
Accessibility: Best Practices 

Best Practices for Accessibility and Universal Design 
 
To help make higher education available to as many students as possible, CUNY SPS supports course 
design that upholds the principles of accessibility and universal design.  
 
What is Accessibility and Universal Design? 

• Accessibility in online education refers to an inclusive design concept in which all students can 
perceive, understand, navigate, interact, and contribute to their web-based courses.  

• Universal Design refers to the design of products and environments to be usable by all people, to 
the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaptation or specialized design (Kearns et. al. 2) 

 
Our goal is to improve the overall quality of courses at SPS with lectures, discussions, visual aids, videos, 
printed materials, labs and fieldwork that are accessible to all students. Accessibility and Universal Design 
not only benefit students with intellectual and physical disabilities, but also accommodates different learning 
styles and can help mitigate technological problems by providing course content in several formats. In 
general, students who rely on screen readers to access course sites and materials face the greatest 
obstacle to online education, and while these students may comprise only a small number of our population 
here at SPS, designing your course to accommodate them actually makes your materials more easily read 
by everyone, and will help you avoid having to redesign in the event you do have a student who requires 
accommodation. Among the groups of students who benefit from universal design are students for whom 
English is not their primary language, visual or auditory learners, and students with health impairments, 
among others. 

What steps can you take to ensure that your course site and course materials are accessible to all? 
 
Best Practices for Accessibility 

• Generally, simple is best. 
• In all your documents as well as when writing in Blackboard, minimize the use of color. Important 

information should not be emphasized with color alone. For example, don’t say “Assignments in 
green are due on Wednesday and assignments in red are due on Friday.” 

• Use clear 12 pt (or larger) font, for example: Arial, Times New Roman, Helvetica, or Verdana. 
• “Chunk” information into organized themes with clear headings. 
• Avoid using text boxes where possible. 
• Use text to provide a clear description of website links rather than just the URL. For example, when 

creating a hyperlink use text display to name the website rather than simply providing the URL or 
saying “Click here.”  

• Provide descriptive text for all non-decorative images. This text, also known as “Alt Text,” allows 
screen readers to provide visually impaired students with a description of these features.  

• When creating lists, use ordered lists so that items are numbered. 
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• Eliminate flashing/ blinking content in all materials and use animations/ transitions in PowerPoint 
only when necessary. 

• Use the Tab Key rather than the Space Bar when indenting or spacing. 
• Use “Styles” for consistency. For example, identify headings & subheadings in documents by using 

Microsoft Office Styles. 
• Use simple tables and designate header rows. For example, do not merge cells, split cells or 

embed tables within tables/ cells. 
• In Powerpoint: use templates, avoid creating text boxes, and give each slide a unique title. 
• Use the Accessibility Checker to check for other accessibility issues in Word, and in Acrobat Pro 

for PDF documents. 
• Provide captions and/or a transcript for audio/ video materials. For more information on how to 

make captions in YouTube, see our Quick Guide: http://spsfaculty.commons.gc.cuny.edu/quick-
guides/    

• If you link to external websites, consider whether those sites are accessible. 

 
In Blackboard 
• Use descriptive names for files you upload so that screen readers can easily identify them. 
• Avoid using colored fonts to enhance meaning as much as possible. Keep the format simple and 

avoid patterns in the background. 
• When designing the left navigation menu in your course site, set the menu style to text—not 

buttons—and maintain a high contrast between the text and the background color (You can change 
these settings on the Control Panel in Blackboard: click “Customization,” then “Teaching Style”). 

• Include Alt Text for all images. When adding an image in your Blackboard site, the Alt Text option 
will be provided in the pop-up window. 

• Enter a “Title” when creating hyperlinks; this will be read by a screen reader. Create meaningful 
link names that describe the link’s function without the context of other on-screen text (i.e. don’t 
name the link ‘click here’ or simply use the html address). 

  

http://spsfaculty.commons.gc.cuny.edu/quick-guides/
http://spsfaculty.commons.gc.cuny.edu/quick-guides/
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Consider the Diversity of Learners in Higher Education 

Present multiple 
means of 
representation. 
 

Your syllabus clearly describes course content and expectations of the students. 
Present information in multiple formats, e.g. lecture, text, audio & video, 
fieldwork, etc. 
Begin each lecture, or week, with an outline of what will be covered. 
Summarize key points and tie them to the larger course objectives. 
Post electronic equivalents of paper handouts, and required readings 
assignments as video or audio (if possible). 
Employ interactive tools or technology that enhances learning. 

Provide multiple 
means of expression. 

Encourage students to demonstrate knowledge and skills other than through 
tests and exams (e.g. written essays, projects, portfolios, journals, video or 
audio). 
Incorporate technologies that facilitate communication and participation. 
Allow assignments to be submitted in multiple ways. 

Provide multiple 
means of 
engagement 

Express enthusiasm for the topic you teach, and explain real-world significance. 
Challenge students with meaningful assignments. 
Create a class climate in which student diversity is respected. 
Give prompt and instructive feedback on assignments. 
Supplement lecture and reading assignments with visual aids (e.g. photographs, 
videos, diagrams, interactive stimulations). 
Make yourself available to students during office hours in flexible formats (face-
to-face, email, online chat, phone, etc.) 
Put a statement on your syllabus inviting students to meet with you to discuss 
disability-related accommodations and other special needs. 
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