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Balance the Scales: Alt texts and alternative versions

RACHEL: Hi, I'm Doctor Rachel Woodlock and I'm a lecturer in Islamic Studies at the Asia Institute in the Faculty of Arts.
Last year I saw an article explaining how some students can't access information in images or PDF files. They need content that can be read by assistive technology, so it's really important they have text alternatives for images and HTML pages or Word documents instead of PDFs.
I wanted to make my content accessible, but I was a bit worried at first. I dreaded the idea of converting my entire back catalogue of teaching material. But student equity is really important, so I thought the best first step to get going was rather than converting my back catalogue, instead I would start right where I was right then and there and move forward. 
I uploaded PowerPoints for my lecture slides and used Word docs for excerpts instead of PDFs. I also started popping in text alternatives for new images. In PowerPoint I add alt texts by right clicking images and select 'View alt text', and in the LMS I add them by clicking on the little Ally speedometer on the LMS page. 
It's become so fast it's like second nature now. If I see the little red dial on the Ally speedometer, I know there's something I may have accidentally missed, but that's actually becoming quite rare now.
I have found that GenAI tools can help. For anything proprietary, I use Spark AI to convert PDFs to text. Spark can also convert tables to a more accessible format like a list or a paragraph. Spark may not handle images yet, but as long as the image isn't confidential or proprietary, I can still upload it to another AI tool and ask for a draft alt text. 
Now if a low vision student does start, they'll have access to content straight away without needing to wait for disability services. I also know that some neurodivergent students struggle with long PDF documents that don't have a table of contents, and students with slow Internet connections depend on alt texts, so it helps a range of students.
I'm really glad I made this change because it helps balance the scales for students who otherwise can't access my teaching materials.
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