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Abstract 

This paper argues that accessibility in the field of 
learning and instructional design and technology 
(LIDT) remains fundamentally misaligned with the 
lived realities of disabled learners. While 
frameworks like Web Content Accessibility 
Guidelines and Universal Design for Learning offer 
baseline guidance, they have fostered a 
compliance-centered culture that reduces 
accessibility to checklists, technical fixes, and 
after-the-fact accommodations. We structure our 
argument around three critiques: first, the 
overreliance on standardized frameworks; second, 
the use of rigid time structures; and third, the false 
promise of inclusion. Together, these reveal how 
current practices continue to marginalize disabled 
learners. In response, we present three 
recommendations: reconceiving accessibility as an 
ethical imperative, co-creating with disabled 
individuals as design leaders, and reimagining 
accessibility through justice-centered design 
practices that dismantle structural ableism. We 
argue that accessibility must no longer be treated 
as a peripheral concern, but embraced as a 
transformative principle that benefits all learners. 
The grand challenge before LIDT is not whether to 
redesign our systems, but whether we are willing to 
center the voices of those most excluded in doing 
so. 
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Introduction 

As the course launch deadline looms, a university instructional design team rushes to finalize an 
online module. In a last-minute accessibility check, they run through their rubric: alt text added? 
Check. Headings structured correctly? Check. Color contrast verified? Check. On paper, the 
course now meets the standards and satisfies the institution’s quality assurance requirements. 
However, no blind learners have tested the interface. The screen-reader tab order is erratic, 
interactive elements are mislabeled, and key feedback cues are entirely visual. The team has 
“complied,” but the course remains functionally unusable to blind students. This is not an 
oversight; it is a systemic design flaw. Accessibility, in this scenario, is reduced to a set of visual 
and technical markers confirmed by sighted reviewers rather than a lived, participatory 
experience shaped by those who rely on assistive technologies.  

These are not edge cases; they represent a status quo that treats accessibility as an 
afterthought. In fact, disability is neither rare nor static. In the United States, actuarial tables 
indicate that roughly one quarter of today’s 20-year-olds will experience a disabling condition 
before they reach retirement age (Maleh & Bosley, 2020). In 2022, 27% of Canadians aged 15 
years and older (about 8.0 million people) reported having one or more disabilities that limited 
their daily activities (Statistics Canada, 2023). Taking a full life-span view, federal projections 
show that about 70 percent of Americans who live to 65 will develop a serious disability 
requiring long-term supports (Johnson, 2019). Global estimates suggest that 1.3 billion people 
(about one in six humans) currently live with a significant disability (Gréaux et al., 2023). These 
numbers reveal that disability is common and dynamic. Indeed, most people will personally 
acquire a disability, face a temporary impairment, or care for a disabled family member at some 
point in their lives. Far from a niche concern, accessibility is a universal design imperative that 
must be embedded at the core of instructional design, not bolted on at the margins. Despite 
growing awareness and efforts to improve accessibility, the field of learning, instructional 
design, and technology (LIDT) has largely prioritized compliance with technical standards and 
legal requirements over genuinely addressing the diverse needs and experiences of disabled 
individuals (Lowenthal et al., 2020).  

By compliance, we refer to adhering to established standards and guidelines designed to 
ensure that digital content and technologies are usable by individuals with disabilities 
(Vollenwyder et al., 2023). This involves aligning with frameworks that set forth principles to 
make content, and in particular digital products, perceivable, operable, understandable, and 
robust for all users (Web Content Accessibility Consortium, 2018). In LIDT, accessibility largely 
has been reduced to a technocentric approach that uses standardized checklists and rubrics 
prioritizing technical features like alt text and heading structures, which reinforces a narrow, 
compliance-driven perspective that overlooks the broader, more complex realities of disabled 
learners' experiences (Rieber & Estes, 2017). For example, the popular Quality Matters (QM) 
framework (Quality Matters, 2023) provides a set of structural requirements that seek to ensure 
online course materials offer alternative formats for multimedia, maintain clear navigation, 
enhance text readability, and include vendor accessibility statements. Undeniably, elements 
such as these are essential for creating “systems, products, and services [that] can be used 
effectively by people with a wide range of abilities and disabilities” (International Organization for 
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Standardization, 2019, §3.1.1). However, the structural approach to accessibility of such 
approaches frame accessibility as a technical problem to solve. In other words, if sufficient 
functionality is provided to enable access, then any user or learner should be able to use a 
given learning technology effectively. While these frameworks provide a baseline for 
accessibility, they fail to account for the diverse, evolving needs of disabled learners, 
perpetuating a passive, one-size-fits-all model rather than fostering a dynamic, participatory 
approach that centers disabled voices and lived expertise (Guilbaud et al., 2021; Lomellini et al., 
2025).    

According to Rieber and Estes (2017), instructional technology research has long focused on 
expanding learning access, but has rarely framed this work explicitly in terms of accessibility. 
While researchers have examined how learners engage with various technological innovations, 
special populations have largely been absent from these studies, resulting in a body of literature 
that, while valuable, often overlooks the nuanced needs of disabled individuals. This gap in 
research reflects a broader historical pattern in which accessibility has been treated as an 
additive concern rather than a foundational design principle. This misalignment is not merely a 
contemporary issue, but rather the result of historical trends in accessibility efforts within LIDT. 
These efforts initially stemmed from special education practices in the mid-20th century that 
emphasized accommodation rather than full integration, shaping the compliance-driven 
approaches that persist today (Winzer, 2009). Significant progress occurred with landmark 
legislation like the Education for All Handicapped Children Act (Beyer, 1989; Education for All 
Handicapped Children Act, 1975), the Americans with Disabilities Act (Essex-Sorlie, 1994), and 
the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (Katsiyannis et al., 2001), shifting attention toward 
compliance and inclusion in mainstream educational contexts. The proliferation of digital 
technologies and online learning in the late 1990s and early 2000s highlighted new accessibility 
challenges, prompting the development of guidelines such as the Web Content Accessibility 
Guidelines (WCAG) and the rise of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) (Rose & Meyer, 2002).  

Despite advancements, accessibility remains largely compliance-driven and reactive, often 
relying heavily on external assistive technologies rather than proactive, user-centered design 
(Assistive Technology and Universal Design: A Toolkit for Interagency Collaboration, 2021). 
This is not because instructional designers do not care, but because they operate within 
systems that make meaningful accessibility nearly impossible. This paper is not aimed at those 
overburdened designers, developers, or instructors, who are often positioned as the frontline of 
accessibility implementation with minimal authority, training, or resources. Rather, our intended 
audience includes policy makers, administrators, instructional design educators, and 
certification authorities, who shape the frameworks, funding models, and institutional norms that 
define what counts as “accessible.” These decision-makers (those who set rubrics, approve 
platforms, fund centers, accredit programs, etc.) hold the structural levers necessary to move 
beyond checklist compliance. Without rethinking how we define and measure accessibility at a 
systems level, even the most committed designers will remain trapped in reactive, technocentric 
workflows that reproduce exclusion under the guise of inclusion. 

With this framing in mind, we now turn to the broader systemic critique: how accessibility has 
been narrowly defined through compliance frameworks, rigid time structures, and performative 
inclusion, all of which are approaches that obscure the deeper, structural barriers faced by 
disabled learners. We organize our argument around three core critiques followed by three 
corresponding recommendations. First, we critique the overreliance on standardized 
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frameworks such as WCAG and UDL, which, though well-intentioned, often reduce accessibility 
to a superficial compliance exercise. Second, we examine how rigid time structures embedded 
in instructional design processes systematically marginalize disabled learners. Third, we 
demonstrate how compliance-driven approaches that are framed as “inclusion” ultimately 
reinforce exclusionary practices. In response, we offer three recommendations. We argue that 
accessibility must (1) move beyond compliance to become an ethical commitment, (2) be co-
created through the participation of disabled individuals, and (3) be reimagined through a 
holistic paradigm that transcends checklists and standardization.  

Together, these critiques and recommendations outline a grand challenge for the field: to 
transform accessibility from a peripheral concern into a central, participatory, and justice-
oriented design principle. This perspective frames accessibility not as an accommodation for a 
specific subset of learners, but rather as a foundational design ethic that improves learning 
environments for all. Indeed, the very design features that support disabled learners (i.e., clear 
navigation structures, flexible timelines, multimodal content, etc.) frequently enhance usability, 
clarity, and engagement across the entire learner population. Thus, accessibility is not simply a 
matter of equity. Indeed, it is a catalyst for better design, pedagogical innovation, and inclusive 
excellence. 

Three Core Critiques of Extant Accessibility Practice in LIDT 

Despite decades of progress in legislation and digital accessibility standards, LIDT continues to 
approach accessibility through narrow, compliance-oriented frameworks that fail to address the 
full scope of disabled learners’ experiences. In this section, we offer three core critiques that 
highlight the limitations of current practices and reveal how they reinforce, rather than dismantle, 
systemic exclusion. 

Standardized Frameworks Fail to Achieve True Accessibility 

Standardized frameworks, such as UDL and WCAG, have become foundational reference 
points for accessibility in instructional design. UDL seeks to promote flexible learning 
environments through its primary principles of encouraging multiple means of representation, 
engagement, and expression to accommodate learner variability. WCAG provides a set of 
technical guidelines to ensure that digital content is perceivable, operable, understandable, and 
robust for users with disabilities. While both frameworks can offer valuable guidance, they are 
frequently implemented in ways that prioritize technical compliance over meaningful, systemic 
inclusion. While UDL is frequently positioned as a solution for accessibility, its implementation 
often falls into the same compliance-driven, checklist-based approach that limits broader 
accessibility efforts (Boxtel & Sugita, 2022). In principle, UDL promotes flexibility and 
responsiveness to learner variability (Rose & Meyer, 2002), yet, in practice, it is frequently 
misapplied in superficial ways that reduce it to a set of best practices or aspirations that lack 
clear implementation standards (Yang et al., 2024) and do not meaningfully disrupt exclusionary 
structures. The result is an approach that too often reinforces deficit-based thinking, top-down 
control, and technical compliance rather than enabling transformative access. 

One of the primary critiques of UDL is that it still operates within a medical model of disability, 
wherein learners’ differences must be “accommodated” rather than designing learning 
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environments that actively incorporate disabled perspectives from the outset (Goering, 2015; 
Shakespeare, 2013). These frameworks frequently place the burden of accessibility on disabled 
individuals (who must disclose their disability, request support, and navigate institutional 
systems) rather than on designers and institutions to create inclusive environments by default 
(Abrams et al., 2024). The unfortunate result is a pervasive practice of addressing accessibility 
at the individual level, offering narrowly defined solutions to learners who are expected to self-
advocate, while leaving the larger system of exclusion untouched. As Karpicz (2020) illustrates, 
institutional failures, faculty bias, and inadequate disability services often compel disabled 
graduate students of color to adopt alternative strategies, such as non-disclosure or even 
leaving programs entirely, as acts of resistance and self-protection. This suggests that there is a 
need to redefine self-advocacy as a structural and relational issue, rather than an individual 
responsibility. 

In addition to these conceptual shortcomings, standardized frameworks like UDL and WCAG 
are often logistically difficult to implement. Ensuring captioning services, procuring accessible 
materials, and integrating assistive technologies can be resource-intensive, leading many 
institutions to frame accessibility as a burdensome add-on rather than a fundamental aspect of 
high-quality design. This logistical resistance reveals how these frameworks, while well-
intentioned, are rarely treated as enforceable standards. Instead, they are often viewed as 
aspirational ideals, that is, they are seen as guidelines to reference when convenient, but not 
mandates that must be fully realized. Further compounding this issue is the limited integration of 
disabled individuals' lived experiences in how these frameworks are applied in practice. While 
frameworks like WCAG and UDL have involved some input from disabled individuals in their 
development, their institutional implementation often lacks participatory processes and fails to 
reflect the nuanced, evolving realities of disabled learners. Without participatory design 
processes, standardized accessibility approaches inevitably reinforce a one-size-fits-all model 
that cannot account for the complexity, variability, and intersectionality of disabled learners' lived 
experiences (Pullin, 2011). As a result, even when frameworks are technically followed, they 
frequently fail to deliver meaningful inclusion. 

Rigid Time Expectations in LIDT Exclude Disabled Learners 

Another way in which compliance-driven frameworks fall short is in their failure to account for 
the structural ableism embedded in the architecture of time expectations embedded in 
instructional designs. Within LIDT, design choices around pacing, deadlines, module release 
schedules, and assessment timing are rarely interrogated, despite being fundamental 
components of digital learning experiences. These time-bound structures, which are present in 
everything from learning management systems (LMS) to informal learning courseware to 
educational videogames development reflect able-bodied norms that assume all learners 
operate on the same timelines. As Miller (2020) explains, disabled students often live in “crip 
time”: a nonlinear, flexible experience of time that fundamentally clashes with the rigid timelines 
of academic life. 

The rigid and often tacit time expectations common in LIDT are not neutral. They privilege 
speed, efficiency, and uniform progression, values that are deeply rooted in the technocentric 
and behaviorist traditions of the field. The concept of crip time exposes how the pace of 
education is weaponized against disabled learners, framing them as deficient or unfit when they 
cannot conform to standard schedules (Bateman, 2022). Paradoxically, asynchronous online 
learning is often heralded as more flexible, anytime, anywhere learning. However, even 
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asynchronous learning still relies on strict weekly pacing guides, timed exams, and participation 
metrics that penalize deviation from able-bodied norms. The instructional designers who 
determine these timelines rarely have the training or institutional mandate to consider how time 
itself can operate as a barrier. 

Moreover, timelines for requesting accommodations or coordinating with disability services are 
typically structured in ways that presume early disclosure and consistent performance. These 
are expectations that are not placed on nondisabled students. Indeed, Karpicz (2020) reported 
that some disabled graduate students of color navigated unsupportive institutional conditions by 
intentionally opting out of disclosure or leaving their programs (Abrams et al., 2024). These 
choices were not made due to lack of ability, but as strategic acts of self-preservation in the face 
of systemic barriers. Such narratives make clear that the problem is not logistical or 
communicative, but systemic. That is, disabled students are positioned as outside the bounds of 
“normal” studenthood because design structures were never intended for them. 

The prevailing tradition of retrofitting accommodations into inflexible systems completely ignores 
issues such as crip time and fails to acknowledge the tyranny that able-bodied scheduling 
expectations impose on disabled learners (Rodgers et al., 2023). Time is a design element and 
should be considered as such, with appropriate accommodations and flexibilities integrated into 
design processes and outcomes. The notion of crip time offers a critical lens for doing so. 
Addressing issues such as these provides an avenue for current conceptions of accessibility in 
LIDT to move beyond purely visual or technical features and to better consider the pacing, 
rhythms, and assumptions about what counts as rigor, productivity, and participation in digital 
learning. 

Compliance Without True Inclusion in LIDT Perpetuates Accessibility Failures 

The tension between compliance and meaningful inclusion is not merely a theoretical issue; it 
has real consequences for those tasked with designing accessible learning experiences. Many 
instructional designers lack formal training in accessibility beyond basic compliance standards 
(Rieber & Estes, 2017), leaving them without the expertise or institutional support necessary to 
implement more nuanced, user-centered approaches. Instead, accessibility is often treated as 
an afterthought or a required add-on. This issue is further exacerbated by institutional inertia, 
lack of funding and resources, and the resistance of those who might see accessibility as an 
additional burden rather than foundational (Cumming & Rose, 2022; Cunninghame et al., 2016). 
Accessibility is frequently undervalued, seen as a box to check rather than an essential 
component of equitable learning (Mitchell et al., 2014). The danger in this is that it frames 
accessibility as a bureaucratic requirement rather than an ethical obligation, reinforcing the very 
exclusion it claims to address (Abrams et al., 2024). 

Compliance-driven accessibility is often promoted under the banner of “inclusive” design, yet 
this framing is deeply problematic (Mitchell et al., 2014). In the context of disability, the term 
inclusive carries specific historical and political weight, rooted in decades of advocacy to 
dismantle exclusionary systems, not merely to adjust them. When institutions label minimal 
compliance efforts as “inclusion,” they conflate technical adherence to accessibility checklists 
with genuine structural transformation. However, simply meeting standards does not include 
anyone; it merely avoids legal noncompliance. Scholars have critiqued the term “inclusive” for 
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reinforcing the notion that disabled individuals are outsiders being brought into a normative 
space, rather than valued members whose perspectives should inform the very foundation of 
that space (e.g., Alim et al., 2017; Baglieri et al., 2011; Hehir, 2009). True inclusion goes 
beyond accommodation; it is a participatory process that centers disabled voices, anticipates 
diverse needs, and reimagines systems to equitably serve all learners from the outset.  

To move toward true inclusion, the field must (1) involve disabled individuals in the design and 
evaluation of learning environments, (2) shift from retrofitting accommodations to proactive, 
disability-first design approaches, and (3) redefine professional preparation to make 
accessibility a central, not peripheral, competency in instructional design education and 
practice. Achieving this vision requires moving beyond existing frameworks like UDL, Quality 
Matters, and similar models, which, despite good intentions, have become part of the problem. 
As stated already, these approaches often reinforce compliance-driven mindsets and fail to 
meaningfully engage with the lived experiences of disabled learners. These limitations, 
arguably, point to the need for systemic change. Without systemic change that prioritizes 
accessibility as a core tenet of instructional design, rather than a compliance requirement, the 
field will continue to fail disabled learners. Addressing this grand challenge requires a shift in 
mindset, pedagogy, and practice: instructional designers must be equipped with the knowledge 
and authority to design for accessibility proactively rather than reactively. This necessitates not 
just policy changes but a fundamental reimagining of accessibility as a creative and 
transformative force in instructional design, rather than a series of technical hurdles to 
overcome. 

Three Core Recommendations for Transforming Accessibility in LIDT 

In response to the systemic failures outlined above, we offer three interrelated 
recommendations aimed at reimagining accessibility in LIDT. Rather than reinforcing 
compliance-driven models, these recommendations advocate for a shift toward ethical inclusion, 
participatory design, and holistic frameworks that center disabled people’s lived expertise and 
recognize accessibility as a creative, systemic design commitment. 

Accessibility Must Move Beyond Compliance to Ethical Inclusion 

Current approaches to accessibility in LIDT too often reflect “practices of inclusion and 
accommodation at the individual, rather than the structural level” (Eriksen et al., 2021), which, 
as Grue (2024) warns, risks producing inclusive marginalisation. That is, while learners may be 
technically granted access, they are still excluded by systems that remain fundamentally 
unchanged. This reductionist approach limits accessibility efforts and underscores a deeper 
challenge within the field, one that demands a critical rethinking of how accessibility is defined, 
operationalized, and enacted. In keeping with the Grand Challenges focus of this colloquium, 
we argue that one of the most pressing issues in LIDT is the misalignment between compliance-
oriented accessibility efforts and the actual needs of disabled individuals. This gap continues to 
marginalize disabled voices in both design and implementation. Addressing this challenge 
requires reframing disability not as a problem to be accommodated, but as a person-centered 
issue that demands representation, engagement, and systemic transformation. Although not yet 
a widely adopted view, we are not alone in this perspective. For example, Lomellini and 
colleagues (2023) argue that the reliance on checklists and quality assurance frameworks, such 
as QM and WCAG, has led to a prioritization of technical compliance over meaningful 
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engagement with the lived experiences of disabled learners, ultimately reinforcing a superficial 
approach to accessibility rather than fostering genuine inclusion. 

The prioritization of quality assurance metrics over genuine accessibility compromises 
instructional designers' responsibility to create equitable learning environments, which risks 
violating foundational ethical principles of equity, agency, and participatory justice in learning 
design (Moore & Tillberg-Webb, 2024). As Kimmons (2020) and Moore and Ellsworth (2014) 
have highlighted, research in the field has largely neglected broader social issues, including 
accessibility, equity, and inclusion, instead favoring tool-centric and compliance-driven 
approaches. The lack of engagement with ethical and social dimensions, particularly in 
accessibility, risks violating foundational principles of equity, agency, and participatory justice in 
learning design (Moore & Tillberg-Webb, 2024).  

Decisions learning designers make (i.e., what tools to use, how to define learning/performance, 
what assumptions are built into timelines and interfaces) have real, frequently unacknowledged 
consequences for who can participate in learning and who is left out. When accessibility is 
reduced to compliance, it not only burdens disabled learners with navigating systems that were 
never intended for them to use, but, importantly, it also narrows the creative and ethical scope 
of what instructional design can achieve. For the field of LIDT to fulfill its responsibility to design 
just, inclusive, and innovative learning environments, accessibility must be reimagined as a 
transformative practice that begins with disabled voices and redesigns systems around them. 
This aligns with the principle of "Nothing about us without us," which asserts that disabled 
individuals must be actively involved in the decisions, policies, and designs that affect their lives, 
rather than being passive recipients of accommodations determined by non-disabled 
stakeholders (Parsons et al., 2020). 

Accessibility Must be Co-Created, not Imposed 

We argue that without a shift toward intentional, learner-centered accessibility efforts, 
instructional technology will continue to reinforce existing barriers rather than dismantle them. 
One promising alternative to compliance-driven approaches is a participatory model of inclusion, 
which emphasizes the active involvement of disabled individuals in design decisions (Hamraie, 
2017). Rather than positioning disabled learners as passive recipients of accommodations, this 
model centers their lived experiences and expertise (Abes & Wallace, 2020). A dynamic, 
participatory model of inclusion, therefore, is necessary because accessibility should go beyond 
technical standards to ensure that disabled individuals have agency in shaping their own 
learning experiences. This stands in contrast to the structural, compliance-driven approach, 
which assumes that a set of predefined accommodations will work for all learners. Such 
frameworks fail to account for the complexity, variability, and intersectionality of disability. 
Disabled individuals best understand their own needs and the barriers they face, making their 
participation in the design process essential for moving beyond assumptions and integrating 
real-world usability insights that structural approaches such as compliance checklists alone 
cannot capture (Pullin, 2011). Moreover, structural accessibility frameworks assume that 
barriers are inevitable and must be worked around, whereas participatory models consider 
disability in the design of systems from the ground up, ensuring that accessibility is inherent 
rather than retrofitted (Dolmage, 2017).  
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Participatory models also promote flexibility and personalization, which are critical given that 
disabilities are diverse and situational. As such, a rigid, one-size-fits-all model cannot 
accommodate neurodivergent learners, those with fluctuating disabilities, or those with evolving 
accessibility needs. Instead, participatory inclusion allows for greater adaptability and 
personalization in the design process. In addition, structural approaches to accessibility often 
reinforce the medical model of disability, which characterizes disability as a deficiency to be 
corrected (Goering, 2015). In contrast, a participatory model aligns with the social model of 
disability, recognizing that barriers stem from inaccessible environments, not individual 
impairments (Shakespeare, 2013). This reframing shifts responsibility from the individual to the 
design of learning systems themselves, making accessibility an ethical and institutional priority 
rather than an afterthought. 

Examples of Co-Design  

A powerful example of a participatory model in practice can be found in Project PHoENIX, which 
involved autistic individuals as co-designers of immersive virtual reality learning environments 
(Lu & Schmidt, 2024; Schmidt et al., 2023, 2024, 2025). Rather than designing for autistic users 
based on assumptions or expert opinion, the project structured the entire development process 
around sustained engagement with autistic collaborators. These individuals contributed insights 
that shaped design decisions ranging from sensory features to narrative framing. For instance, 
one participant described the virtual reality space as “a canvas,” which prompted the team to 
reimagine the environment not as a tool for behavior modification, but as a space for creative 
expression and autonomy. This fundamentally altered the goals and implementation of the 
learning technology, demonstrating how participatory design can lead to outcomes that are both 
more accessible and more meaningful. By centering disabled perspectives from the outset, the 
PHoENIX project was able to exemplify how accessibility can be reconceived not as retrofitted 
accommodation, but as a shared act of creation.  

A related example can be found in work by Steele and colleagues (2018), who led a 
participatory accessibility initiative in the CoMotion Makerspace at the University of Washington. 
Through a structured, three-step, human-centered design process, disabled students were 
engaged as co-evaluators and co-designers of the makerspace. Rather than merely consulting 
these students for feedback, the project positioned them as experts, whose lived experience of 
disability became the foundation for identifying, prototyping, and implementing accessibility 
improvements. The team’s efforts led to tangible changes in the physical layout, signage, tool 
access, and onboarding processes, while also identifying tensions between competing access 
needs (e.g., wheeled furniture for mobility vs. fixed locations for navigability by blind users). This 
participatory process also broadened many students’ perceptions of design and engineering, 
illustrating how accessible design is both a technical and social practice. As with PHoENIX, 
accessibility was not retrofitted, but reimagined through inclusive, lived collaboration. 

Another example can be found in the uSucceed initiative, a cybersecurity curriculum and 
workforce development program created through partnerships with multiple disability services 
offices and external organizations (Glaser, Calyam, et al., 2025; Glaser, Li, et al., 2025). 
Disabled students were hired as paid interns and fully embedded as co-designers on the project 
team. Their work went far beyond testing; they collaborated in developing curriculum content, 
co-created and refined educational software, and evaluated design decisions against real-world 
workforce needs. In the process, interns acquired industry-relevant skills such as C# 
programming, Unity, game and XR development, research methods, version control with 
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GitHub, and project management with collaborative software tools. This integration of co-design 
and professional training ensured that accessibility was not a late-stage consideration, but a 
guiding principle woven into the technical and pedagogical fabric of the program. 

A participatory model of accessibility such as that used in the above examples are not merely a 
more humane alternative, it is a fundamental rejection of the structural logics that have 
historically excluded disabled learners. This model centers disabled individuals as co-creators of 
learning environments, not as afterthoughts to be accommodated once systems are already 
built. It is rooted in the principle that those most affected by design decisions must have the 
power to shape them. Participation, in this sense, is not consultative but formative; it is a 
redistribution of design authority grounded in lived experience, not professional credentials. To 
meaningfully transform accessibility, instructional designers must be willing to relinquish control 
and co-create with, not for, disabled people. 

Compliance-based approaches, by contrast, frame accessibility as a structural problem to solve; 
something to be managed, not embodied. Such approaches assume barriers are unfortunate 
but inevitable, and that standardized workarounds will suffice (Lomellini et al., 2023). This logic 
flattens the complexity of disability and treats access as a technical problem rather than a social 
and political one. Participatory design challenges this premise by centering disability, 
recognizing that it is relational, contingent, and always in flux. Such an approach also insists 
that justice in instructional design cannot be achieved through universal templates, but only 
through ongoing, situated, meaningful collaboration with the very disabled people whose lives 
are shaped by the systems we design. 

Accessibility Must be Reconceptualized to Transform LIDT Practice 

Accessibility in LIDT must be fundamentally reconceptualized as a transformative design ethic 
grounded in justice, care, and the lived experiences of disabled people. This will require that the 
field confronts not only its tools and frameworks, but its foundational assumptions about what 
constitutes valid knowledge, legitimate research, and valuable design. Without such a shift, the 
status quo will maintain and accessibility will remain a peripheral concern, i.e., technically 
managed, but structurally ignored.  

Much of the research that challenges dominant accessibility paradigms, especially work led by 
disabled scholars, is marginalized in mainstream LIDT discourse. Qualitative, arts-based, and 
participatory methods are often dismissed as “low-quality” due to small sample sizes, lack of 
generalizability, or perceived methodological weakness (Fenge, 2022; Mykitiuk et al., 2015). 
This rejection of disability-led knowledge is not methodologically neutral; it constitutes epistemic 
exclusion (Collins, 2012; Dotson, 2011). Such exclusion is embedded in the field’s most 
influential journals. For instance, Educational Technology Research & Development has 
historically underrepresented work on accessibility and inclusive design (Rieber & Estes, 2017). 
Similarly, our analysis of fifteen recent issues of Computers & Education (Jan. 2024–July 2025) 
revealed no studies explicitly focused on disability, even as the journal regularly publishes 
studies that reinforce technocentric, media comparison paradigms (i.e., Spangenberger et al., 
2024). These editorial patterns do more than reflect methodological preference; they devalue 
and suppress alternative epistemologies that are essential for reimagining accessibility. 
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This marginalization has direct consequences for design. When disability-led research is 
sidelined, the frameworks that shape learning environments remain rooted in able-bodied 
norms. The kinds of knowledge that inform LIDT design (What counts as a valid user? What 
constitutes effectiveness? How is learning assessed?) are shaped by dominant research 
practices that routinely exclude disabled voices. As a result, accessibility is treated as a set of 
retrofitted accommodations rather than an ongoing, relational, and justice-oriented design 
commitment. 

In this context, participatory models of accessibility are not a supplement to dominant design 
paradigms. Instead, they are a challenge to them. Instructional design must move beyond 
performative inclusion and toward a redistribution of power. This means rejecting the premise 
that access can be engineered through universal frameworks alone and instead embracing 
practices that center disabled people as co-designers, leaders, and epistemic authorities. 
Participatory design must be institutionalized not as an option but as a standard practice, 
disrupting the dominance of non-disabled perspectives in both design and research (Costanza-
Chock, 2020; Sedgwick & Fuller, 2024). Accessibility must no longer be something done for 
disabled people. It must be created with them, from the beginning and throughout (Newbutt et 
al., 2024). 

Radical accessibility demands that we remake the very systems in which learning takes place. 
This includes confronting ableist assumptions about time, productivity, participation, and 
intelligence (Charitsis & Lehtiniemi, 2023; Rodgers et al., 2023); funding and valuing disabled 
labor and expertise (Jammaers et al., 2016; Lundberg, 2024); and abandoning “neutral” 
standards that prioritize efficiency and uniformity over care and relationality (Jennings, 2018). 
Instructional designers must stop viewing their work as the delivery of content within rigid 
systems and instead understand themselves as co-constructors of flexible, responsive 
environments where disabled learners are provided both the affordances and epistemic 
freedoms to flourish on their own terms. In this vision, accessibility is not a feature. It is an 
embodied political and relational practice. Accessibility is not compliance. It is refusal. 
Accessibility is not retrofitting. It is reimagined transformation. Ultimately, the concept of 
accessibility in LIDT must be a commitment to building otherwise. 

Conclusion 

The grand challenge before the field of LIDT is not simply to improve accessibility within existing 
paradigms, but to fundamentally reimagine what accessibility means and how it is practiced. As 
we have shown, compliance-driven frameworks like WCAG and UDL fall short of addressing the 
complex, systemic barriers that disabled learners face. These models marginalize disabled 
voices, reinforce able-bodied norms, and reduce accessibility to technical fixes rather than 
transformative commitments. If LIDT is to move forward ethically and creatively, accessibility 
must be redefined as a participatory, justice-centered practice, one that is co-created with 
disabled people, not imposed upon them. This shift requires rethinking dominant design logics, 
research standards, and institutional structures that have long excluded disability-led expertise. 

Importantly, when accessibility is designed from the outset, it enhances usability and flexibility 
for all learners. Features like text-to-speech, speech-to-text, and screen readers, originally 
developed for disabled users, are now broadly used by people navigating diverse learning 
contexts and needs (Burgstahler & Cory, 2010). Much like curb cuts benefit both wheelchair 
users and delivery workers, accessible learning environments serve everyone (not just those 
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with disabilities). Accessibility is not a niche concern; it is a design imperative that strengthens 
learning experiences across the board. For LIDT to truly serve its learners, it must commit to 
accessibility not as a matter of compliance, but as an opportunity to design more just, inclusive, 
and innovative systems of learning for all.  

What we propose is no trivial endeavor, but we believe it is a worthy one. If we are not 
designing with and for those most excluded, then we must ask: what kind of field are we 
building, and what does that say about who we are? Our response to this question will not only 
shape our field; it will reveal it. 
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