27 February 2011 Interview with Sarah Pulis

(I: Interviewer   P: Participant)

I:
Last week the American Foundation for the Blind awarded Accessible Twitter at 2011 Access Award. Today I am joined in the studio by Sarah Pulis, New Media Manager from Media Access Australia, who is going to talk to us about social media and some of the problems that people who are blind or vision impaired encounter when trying to use these websites.  Welcome Sarah. 

P:
Thanks very much Roberta.

I:
Now first up, tell us a bit more about the Access Awards and Accessible Twitter.

P:
Well the Access Awards are an annual award that honours individuals and organisations that significantly improve the accessibility of their product or services for people who are blind or vision impaired.  So the award winner for this year Accessible Twitter is an alternative website to the standard Twitter websites which is twitter.com.  Accessible Twitter is designed to be easier to use and is particularly optimised for people with, who are disabled.  So, a few of the accessibility features on the website are that all links are keyboard accessible.  There is a larger default text size and high contrast colour and it also of course adheres to all the web accessibility standards as well.

I:
So what is the accessibility of some other popular social networking websites, what are they like?

P:
Well the accessibility of some of these sites does vary substantially and the thing is that these sites update their interface or the thing that you see when you load them up into a web browser and so it's often quite hard to keep up with what’s happening.   Generally we have found over the past few years, MySpace is about the worst and it's difficult if not impossible for someone who’s using a screen reader or who is even vision impaired to actually to get around the MySpace site.  YouTube has put a lot of work into their accessibility features and like Accessible Twitter, there is also an Accessible YouTube equivalent which is tube.majestyc.net.  And the last one which I think we are all familiar with is Facebook and Facebook does change its interface quite regularly.  It is somewhat accessible and it really depends on what you’re trying to do.

I:
And what are some of the common problems that people encounter when trying to use them?

P:
Well a lot of the problems that people encounter are the same as what you would encounter on any website that isn’t accessible.  Say headings aren’t identified correctly, link text is not descriptive or images don’t have appropriate tags or video doesn’t have caption.  And these last two points are particular prevalent on social media sites that do have a lot of photo sharing and video sharing.   One of the crucial problems though is, are captures and captures are a challenge response test, basically to make sure you are human.  It asks you to do something that a computer can’t do to make sure that you are who you say you are.  And a really interesting thing that has happened just recently and Facebook is actually using what’s called social captures.  And what they might do is they might show you a picture of one of your Facebook friends and you must enter your name, or you are given the name of one of your Facebook friends and you have to select the picture that they are in.  Now obviously this is going to be extremely challenging for someone who is blind and also potentially for people who are vision impaired as well.  There are accessible alternatives to your normal captures, but as yet Facebook hasn’t come out and said anything about what they’re going to do about an alternative for this new social capture role.

I:
So, the benefits Sarah, what are they for people with disabilities?


P:
Well look, the benefits of social networking actually for everyone are that they bypass systems, you can make new friends, you can participate in conversations between family members and communities that we live in and all over the world.  But I guess it breaks down some of those barriers that people with disabilities actually encounter.  Whether it be mobility or sight, that computer can be sort of a conduit or an outlet to be communicating with people and not having to be physically present in order to do that.

I:
That sounds really good.  And thank you for telling us all about that today Sarah. Now more information about new media can be found on the Media Access Australia website and you can visit mediaaccess.org.au and click on the New Media link.  Alternatively you can email Media Access Australia at info@mediaacess.org.au or you can call and this is what I’d be doing.  02 9212 6242, 9212 6242 for more information.  I have been speaking with Sarah Pulis, New Media Manager for Media Access Australia and Media Access Australia are supporters of this program.
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