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Making Accessibility Visible
Design to Reduce Cognitive Load



“...more often than not we teach online courses that do 

not reach our students who have visual, hearing, 

physical, learning, and dozens of other disabilities”

Sushil K. Oswal
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How do we make our 
online courses accessible 
to all students?



What small changes can 
make big differences for 
online learners?



4 test your course on a mobile device

3 add simple visuals

2 revise the design of the page to improve navigation

1 reduce the amount of text on the page
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> learning
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> cognitive
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Cognitive Load?



Dual Channels

"People have separate 
channels for processing 
visual/pictorial material and 
auditory/verbal material" 
(35).
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Four Practical Suggestions



1 reduce the amount of text on the page

Multimodal Assignment Template

Your multimodal assignment should be written for students in a writing class (first-year comp, 
or related course). Your goal is to provide enough information and guidance so that a student 
understands what is expected and can successfully complete your assignment. 

You can choose any type of assignment you like, as long as it is appropriate for a first-year 
comp course (or similar course, with my OK), and as long as it includes some multimodal 
elements (in other words, the students compose using multiple media). 

In addition to the written assignment sheet, you should also create a short (5-min max) video 
to introduce and explain the assignment to your students. 

This assignment will form the centerpiece for the four-week learning unit you will build, so it 
needs to be substantial enough that you would devote about four weeks to work on it in a 
first-year comp class.    

(146 words)
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1 reduce the amount of text on the page

Multimodal Assignment Template

Write for students in a first-year writing class. Provide enough information so that a student 
understands what is expected and can successfully complete your assignment. 

Choose any type of assignment as long as it is appropriate for a first-year comp course , and as 
long as it includes some multimodal elements. 

In addition, create a short (5-min) video to introduce and explain the assignment. 

This assignment will form the centerpiece for your four-week learning unit. Plan to devote 
about four weeks to work on it in a first-year comp class. 

(89 words)



2 revise the design of the page to improve navigation

Multimodal Assignment Template

● Write for students in a first-year writing class. 

Provide enough information so that a student understands what is expected and can 
successfully complete your assignment. 

● Choose an assignment that includes some multimodal elements. 
● Create a 5-minute video to introduce and explain the assignment. 

This assignment will form the centerpiece for your four-week learning unit Plan to 
devote about four weeks to work on it in a first-year comp class. 



3 add simple visuals

Multimodal Assignment Template

● Write for students in a first-year writing class. 

Provide enough information so that a student 
understands what is expected and can successfully 
complete your assignment. 

● Choose an assignment that includes some 
multimodal elements. 

● Create a 5-minute video to introduce and explain 
the assignment. 

This assignment will form the centerpiece for your 
four-week learning unit Plan to devote about four weeks 
to work on it in a first-year comp class. 

   Multimodal assignment 

    =  Words + Pictures



From this...

Multimodal Assignment Template

Your multimodal assignment should be written for students in a writing class (first-year comp, 
or related course). Your goal is to provide enough information and guidance so that a student 
understands what is expected and can successfully complete your assignment. 

You can choose any type of assignment you like, as long as it is appropriate for a first-year 
comp course (or similar course, with my OK), and as long as it includes some multimodal 
elements (in other words, the students compose using multiple media). 

In addition to the written assignment sheet, you should also create a short (5-min max) video 
to introduce and explain the assignment to your students. 

This assignment will form the centerpiece for the four-week learning unit you will build, so it 
needs to be substantial enough that you would devote about four weeks to work on it in a 
first-year comp class.    
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...to this.

Multimodal Assignment Template

● Write for students in a first-year writing class. 

Provide enough information so that a student 
understands what is expected and can successfully 
complete your assignment. 

● Choose an assignment that includes some 
multimodal elements. 

● Create a 5-minute video to introduce and explain 
the assignment. 

This assignment will form the centerpiece for your 
four-week learning unit Plan to devote about four weeks 
to work on it in a first-year comp class. 
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4 test your course on a mobile device
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