thesis topic is on ’cause I think that that's very very relevant … 

Toufic: Of course, yes.

Carli: … to, to our panel today … 

Toufic: Of course. So, in addition to that  I'm also writing a thesis  on disability law  with  one of our professors at Carleton who’s, who’s really, who concentrates on research regarding disability law and  so my thesis mainly concentrates on accessibility in the post-secondary  education system. So before coming to Carleton I did take  an advanced diploma in finance at Algonquin College, which is a community college in Ottawa, Ontario. And so I have been in the post-secondary education system for a while now and  throughout my journey I've kind of encountered  multiple accessibility issues and some of them will actually stem from the way the post-secondary organization is established. So what I mean by that is how the organization runs and the role of the library and the library team that is there to make material accessible. 

And so, because of my own experience when I came to Carleton, I kind of ah decided to use the opportunity in my fourth year of bachelor's to write a thesis on disability law coming from the perspective, or like from accommodation in the post-secondary education coming from the perspective of an actual legally blind student ah who actually lives those experiences on a daily basis with the hope that my thesis will be  fruitful enough to perhaps serve as a guideline in the future or  a piece of paper where ah universities could use the experience from it to perhaps ah repair some of the mistakes that ah I believe have been done to me throughout my education journey so far.

Carli: Thank you, Toufic. I'm very excited to read your thesis. I will let Sophie introduce themselves next.

Sophie Spirkl: Hi everyone. My name is Sophie Spirkl, I use she/they pronouns, and I'm a faculty member at the University of Waterloo. Usually I work in math, but I started having a chronic illness in 2018 and since then have been getting worse over time. I would like to tell you what it is that I have, but it's still undiagnosed. It just means that I have limited energy. I get headaches most days and I have something called POTS, which is postural orthostatic tachycardia syndrome, which basically means that whenever I stand up, my body thinks that something terrible is happening.

And so my connection to the topic is kind of twofold, because I'm both a person who could benefit from accommodations and I also, as part of my role, am an instructor and a supervisor. So I work with students. And so, providing useful accommodations to them would be something I would love to do and yet have at no point been trained to do.

Carli: Thank you, Sophie. Ah, Sierra?

Sierra Lefave: Hello! Bonjour.
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My government name is Sierra Lafave and I just introduced myself in Anishinaabemowin,  which not only is the land that I am on but also the historical territory of my family. I'm a mature student at Toronto Metropolitan University, or TMU, at the Ted Rogers School of Management, completing a bachelor in commerce, and I specialize in entrepreneurship. 
I am the founder and president of the TMU Disabilities Student Council, or the DSC for short, and I'm also the equity outreach coordinator for the disability community in the recreation department.

I have a rare disability that I was born with which, it sounds very similar to Sophie. So I also have some autoimmune symptoms where my body thinks it's under attack for absolutely no reason. I refer to this usually as my natural disability, and I also have an acquired severe workplace injury that resulted in a spinal cord injury. I am a mobility aid user for this reason and I also have a cognitive disability which impacts my ability to navigate the bureaucratic processes of the university.

So for my personal experience today, I'm- is the only thing I'm going to be talking about. As the president of the Disability Council I obviously hear a lot from other people. I was really excited to hear the Indiana U conversation before because that is actually the university that I started my academic journey at, so being Canadian  and hearing from IU was very exciting for me.

So my relationship with the Library is, I'm definitely a library kid, I spend most of my time in the library accessing library services, and  most of the accommodations I have successfully navigated for myself actually came from the library. So similar to kind of what has already been echoed I have a lot of trouble accessing the resources at the library because I also have severe migraines. LED screens do not get along with me so I have a lot of my materials transferred over. 

I know we actually have our accommodations library support in our video chat today so shout out to Sonya at the University. She does a lot of that for other students and so we have  we have a great system for students but sometimes it can be hard to navigate so I have accumulated a wealth of resources on our campus for how to access things  particularly just  in every department, way, shape, and form because I think the University likes to narrowly decide  what kind of accommodations we need and sometimes we don't know what accommodations we need until we get there. So I spend a lot of time in the Library asking Library folks questions until I get the right answer. 

Carli: Thank you. Okay. 

So, thank you all for introducing yourselves. For the questions we'll kind of move, we’ll move backwards. So Sierra I'll have you start next with question number two which I will also post in the chat in case that's helpful for people to read it visually. So what challenges have you encountered in securing academic or workplace accommodations at your institution or institutions, and what changes should universities prioritize to make education more accessible?

Sierra: You want me to start, yes? Okay, just checking. 

So for me, I have actually experienced an insane amount of challenges in my post-secondary education. Much like Sophie, when I started back at university, I actually had no idea what was wrong with me. So that also brought its own host of limitations. My spinal cord injury was obviously much more clear, that's a clear indicator, however there was no clear indicator why I was sick or what was going on which made it very difficult to like, express to my professors how to help me and, you know, the communication is quite difficult when it's not as simple as I have this, I need this.

You know, I often had to navigate individual relationships with my professors to make sure that they understood this was not a failure of them but a failure of the system. Often because I found many of my professors’ mental health was suffering at the fact that they knew they could not effectively accommodate me, outside of physical accommodations, and so, for me, you know, I arrived at the university and my accommodations did not suit me. The idolization and- ah that I had of the university space was quickly shattered because of this. My mental health suffered. My physical health then suffered. So it became kind of a vicious cycle of how do I get what I need. And this long and arduous process actually ended up that my entire first year was kind of disastrous.

So for me one of the ways that the university ended up supporting me was individual staff members. I found individuals highly tuned to finding resources, whether that was something the university offered or something out in the distance, they were going to figure it out with me. They were not going to leave me ah alone with that.

So, from that, actually, is why our Disability Student Council formed. So, it became a thing in effort to attempt to kind of bridge these problems we have. A big thing for us was interconnections between departments and individuals who did have understanding of accommodations. The one problem we really have on our campus is a bit of a disconnect between our actual academic accommodations department and the many other accommodations available on campus. So you know, I think if I was to sum it up really, really quickly it's that there are too many individual staff who are being  kind of thrust this responsibility to support students, without adequate support from the actual university system and that ultimately trickles down to the students who then have to re-navigate and renegotiate these relationships every single class, every single semester, and every single year.

And, when you're a disabled student, you already have a lot of additional problems. You know, some of us have financial lack, you know, lack of financial resources. Some of us just have limited energy, you know? There's, there’s only so much energy in a day. And, if you already have to navigate physical pain or other difficulties, many of us have support staff. It's just, it's not a particularly functional system when we have to do this additional work to constantly access something that is, is there. It is available. It's just, the relationships and network is not there to easily provide these resources.

Carli: Thank you. Yes the irony of the barriers in front of accommodations is always something that, you know, I shake my head at.

Okay, Sophie.

Sophie: For me, I guess I will talk about both perspectives, and my experience as an instructor.

What Sierra said makes perfect sense. I, you know, often get requests to accommodate students, but this system, I know, is not very convenient for the students, or not very accessible for the students. And then, on the other hand, it also is difficult for me, because usually what I see is, “here are some suggestions for what to do.” And, the people making the suggestions don't necessarily know how my class works. But, on the other hand, I don't actually know the students' access needs. And, so, overall it feels not as efficient as it could be, and it does not surprise me that students often struggle with this. 

From my own perspective, I don't actually have any official accommodations, in part, because it would be hard, but I want to talk about something that would help me. So, what I have with limited energy, is fairly similar to long COVID. And, it's not long COVID, because it started in 2018, but it did get worse when I got COVID. And, so, one of the ways in which I've experienced lack of access is that spaces that prioritize safety from getting COVID again have basically stopped existing. And, it feels like all the burden of trying to protect myself from this thing that I know, from experience, will make me a lot worse kind of ends up on me, and that's a bit disappointing and seems like is also shown in the fact that, you know, during lockdowns we all learned how to make online options, how to make hybrid options. And, now, at least in my academic environment, these options are just going away again, which is really unfortunate.

Carli: I think, Sophie, too part of your perspective is coming from this, like the STEM subject area. Like that is a subject area that anybody who works in accessibility knows that that is a chronically, like, inaccessible subject area, because of, you know, lack of technology to make that subject matter, accessible, and you know I don't, I don't necessarily know if we have a lot of students even going into STEM subject areas, with with disabilities, particularly visual disabilities. So, I don't know if you have anything else to add, just in terms of, like, the subject area in and of itself?

Sophie: I mean, I guess, relating to the COVID things, it's a bit frustrating how people who do math for a living are not really swayed by being presented the statistics. But yeah, I, you know, I got this, I started getting sick once I was pretty much done with my PhD. I can't speak to the experience of students who start out in this area already navigating a disability. I imagine that, as you said, it's very difficult, and certainly, and, you know, math, for example, uses its whole own typesetting system. So, I imagine the process of how do we make this accessible to visually impaired people is, I would not know where to start. And, somehow I can imagine that accessibility people also wouldn't know where to start, because
this is a very specific math knowledge of, we use this typesetting system, I don't think anybody else does. 

Carli: Yeah, no, that is a great point and definitely reflective of our experiences trying to make content accessible, math content accessible. We don't speak that language necessarily. If we're not subject experts, then it's hard for us to really, you know, figure out how to communicate that in the way that it's meant to.

Okay, I will turn it over to Toufic, to answer what challenges have you encountered in securing academic or workplace accommodations at your institutions.

Toufic: Thank you so much. Well, much like the two previous speakers, and particularly what Sierra said, I have also encountered an insane amount of accessibility issues during my education journey. So, this ranged from getting material, on time to read, or to be able to catch up with the rest of my class, or sometimes even getting material at all. Or, even sometimes getting my exams in accessible formats, right?

I've had a lot of accessibility issues during my education journey, particularly when I was studying finance before, where sometimes, so because of my disability, I cannot sit for an exam, if the exam is on paper by myself, since I cannot write on a paper. So, what's usually, I will have is someone who can read the exam to me, and answer the questions as I prompt them to do. However, for someone who didn't take finance or who's not studying finance, sometimes, the specific tables we have to work with, or specific math formulas we have to do could sound a little bit foreign. So, I've had problems to get accommodation for exams like this, for example. In addition to, again, like also getting my course material legible.

I would say, I also agree, like one of the main things that are realized is that to get accessibility, because of the way universities and colleges are set up, unfortunately, to get the most accessibility possible is to have people willing to work along with you. And, when I say people, particularly professors. That is whether it's to help you outside of class hours, or to accept to delay a particular assignment, because you didn't receive your readings on time to complete that assignment, or so. You really have to come across people who are willing to work with you. And, I would say, related more to library services, and particularly at Carleton. I have to start by praising this system at Carleton, because I have to say, like, it's a really good system. We have remediation teams, on campus, and this is something that I didn't have the luxury to have in my previous education institution, and so that was really great, particularly when it came to research and whatnot. 

I could always feel secure that my readings will be made legible to me. But, still, we encountered some issues. So, for example, my materials were not always ready at the beginning of the semester. Or, sometimes I also took math courses as electives, and in that scenario I didn't receive my material until the very, very, very end of the semester. I was taking two math courses. In both of them I received it at the very end of the semester, because the library at Carleton was not equipped to make them legible or to remediate them, because of the specific languages, as you just said Carly, and so they would have to resort to outside sources who will be able to turn them into legible material, so then I would receive all my readings on week nine or ten of the semester that is supposed to be 13 week, and then you have to work to redo the whole class between semesters. 

And, so, like these are some of the few things, some of the few examples of hurdles that I've come across. In addition to that, we can also add the fact that sometimes at university, uh, that was particularly the case during COVID, you come across some courses where the professor is using a third party platform, , to provide his or her textbook. For example, Pearson MyLab, which is for math is really a good example of that, or other such websites. And, in that scenario, it even makes things even harder, because then the textbook is not provided by the university itself, but it's provided by a third platform. And, so yeah, like to keep a long story short, I did come across a lot of accessibility issues.

Carli: Thank you for sharing Toufic.

Yes, we definitely have had challenges with, with sourcing accessible math content, and, uh, we do have resources in Ontario that will help us with those things, but they too face resource issues, and shortages, so sometimes those timelines are definitely not, they don't you know, they're not acceptable in a lot, in a lot of cases like Toufic described.

Okay, so we’ll move on to our last question, and Toufic, I'll get you, I’ll get you to start. How have libraries supported or could they better support your access to course materials, research, , as well as inclusive learning and study spaces?

Toufic: Yes, thank you very much for that. And, as I said in my previous answer, I have to praise the library for do at Carleton. And, I know that, uh, you guys work hard, and I do value the fact that you know at Carleton, we have a luxury that perhaps is not available at all universities in Canada, which is, if i'm working on a research paper, and I need to read a particular article or particular book that is not legible, then I just can call Carly, or email her, or whatever, and that article or book will be made available to me as soon as possible, and that's a luxury that we have at Carleton. 

Not sure about other universities in Canada, but I would say still with that, we did have some issues, particularly for the classes right for courses where I don't have access to a syllabus for readings before a particular course. And the library team at Carleton also might, well, they will try to do their best to get that. They might encounter some hurdles sometimes, which will delay the whole process. I think at this stage, the university could establish, or universities in general, could establish a more robust method where, or a more automatic method where the library services could get access to that outline way earlier than the student could, or way earlier than the semester starts. I don't know, I like to help them ensure that the material is legible, because a student falling behind two or three weeks is not fair, to be honest. 

And, particularly, for example, in summer semesters. At Carleton, where they run a six weeks semester. So, they teach the material that is supposed to be taught in fifteen weeks, they teach it in six, so, less than half. And, I remember last summer I like I received my material two or three weeks, from that six weeks, late. And so, that gives you a really short of time to work with. And, so, uh, that's one thing. 

The other thing I'm realizing is also unfortunately, because of the way that our systems like in, in the entire, I don't want to be too dramatic, but in the entire country is set up is a little bit hard. So, for example, in my thesis I'm trying to to explain that you know blind individuals, while I do respect and acknowledge all other disability, but blind, uh, individuals, uh, are extremely rare in the higher education system. I think there was a study, uh, the other day in Quebec saying that, uh, it's less than one percent it's, it's or one percent. It's, it's extremely. There are extremely low number of blind individuals in the higher education system.

And so for that, I do believe that to improve the way the library works, or the university in general works (which affects the activity of the library) we need some sort of guideline. We need some sort of experience to work with, but and to try to improve on over the years.

But, unfortunately, because there’s not much collaboration between provinces and this education system is established so differently in each province in Canada, we are encountering a problem where things are done a little bit like, ad hoc. And, I’m finding like, there’s a lot of hurdles. I find sometimes in the university that there are two departments that could be combined into one under the library’s umbrella, for example, to work, and to try to ma– to like avoid confusions, both for the students, for the staff, for the library itself. So while I do like really value the experience that I’ve had at Carleton, I still think that there are things that could be improved. It could be made better.

Hope I answered the question 

Carli: Thank you Toufic, yeah you definitely hit on a lot of the larger systemic issues. So, I’m just conscious of time so I’ll move on to Sophie’s – to Sophie’s answer.

Sophie: I have a bunch of thoughts that are all sort of tangential to what I think people in libraries actually do, but on the other hand, library people seem to be good at helping with all sorts of things, so I will ask for a bunch of stuff. For example, currently the main interactions I have with the library are all about copyright, because academic publishing and open access mandates kind of create a lot of really fun copyright problems that should be addressed by somebody who knows about copyright and not by somebody who knows about math. And so usually that has been one of the places where librarians have been absolutely essential to what I do.

So, some things that I would find helpful, we’ve talked a lot about course materials. I think from my side, it would be helpful to actually tell me what things I could do to make course materials more accessible. I don’t expect that I will be able to make them meet every access need by myself, but on the other hand, our typesetting software is flexible. So, if I knew…some ways that would make them more beneficial to large numbers of students, like students who are dyslexic, that is something that I could probably actually make happen by myself. But, without knowing what changes would actually be useful, that’s a bit of a hard thing for me to figure out without any help. So that would be one thing that would be helpful, just resources for “What can I do that is within my capability and has the potential to benefit lots of students?”

Next on my list, I’m going to go back to hybrid and online meetings, because hybrid meetings are often really exhausting, because people don’t know how to set them up in a really smooth and seamless way. Wouldn’t it be nice if, I don’t know, maybe there was a hybrid meeting space at a library you could rent? Or even equipment? Because as much as putting an iPad in a corner works for some meetings, long-term, it would be nice to actually have systems that work really well. 

And most people don’t have the time or experience to learn how these systems work, to set them up to, you know, actually outfit a room in a way that works. So that would be a nice thing. I’ve seen, you know, I’ve been to a PhD defense, which was hybrid and so well set up that I didn’t even notice that it was hybrid. I was online and I just didn’t even notice. So please, library people make this happen for more hybrid meetings.

And then my last request is something that, Carli, you mentioned that you’re already doing some of, you can make more spaces COVID safe. I think one of the main ways to do this is to run HEPA filters. I have one that I bought for myself for my office, but it’s helpful also if various spaces have them, and I don’t have to carry it around everywhere I go. To at least encourage masking for people who are medically able to wear a mask, because it’s more effective if everyone involved wears a mask and it’s hard to always be the only person kind of carrying the burden of making myself safe. And also it would be nice to actually have access to air quality readings. You can measure CO2 in a room, carbon dioxide. I have a little device that I can carry around, and it's a good way to measure how much of the air you’re breathing is air that other people just breathed out, which is useful both for COVID prevention, and also because…many indoor spaces are not well-ventilated. And if certain spaces always give you a headache, there’s a good chance that it’s because there are too many people and the air quality is terrible. 

So here’s my list of not-very-library-themed requests.

Carli: But they are all, they are definitely things that we can, that we can help with.

And on the note of air purifiers, they also help people with scent sensitivities.

So I will, we only have two minutes left, but we’ll likely, I’d like to give Sierra some time to answer the question as well , so I will turn it over to Sierra and then we will move on to  if there’s any questions from the audience.

Sierra: Crash course on how I use the library.

So for me, like, the library is my quiet study space. As a wheelchair user, most spaces on campus are not accessible. We also only represent a very, very tiny population of the university. I think we are probably two or three percent of the university populations, meaning that most spaces are just not designed for us. Some of these difficulties might be height of desks. If I cannot roll my chair underneath the desk, as a manual wheelchair user, that’s just ridiculous to me. My chair is not that high. So, you know, at our library at TMU we have study spaces that actually have sit-stand desks. We are able to operate them to our own heights. There are quiet spaces that we can actually have access to – as disabled students we have primary access to them before non-disabled students have access to them. Meaning we’re able to use certain spaces like much more, kind of on a timely manner. We’re able to just make sure we can use those spaces. They’re not taken by students who don’t need those spaces specifically.

In terms of materials, I personally haven’t found the exact right way yet to receive my materials. I do use, also a reader to make sure that I’m not looking at my screen as much, and, probably similar to Toufic, I have some trouble with third party like systems or textbooks because they’re not always – the way that they’ve written the websites doesn’t always allow for the screen reader to read properly. Or sometimes they’re formatted in a way that the screen reader has trouble, like navigating what the next thought is on the page, and, at least the one I use. So for me like that’s a big problem because, sometimes, you know I’m listening to a textbook and then it will like jump to some crazy part in the textbook and I’m like “What happened to the rest of chapter one?!”

So usually the library is really good about like helping me navigate those things, solving those things, despite that not being their job. Like it is obviously, you know similar to Carli, we have Sonya at our school and it is obviously your job to help us, like if we need an alternate format, but for certain things we should be able to use our readers. You know, on those, those pages. So you know, it’s been, the library has been really essential though, at helping navigate those things as well. I know a lot of, like our accessibility folks have started working with some of these places, like Pearson and other, you know, textbook creators, to kind of let them know that these are accommodations that are consistently coming up, and there are issues.

So I think like the library for me is always going to be the place where stuff gets done, you know librarians are like we don’t like that, we’re going to make sure it gets changed and for me like that’s a big that’s safety! You know as a disabled person there’s not always a solution and that’s maybe not what we want to hear, but there are always people who will do everything within their power and ability to find a solution or find a way to get around that problem until we can find a solution. And, you know, I think the library has done a fantastic job of creating an atmosphere in many libraries where that is how librarians think. You know, they aren’t thinking just about what books are in our library or what resources do we have, but how do we make sure that everybody has equitable access to those resources?

You know, there’s a visual where there are three people standing on three little crates, one for each person, and it says this is what, you know, equality is and then the shortest person in the second thing has three boxes, the second person has two boxes, and the tallest person has one. And it says but this is equity, because not each, not every single person needs the exact same thing. You know, they’re so individualized, and I think the library has always offered an individualized experience.

You know, I live in Toronto, I’m very, very lucky for that. The Toronto Public Library is an incredible library system, and I can confidently say there is no library around me, whether University, Robarts at U of T, or our library at TMU, that I do not feel confident to walk into and walk up to a librarian and say, “This is what I am looking for”, and “This is what I need”. And they will say, “How do we get that for you?” And I think that that is just such an important space to continue to provide. As librarians, I’m sure there’s many, you know, barriers that you guys face, but I want to reiterate that it is just so important you guys keep doing as much as you can because it’s creating a safe space we really need.

Carli: Thank you Sierra, that is a very positive note for us, for us to end the panel on.

Thank you all for sharing your perspectives and your time. 

We mostly have comments in the question, or in the Q-and-A, the first one being, just curious wondering from the panelists what accommodations would be useful to you, particularly from a library perspective? And I think all of your answers identified a lot of things that we could do in the libraries.

And then you’ve got some thank you, thank you comments. From Candice, Sophie, thank you for expressing particular attention to COVID safety. So much legislation has failed to protect us from these threats and online options weren’t nice-to-haves, they were necessary for longevity and collective wellbeing. 

And then the last comment is from Charles. Sophie, have you considered using mathML for math which is quite accessible, especially now with MathCAT which has also been integrated into both NVDA and JAWS, and will also represent math in accessible Braille. And we also had another question on what tools you could use to help make math more accessible. And I answered that question with MathJax, MathType, Mathpix, and then MathCAT as well.

Sophie: And I have copied both your response and Charles’ comment, so that I can look at what all these things are later because they sound like great suggestions, but this is not my expertise, so I have not actually seen any of them before. But it’s helpful to have a lead as to what to look for.

Carli: Great.

Well, thank you everybody.

I’m sorry that we went over time, and we will resume tomorrow morning at 9:30 AM and we hope to see everybody, everybody there tomorrow. 
Thank you again, panelists. Have a lovely rest of your day.
