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Introduction 

 

Part of the University of Wisconsin – Whitewater’s mission statement is “to create 

and maintain a positive and inviting environment for multicultural students, 

students with disabilities, and nontraditional students, and provide support services 

and programs for them.” As such, providing programs and events that are inclusive 

and accessible is a vital part of achieving the mission of the university. 

Accessible programming is vital to create an inclusive environment in which all 

members of the UW-Whitewater community can be involved, especially because at 

some point in their lifetime, 70% of Americans will have either a temporary or a 

permanent disability.  Currently, just under 8% of total students enrolled at UW-

Whitewater are students with disabilities registered with the Center for Students 

with Disabilities (Summer 2015).   

Planning accessible meetings and events may seem overwhelming at first; 

however, with a few tips it can become routine. There are three basic types of 

barriers when planning accessible events: physical, instructional, and attitudinal. 

Physical barriers largely are concerned with space and venue; instructional barriers 

are connected to any advertisements, presentations, communications, or activities; 
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and attitudinal barriers are related to the willingness of facilitators to remain open, 

flexible, and adaptable.  

This handbook provides tips and checklists to help in planning accessible programs 

and events. The handbook is organized chronologically in event-planning steps and 

will address the aforementioned barriers to accessible planning.  
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Venue 

Physical accessibility of a venue is necessary for providing an accessible event for 

people with mobility, visual, or hearing impairments. When picking a location for 

an event, consider the room itself, as well as the surrounding area. Is transportation 

to the venue accessible? Are there other accessible options nearby? Other 

considerations are included in the sample checklist below. For more details 

regarding measurements and Department of Justice’s Title III of the Americans 

with Disabilities Act, please visit www.ada.gov.   

 

Venue Checklist  

� Barrier-free, clearly marked, well-lit entrance 

o You may have to add temporary ramps, lighting, signage, etc. to 

create a more accessible facility  

� Entrances and hallways are wide enough to accommodate wheelchairs and 

scooters  

� Entrances include ramps, elevators, etc. 

� Doors are easy-to-open and include push button door openers and light 

doors. 

www.ada.gov
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� Any large glass doors or windows are marked with bright door frames, 

stickers, or signs 

� Entrances include slip-resistant, level surfaces 

� Any stairs have continuous handrails on both sides and no open risers 

� Tactile ground surface indicators signal stairs and ramps for people with 

visual impairments  

� Area includes toileting and watering areas for service animals 

� Any desks or tables are at a height accessible to wheelchairs or scooters and 

includes knee clearance under the desk 

� There are clear signs (Braille and tactile signage advised) 

� Elevators are clearly marked, include easily-reached call buttons with audio 

and visual signals, are well-lit and wide enough for people in wheelchairs or 

with service animals to maneuver, and include two-way emergency 

communication 

� Wide doorways and hallways with clearly marked exits  

� Even and stable paths of travel  

� Clearly marked accessible restrooms  

� Emergency procedures for people with disabilities and procedures to 

respond to medical issues or emergencies  

� Televisions with closed-captioning 
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� Well-lit areas or adjustable lighting  

� Quiet break space in close proximity to rooms 

� Seating aisles that are at least 36 inches wide to accommodate wheelchairs 

or scooters 

� For larger events, interpreters, assistive listening devices, roving 

microphones for audience questions, secured and covered cables and cords, 

and air circulation controls may also be helpful 
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Promotional Material 

When communicating about your program, promotional materials are necessary. 

There are simple ways to increase the accessibility of these items, as listed in the 

checklist below.  

Notes on communication materials: 

Use person-first language like “person with a disability” rather than “disabled 

person” to focus on the person rather than their ability level.  

Including a statement of inclusion and accommodation can also be beneficial. Here 

is an example of this: “We welcome people with disabilities. For questions about 

accessibility or to request an accommodation, please contact _______ at _____ or 

via email at ______.”  

Offer a range of accommodation options to best accommodate a range of abilities.  

Promotional Material Checklist 

� Include a statement that the program is accessible and a request for 

accommodations statement 

� Designate a contact person to address accommodation requests 

� Identify any barriers that cannot be eliminated before promoting the event 

� Offer materials in alternative formats 
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� Provide a variety of registration or contact options to accommodate different 

ability levels (online, telephone, texting, email) 

� Include large, legible print 

� Advertise in a variety of formats like Braille, large print, electronic files and 

more 

� Consider including images of people with various ability levels and the 

universal symbols of access (http://www.aarts.net.au/resources/universal-

access-symbols/) 

Presentations and Activities 

There are many simple ways to make the information and activities in a program 

more accessible.  

Presentation and Activities Checklist 

� When requesting speakers, consider the diversity and ability level of the 

speaker. They may have accommodation needs as well 

� Ask presenters to submit presentations ahead of time so accessible copies 

can be made if necessary  

� Announce when the meeting/event begins and ends 

� Introduce any interpreters or other service providers 

http://www.aarts.net.au/resources/universal-access-symbols/
http://www.aarts.net.au/resources/universal-access-symbols/
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� Orally describe the room layout and location of emergency exits, 

food/beverages, and restrooms 

� Inform attendees of any writing or reading activities so people with visual, 

cognitive, or motor impairments can fully participate; activities may need to 

be adapted to be more accessible to different attendees  

� Include a range of possible activities so that people can participate 

differently and as desired 

� Keep the presentation clear, simple, concise, and organized; start and end 

with a summary of key points  

� Avoid using gestures and visual points of reference or materials without also 

using verbal descriptions 

� Avoid acronyms, jargon, and idioms; fully explain any new vocabulary  

� Always face the audience and do not cover your mouth when speaking 

� Stand in good light and use a microphone in a large group 

� If using an interpreter: 

o Do not walk around while speaking 

o Speak to the person for whom the interpreter is working, not the 

interpreter  

o Speak clearly and at a pace that allows accurate interpretation  
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� Ensure that large font and print copies are available; provide written 

descriptions of images. Provide extra time to look at visual materials and use 

a variety of communication methods for different learning styles (some 

verbal, some pictures, some text) 

� Check in with participants for understanding 

� Provide hard copies of any readings and captions for any videos  

� Instruct participants to wait to be called on and speak clearly; repeat 

questions from audience before responding; allow written questions 

� Allow people with visual or learning disabilities to tape events  

� Reserve seats in front of presenters for people with visual, hearing, or 

cognitive impairments; ensure that all accessible seating is integrated within 

the room. 

� Allow for breaks and pauses  
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Materials and Handouts 

Beyond the tips included in previous sections, there are many ways to increase the 

accessibility in terms of the formatting of materials that are handed out at events.  

If you require registration or if you have someone call about accommodations, you 

can include a statement that lets attendees know about alternative formats (Braille, 

large print, audio, disk, other) available upon request. 

Materials Checklist: Making Handouts Accessible for People with 

Visual Impairments  

� Use large (at least 14-point), sans serif fonts like Helvetica, Verdana or 

Arial; avoid stylized typefaces 

� Avoid blocks of capital letters, underlining, or italicizing for more than a 

few words 

� Avoid using PDFs unless they are made accessible 

� Spell out numbers 

� Align text on the left 

� Do not hyperlink URLs because underlining reduces readability  

� Do not place text over or wrap text around images 

� Use at least 1.5 line spacing 
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� Use black text and cream paper or a single color for documents on colored 

paper. Do not use pink, red, or green if color paper is required; use pastel 

blue or yellow paper. 

� Avoid glossy finishes or thin papers 
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Meals and Social Functions 

Checklist 

� Provide chairs with arms; avoid fixed seating attached to tables 

� Be sure that tables are an accessible height (28 – 34 inches) 

� Ensure room under tables for wheelchairs to roll under, space between 

seating areas, and room for everyone to maneuver safely and independently  

� Avoid seating persons with disabilities in one area or on the fringes of the 

venue 

� Avoid self-serve meals or have personal assistants on hand 

� Include a variety of foods including finger foods that do not require utensils 

or plates  

� Consider dietary needs and clearly mark those food items; place them on 

separate platters 

o Ideally, include a list of ingredients in the food, if possible; this will 

help accommodate any allergies and food sensitivities 

� Avoid tablecloths 
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Volunteer/Facilitator Training 

Regardless of what program/event you are planning, be sure to prepare any 

facilitators to be open and adaptable to creating a more accessible and inclusive 

environment. Be sure to appoint someone to take the lead on accessibility. If there 

are any questions in the planning process, be sure to contact the Center for 

Students with Disabilities. While planning the program, discuss visible and 

invisible disabilities, ranging from physical disabilities to learning, cognitive, and 

mental health impairments. Be sure to review all aspects of the program to assure 

accessibility.  
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Effective and Respectful Communication 

Every Person 

� Treat everyone with respect 

� Focus on the person, not their ability level 

� Respectfully ask what will make each person the most comfortable; ask if 

they need assistance; never assume they need help 

� Do not make decisions for the person 

� Address everyone directly, rather than addressing their interpreter 

People who Use Wheelchairs/Scooters 

� Pull up a chair to speak on their level 

� Never lean on, push, move, or touch someone’s mobility device 

People who have Visual Impairments 

� Introduce yourself and others; identify your job or role 

� Ask the person their name 

� Avoid visually-oriented references, and be descriptive when talking or 

giving directions 

� Do not touch service animals, and walk on the opposite side of the service 

animal 
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� If the person needs to be guided, offer your arm. Always get permission 

before touching or guiding someone.  

� Let the person know when you are leaving 

� Find good lighting, but avoid too-bright lighting  

People who are Hard of Hearing 

� Ask the person how they prefer to communicate (sign language, speaking, 

gesturing, or writing) 

� If you have trouble understanding the person, let them know. Be sure to 

clarify understanding. Do not pretend to understand when you do not. 

� Face the person when talking; find a well-lit room 

� Speak clearly and avoid gum or obscuring your mouth; speak with a normal 

tone and volume 

� Eliminate background noise and speak one at a time 

� Ask, if you have any doubts, ask if the person understood you 

� If there are announcements or calling of names, notify those who are deaf 

and provide alternatives  

People with Speech Difficulties 

� Ask each person what will make them most comfortable 

� Listen carefully and give the person your full attention 
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� Do not pretend to understand if you don’t. If you don’t understand, ask the 

person to repeat. If you still are unable to understand, ask the person to write 

or use an alternative mode of communication. 

� Do not interrupt  

� Find a quiet space.  
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People with Cognitive or Learning Disabilities 

� Ask each person what will make them most comfortable 

� Listen carefully, speak clearly, and check for understanding. 

� Use clear, concrete language; do not overload with too much information 

� Allow the person time to process and ask questions 

� Find a quiet place without distractions 

People with Developmental Disabilities 

� Ask each person what will make them most comfortable 

� Speak clearly with simple words and concrete concepts; break down 

complex concepts into small parts 

� Do not use “baby” talk 

� Verify responses by repeating questions in a different way 

� Allow time for decision-making and respect the person’s schedule and 

routine 

� Model the pace of speech and vocabulary on that of the person 

� If you are unsure if the person understood, ask them to repeat the 

information 
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People with Psychosocial Conditions 

� Ask if there is a preferred time to communicate, and schedule 

communications in the late morning or early afternoon 

� Keep pressure of the situation to a minimum  

� Use automated reminders to highlight times and locations of events 

� Provide written instructions 

� Allow for breaks 

Post-Program Survey 
 

When looking to improve accessibility, include a survey at the end of programs 

regarding how you did in terms of accessibility. By including a survey, planners 

will know how to create better programs in the future.  
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Conclusion 

When it comes to accessible programming, there is always room for improvement. 

There continues to be advancements in accessible technology, and, as such, it is 

vital that those working to plan programs and events stay up-to-date on ways to 

best serve their attendees. When planning programs and events, accessibility 

should always be considered in order to provide an inclusive living, learning, and 

engaging environment.  

For more information on campus, contact the Center for Students with Disabilities 

or Residence Life’s Diversity Advocates.  


