17 April 2011 Interview with Sarah Pulis
(I: Roberta   P: Sarah Pulis)
I:
Sarah Pulis, New Media Manager at Media Access Australia has just returned from Washington DC, where she attended the world’s largest non-profit technology conference. As well as attending the conference, she also met with leading accessibility experts in Washington DC and Toronto and today Sarah is going to share some of her experiences with us. Welcome, Sarah.

P:
Thanks very much, Roberta.

I:
Now how did you come to attend the Non-profit Technology Conference?

P:
Well, I was actually very fortunate to be awarded a scholarship from Connecting Up Australia to attend the Non-profit Technology Conference along with two other recipients from Australia. I was given a $5,000 scholarship to attend the conference for my commitment to improving our organisation’s access to technology and social media.

I:
So can you tell us a little bit about the conference please, Sarah?

P:
Well, the conference is the world’s largest nonprofit technology conference and there was actually over 2,000 attendees there this year, which was just massive. In essence, the conference was about how nonprofit organisations such as Media Access Australia or Vision Australia can use technology effectively and keep up to date with the latest technological developments. So this includes how to communicate with your community through websites and social media such as Twitter or Facebook or blogging, but it also is how organisations can use technology internally, so anything from creating documents to creating websites.

I:
So what did you get out of it, Sarah?

P:
Well, I think the key thing that came through is there’s just so many ways to communicate with people, particularly within that social media space. In previous radio interviews, I’ve talked about social media and how it can break down barriers that are experienced by people with disabilities when it comes to communication and the conference really hammered this home for me. Just the way you can get messages out there and get information out there that people can actually access. There were a few sessions around web accessibility itself and how to develop accessible websites and I hope to see more discussion around ensuring social media is accessible and inclusive for all in the future.

I:
And who else did you meet in Washington DC?  Can you tell me that?

P:
Well, I did see the President go past in his blacked out car, so I did see him, but I did meet some staff from the Access Board and also the American Association of People with Disability. I met Catharine McNally who was the co-founder of Keen Guides and also an accessibility expert currently working with Homeland Security. So it was really great to talk to international colleagues about web accessibility and to share information and I’ll actually be presenting at the Connecting Up Australia Conference, who actually gave me the scholarship and talking about international web accessibility there.

I:
It’s always a good thing to get together and share information, isn’t it?

P:
Oh, it’s absolutely fantastic and often we find we’re facing similar problems. One of us may have already tried a solution that works or doesn’t work and that sort of information is invaluable.

I:
Now, I hear that you’re particularly excited about the work being done at Inclusive Design Research Centre in Toronto?

P:
Yes. The Inclusive Design Research Centre in Toronto is really doing some amazing work. One example is they have some really great practical instructions that show people how to create accessible Office docs. So not just Word documents, but also spreadsheets and PowerPoint. These are really useful resources and I think we often forget that it’s just as important to make documents accessible as we send them via email as is it is when we, say, put a document up on the web or create web content. They’re also doing lots of projects that are a lot more technical in nature that will ultimately help increase web accessibility. 

I:
Well, I hope to have you back to talk about all of that in the future.

P:
Oh, I would love to, Roberta.

I:
Well, thanks for talking with us today, Sarah. Media Access Australia has recently launched their brand new website with some great information about access to media. Visit the new website at mediaaccess.org.au, that’s all one word, mediaaccess.org.au. Alternatively, if you have a specific question, you can email Media Access at info@mediaaccess.org.au or call (02) 9212 6242. I’ve been speaking with Sarah Pulis, New Media Manager at Media Access Australia and Media Access Australia are supporters of this programme. 
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