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Research Study Proposal: Digital Curb Cuts in Higher Education (Phase 1)
Background and Context

Decisions about the design of spaces, whether they be physical or digital, impact who can access them
and how people experience them. The concept of Universal Design emerged in the 1980s with a focus
on designing spaces, environments, and systems that maximized the ability of all people to access them
and engage within them, without creating unintended barriers or the need for additional supports for
some users (Centre for Excellence in Universal Design, 2026b). A key concept within Universal Design is
the Curb Cut Effect (Oxford Review, 2026). This stems from the realization that adding curb cuts to
walkways to facilitate wheelchair access can benefit people with diverse needs and circumstances
beyond wheelchair users (e.g., cyclists, parents with strollers, people with luggage, delivery workers,
etc.). The Curb Cut Effect demonstrates that deliberate design decisions to accommodate specific
accessibility needs actually benefit everyone, not just those with identified disabilities. The concept of
digital curb cuts carries the Curb Cut Effect into digital environments, telling us that taking intentional
steps to facilitate access and meet digital accessibility standards likewise benefits all users (Bureau of
Internet Accessibility, 2022).

In the field of education, the concept of Universal Design has been adapted into the Universal Design for
Learning (UDL) framework (CAST, 20264, b). This framework facilitates overt decisions about the design
of teaching and learning spaces, environments, resources, and activities that maximize access and
engagement with learning opportunities for all students, to the greatest extent possible. In addition to
the instructional design of learning experiences, modern students are impacted by technical design
decisions about the digital environments they interact within. A set of Universal Design principles to
maximize the usability of digital environments for diverse users has been developed by the World Wide
Web Consortium (W3C, 2025a). These Web-Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) have guided the
development of legal frameworks for digital accessibility, such as the Accessibility for Ontarions with
Disabilities Act (AODA, 2005; Digital Accessibility Strategies, The Chang School, 2019). Other Canadian
jurisdictions look to the established WCAG and AODA examples as they implement their own
accessibility legislation, such as the Province of Nova Scotia’s Accessibility Act (2017). The WCAG 2.2.
standards have also been codified as a global standard for the design of digital environments by the
International Standards Organization under ISO/IEC 40500:2025 (I1SO, 2025; W3C, 2025b).

What the UDL (CAST, 20264, b) and WCAG (ISO, 2025; W3C, 2025b) guidelines mean for higher
education programs is that there are existing standards that inform how to maximize access,
engagement, and accessibility when leveraging digital learning environments. Within the Education
Department of the School of Education and Health at Cape Breton University, undergraduate and
graduate-level programs utilize such platforms as the Moodle (n.d.) learning management system and
the Microsoft (2025c) Teams virtual meeting and collaborative workspace environments. Students also
frequently interact with digital environments such as CBU’s Library website and databases (n.d.). What
this research aims to determine is the extent to which and the way these environments are
implemented impact the ability of students with diverse abilities and needs to access learning
opportunities. This will be examined along both technical and pedagogical dimensions. Focal questions
relate to whether the implementation of digital learning environments facilitate access to learning,
enhance that access, inhibit it, or prevent it. Understanding how students experience access and
accessibility within CBU’s digital learning environments is important because it can help faculty and the



institution to better meet the needs of diverse students, regardless of disability status. However, there
are also moral, ethical, and legal imperatives to address common accessibility issues for the benefit of
students with disabilities, regardless of whether the institution knows about their status. Nova Scotia
(2026) notes that “37.9% of Nova Scotians aged 15 and older live with one or more disabilities” and that
“disabilities can be visible or invisible... [which] means you may not always know when someone has a
disability.” Granjon et al. (2025) estimate that "invisible disabilities account for 70—-80 % of all
disabilities." In a 2016 ruling, the Ontario Human Rights Commission emphasized that universities and
university faculty had an obligation to address basic accessibility standards, and that students with
disabilities (who represent an already disadvantaged demographic) should not be forced to disclose or
provide documentation to receive basic accessibility accommodations (CBC Radio, 2026; Ontario Human
Rights Commission, 2016; Power, 2024; Zlomislic, 2016).

In response to these obligations and the need to design accessible digital learning environments that do
not require disability disclosure, this research aims to examine and implement digital curb cuts within
higher education digital learning environments.

The research will be conducted in four phases:

e Phase 1: Student Perceptions and Experiences

e Phase 2: Faculty Perspectives and Recommendations

e Phase 3: Design/Develop Digital Curb Cuts Interventions

e Phase 4: Graduated Implementation and Impact Evaluation

During the first phase, researchers will examine students’ perceptions of access and accessibility within
the digital learning environments used within the CBU Education Departments on-campus and online
undergraduate and graduate-level Education programs. The second phase will examine faculty
perspectives on challenges in the implementation of UDL and WCAG principles when using digital
learning environments to share resources and facilitate engagement with their students. The results of
the first two phases will inform the design and development of interventions, such as technical
infrastructure enhancements, professional development training, and faculty supports. The final phase
of this research will include multiple stages and will involve deliberate technical and pedagogical
changes, where warranted, within the digital learning environments for target courses within Education
programs. The impacts of such changes will be examined through a repeat of the initial phases’ survey of
student perceptions.

Note that this proposal concerns Phase 1 of this research.
Key Terms and Concepts
Access

Merriam-Webster (2026) defines access as "permission, liberty, or ability to enter, approach, or pass to
and from a place or to approach or communicate with a person or thing," "freedom or ability to obtain
or make use of something," and "a way or means of entering or approaching." In the context of digital
learning environments, the term "access" will be used to mean the ability of learners to enter into,
engage with, and make use of learning resources and opportunities.

Accessibility



Accessibility Services Canada (2026) defines accessibility as "the design of products, devices, services, or
environments for people who experience disabilities." The term "accessibility" will be used to mean
technical design elements that either enhance the ability of all users to "access" digital learning
environments and resources, regardless of diagnosed disability status.

Curb Cut Effect

Oxford Review (2026) defines the Curb Cut Effect as “a phenomenon where accessibility features
designed to aid a specific, marginalized group end up benefiting a much broader population.”

Digital Curb Cuts

The application of the Curb Cut Effect within digital environments, whereby the availability of
accessibility features and adherence to digital accessibility standards benefits users beyond those with
diagnosed disabilities. As noted by Bureau for Internet Accessibility (2022), “many digital accessibility
features have broad appeal beyond the populations they built to support.”

Universal Design

The Centre of Excellence in Universal Design defines Universal Design as "the design and composition of
an environment so that it can be accessed, understood and used to the greatest extent possible by all
people regardless of their age, size, ability or disability."

Universal Design for Learning

“A framework to improve and optimize teaching and learning based on what we know about the human
brain” (CAST, 2026a).

Statement of the Problem

The underlying question to be explored by the first phase of this research is one of how students
experience access and accessibility to learning opportunities through digital learning environments at
Cape Breton University. This research aims to examine whether CBU’s digital learning environments
promote access and accessibility to learning opportunities, or present barriers to learning. This will
include looking at students’ experiences within environments such as the Moodle (n.d.) learning
management system, the Microsoft Teams (2026c) virtual meeting and virtual collaborative workspace
platform, and the CBU Library website and databases (CBU, n.d.). It will examine the impacts of general
platform layout and aesthetic design elements, the organization of resources, compliance with web
accessibility standards (W3C, 2025a), and instructional design elements such as the integration of
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles (CAST, 20264, b). Students will also be asked whether they
relied on accessibility services through the Jennifer Keeping Centre (CBU, 2026a) to support their
learning success within CBU’s digital learning environments.

As previously stated, Phase 2 of this research will explore faculty perspectives and experiences with
access and accessibility in CBU’s digital learning environments, including awareness of and challenges to
meeting accessibility standards and integrating UDL principles. The findings of Phases 1 and 2 will inform
Phase 3, which will focus on design and developing interventions, including appropriate faculty
professional development, and technical and instructional design supports. Phase 4 of the research will



involve graduated implementations of interventions and examine their impacts on students’
experiences with CBU’s digital learning environments.

The foundations of this research are highlighted in the Conceptual Framework presented in Figure 1.
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Overarching Research Question: How can digital curb cuts be effectively implemented in higher education digital
learning environments to enhance accessibility for a wider range students without requiring disability disclosure?

Research Questions (Phase 1)

1. What are students’ perceptions and experiences of access and accessibility within CBU’s digital learning
environments?

a. To what extent do CBU’s digital learning environments promote access to learning opportunities?

b. What accessibility enablers and/or barriers do students perceive within CBU’s digital learning
environments, and how do they experience them?

c. What accessibility enablers and/or barriers do students perceive and experience as a result of
instructional design elements within their courses in CBU’s digital learning environments?

2. What technical or instructional design elements within CBU’s digital learning environments do students
identify as requiring attention to promote access and accessibility?

Significance of the Research

This research aims to examine the students’ experiences with access and accessibility within CBU’s digital learning
environments. It aims to answer questions that could inform decisions about technical infrastructure, digital learning
environment implementation, and faculty support and professional development that could maximize students’
experience with access and accessibility in their learning. Such decisions could support CBU’s compliance with relevant
accessibility standards (e.g, WCAG), and position the university as a leader in meeting the principles of the Nova Scotia
Accessibility Act (2017).

Proposed Methodology (Phase 1)

This research will employ a mixed-methods approach (Creswell & Creswell, 2018), designed to capture both
guantitative and qualitative data.

Logic Model

A logic model can be used to map how data inputs for this research will translate into activities, outputs, and short and
long-term outputs (Lang et al., 2017). The logic model for this research project are presented in Table 1.
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Table 1
Logic Model for the Digital Curb Cuts in Higher Education Research Project

Inputs

Activities

Outputs

Short-Term
Outcomes

Long-Term
Outcomes

Phase 1 Student
Survey Data.

Phase 1 Student
Interview/Focus
Group Data.

Phase 2 Faculty
Survey Data.

Phase 3 Student
Survey Data.

Phase 3 Student
Interview/Focus
Group Data.

Quantitative and
qualitative statistical
analysis of student
survey data.

Qualitative analysis
of student
interview/focus
group data.

Quantitative and
qualitative statistical
analysis of faculty
survey data.

Quantitative and
qualitative statistical
analysis of student
survey data.

Qualitative analysis
of student
interview/focus
group data.

Tables and figures of
guantitative and
qualitative survey
results.

Tables and figures of
qualitative survey
results.

Thematic analyses of
survey and
interview/focus
group data.

Tables and figures of
guantitative and
qualitative faculty
survey results.

Determination of
themes for faculty
intervention
development.

Tables and figures of
guantitative and
qualitative survey
results.

Tables and figures of
qualitative survey
results.

Thematic analyses of
survey and
interview/focus
group data.

Determination of
themes for faculty
survey development.

Development of
faculty interventions.

Redevelopment of
participant faculty’s
digital learning
spaces.

Sustainable data-
informed decision-
making and faculty
supports for the
implementation of
more accessible
digital learning
spaces.
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Data Sources
Data sources for the Digital Curb Cuts in Higher Education research project will include:

e Phase 1 Student Surveys (quantitative and qualitative data).
e Phase 1 Student Interviews/Focus Groups (qualitative data).
e Phase 2 Faculty Surveys (quantitative and qualitative data).

e Phase 3 Student Surveys (quantitative and qualitative data).
e Phase 3 Student Interviews/Focus Groups (qualitative data).

Types of Data

To fully explore students’ perceptions and experiences with access and accessibility while using CBU’s digital learning
environments, this research will examine two primary categories of data (Knapp et al., 2016).

Demographic Data

Demographic data for Phase 1 will include information about students’ ages, level of study (undergraduate or
graduate-level programs), program of study (Bachelor of Education, Graduate Certificate, or Master of Education
programs), mode of study (on-campus, online, or hybrid course delivery), and student self-identification as a person
with a disability. This data will be used to determine if there are differences in perceptions and experiences of access
and accessibility with the use of digital learning environments between different demographic populations, programs
of study, and modes of study.

Demographic data for Phase 2 will be determined following the analyses of the Phase 1 survey and interview/focus
group data.

Perception Data

Perception data for Phase 1 will include a mix of quantitative survey data (Likert-style questions), qualitative survey
data (open-response questions), and interview/focus group responses (open responses to semi-structured
interview/focus group questions). This data will be used to triangulate emerging themes of students’ perceptions of
access and accessibility within CBU’s digital learning spaces. It will also be used to expand understanding of those
emerging themes and their implications for both technical and pedagogical design aspects to be addressed during
subsequent phases of the research.

Perception data for Phase 2 will be determined following the analyses of the Phase 1 survey and interview/focus group
data.

Data Collection and Analysis

Students’ perceptions of access and accessibility within CBU’s digital learning environments will be explored through
the use of an online survey and follow-up interviews or focus group sessions.

Participant Selection

Participants in Phase 1 of this research study will be students currently enrolled in either on-campus or online
undergraduate and graduate-level Education programs at Cape Breton University. Student participants will be
recruited through an email invitation (Appendix 4) to participate in an online survey (Appendix 1). The student survey
will include a question whereby participants can indicate their interest in potential participation in an upcoming
interview or focus group session. A positive response will launch a second survey (Appendix 2), where participants can
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provide their contact information for the purposes of interview or focus group scheduling. Email invitations and the
surveys themselves will include a link to the full Letter of Informed Consent (Appendix 5).

Phase 1 Survey

For the Phase 1 survey, CBU’s Microsoft (2026b) Forms platform will be used to distribute a branching survey to all
students enrolled in undergraduate and graduate-level programs within the Education Department. Upon completion
of the survey, participants will be asked if they would like to be contacted about participating in either a follow-up
interview of focus group session. Participants who indicate such interest will be directed to a separate survey, also
facilitated using Microsoft Forms, to gather their contact information. A separate survey will be used to maintain the
anonymity of participants’ previous survey responses.

Upon completion of the phase 1 survey data collection period, all survey responses will be extracted from CBU’s
Microsoft Forms application in Excel spreadsheet format and deleted from the server. The extracted data will be
stored on a password-protected external hard drive (which will, in turn, be stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible
only to the researcher(s)). Survey data will be analyzed using either Microsoft (2025a) Excel, or specialized quantitative
data analysis applications such as SPSS (IBM, n.d.).

The primary survey questions are provided in Appendix 1. Contact information questions for the secondary survey are
provided in Appendix 2.

Phase 1 Interviews/Focus Groups

Interviews and/or focus groups will be facilitated using CBU’s Microsoft Teams virtual meeting platform. This platform
has been chosen because the researchers and all current CBU students have secure access to the system, and because
all meeting data is stored on data servers controlled by the institution. The application’s automatic transcription and
meeting recording features will be used to generate transcripts and recordings of all interview and/or focus group
sessions.

Upon completion of the interview and/or focus group sessions, the transcripts and video recordings will be
downloaded and deleted from the server and stored on a password-protected external hard drive (which will, in turn,
be stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the researcher(s)).

For data analysis purposes, a participant identification key will be developed, and participant identification numbers
will be used to replace usernames in all session transcripts. The participant identification key will be stored on the
password-protected external hard drive (which will, in turn, be stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the
researcher(s)). Interview and/or focus group transcript data will be analyzed using either Microsoft (2025a) Excel, or
specialized qualitative data analysis applications such as NVivo (Lumivero, 2026) or Tableau (Salesforce, 2026).

Initial questions for the follow-up interview or focus group sessions are provided in Appendix 3.
Proposed Research Timelines

The phases and components of the proposed research study are presented in Figure 2.
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PHASE 3

Winter
2028+

Student Surveys of
Digital Tool Use and
Accessibility Issues
(Round 2, limited to
participant Faculty

courses)

Student Survey Data
Analysis

Paper Write-Up /
Conference
Presentation
Submission
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Ethical and Legal Considerations
Ethics Review

This research will involve human participants. All prospective participants will be of the age of majority,
and will be students within undergraduate or graduate-level programs with the Education Department
of the School of Education and Health at Cape Breton University. As such, all prospective participants are
anticipated to be able to provide informed consent to either participate, or the decline participation in
this research study. While the researchers do not foresee anything beyond minimal risk to participants,
it is possible that some participants may feel discomfort disclosing their own potential disabilities, or
their experiences within their courses and digital learning spaces resulting from their disabilities.

As this research will involve human participants, this research will be subject the review by the CBU
Research Ethics Board prior to commencement (Cape Breton University, 2026b). That process will
involve the submiss of a standardized CBU REB Ethics Review form, along with copies of any research
instruments to be used (Appendices 1, 2, and 3), the draft Email Invitation Script (Appendix 4) and the
draft Letter of Informed Consent (Appendix 5). Researchers will also provide the CBU REB with
verification of their current TCPS-2 certification (Government of Canada, 2022) (Appendix 7).

Informed Consent

Prospective participants will be provided with information about the potential risks and benefits of this
research through an informed consent letter, which will be included as a preamble before completing an
anonymous online survey (with a link provided to download a PDF copy of the informed consent letter).

A copy of the Informed Consent letter to be used has been included as Appendix 5.
Researchers’ Relationships to Participants

Both researchers are also instructors within the Education Department and, as such, have a potential
teaching relationship with prospective participants.

Since the primary Phase 1 survey is anonymous, it is not anticipated that the teaching relationship
between the researchers and the prospective participants will create a conflict of interest, as it will not
be possible for the researchers to identify survey respondents. Additionally, the surveys will not solicit
any information that could identify specific courses within CBU’s Education programs.

For the Phase 1 follow-up interviews and/or focus groups, initial survey respondents are not obligated to
participate. Participation is strictly voluntary, and contact information of interested student participants
will be collected and stored separately from initial survey responses.

If it is determined that students who are interested in participating in a follow-up interview or focus
group have a teaching relationship with one of the researchers that could create a conflict of interest,
that participant will be interviewed by the other researcher. (Potential student participants who have
conflict-of-interest relationships with both researchers may be excluded from selection for a follow-up
interview or focus group session.)

Upon completion of the interview and/or focus group sessions, the transcripts and video recordings will
be downloaded and deleted from the server and stored on a password-protected external hard drive
(which will, in turn, be stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the researcher(s)).
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For data analysis purposes, a participant identification key will be developed, and participant
identification numbers will be used to replace usernames in all session transcripts. The participant
identification key will be stored on the password-protected external hard drive (which will, in turn, be
stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the researcher(s)).

Duty to Disclose

The following “Duty to Disclose” statement will be included in the Informed Consent Letter for student
participant recruitment (Appendix 5 in the supporting documents attached):

Please note that the researchers do have a "Duty to disclose" suspected abuse or neglect of a
child or adult in need of protection. Under section 23(1), Nova Scotia Children and their Family,
The Protection of Children and Adoption (1990) states that “Every person who has information,
whether it is confidential or privileged, indicating that a child is in need of protective services
shall forthwith report that information to an agency.” Agency is defined as “an agency continued
by or established and incorporated pursuant to the act...” that is, Nova Scotia Department of
Community Service Child Welfare. This may vary across provinces within Canada and different
regions outside of Canada.

Office of Child and Family Wellbeing Service (Province of Nova Scotia, 2018):
e Cape Breton-Victoria District Office Phone: 1-902-563-3400
e Provincial Office Phone: 1-877-424-1177
e Provincial Office (After Hours): 1-866-922-2434
Privacy and Data Protection

All data for the survey administrations with CBU-affiliated participants will be collected using
anonymous online surveys hosted using a secured (Canadian) Microsoft (2026b) Forms survey system.
No information will be collected that could potentially identify any research participants.

Upon completion of the phase 1 survey data collection period, all survey responses will be extracted
from CBU’s Microsoft Forms application in Microsoft (2026a) Excel spreadsheet format and deleted
from the server. The extracted data will be stored on a password-protected external hard drive (which
will, in turn, be stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the researcher(s)).

All data for the interview/focus group sessions with CBU-affiliated participants will be collected using a
Microsoft (2026c) Teams account administered by Cape Breton University.

Upon completion of the interview and/or focus group sessions, the transcripts and video recordings will
be downloaded and deleted from the server and stored on a password-protected external hard drive
(which will, in turn, be stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the researcher(s)).

For data analysis purposes, a participant identification key will be developed, and participant
identification numbers will be used to replace usernames in all session transcripts. The participant
identification key will be stored on the password-protected external hard drive (which will, in turn, be
stored in a locked filing cabinet accessible only to the researcher(s)).
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Data Retention and Destruction

Upon completion of this research, all electronic data will be stored for a period of five (5) years. This
period has been selected to provide sufficient time for conducting data-analysis, and in case there are
guestions regarding data analysis procedures and accuracy following the completion of the data
collection and dissemination of the research results. At that point, data will be destroyed through the
use of a hard disk data “shredder” application such as Semivio Technologies (2026) File Shredder,
followed by the complete reformatting of the hard disk device.

Dissemination of Results

The results of the research study will be prepared for publication as one or more journal articles, and
potentially as submissions for conference presentations (anticipated Fall 2026/Winter 2027).
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Appendix 1: Digital Curb Cuts Student Experience Survey

After careful review of the Informed Consent Statement [Include Informed Consent Statement
(Appendix 5)]:

1. Do you consent to participate in this research survey? [Yes/No]
Section 1: Demographic Questions
1.1. What is the level of your current studies at CBU? [Multiple Choice]
a) Undergraduate
b) Graduate
1.2.Mode of Study: [Multiple Choice]
a) On-campus program
b) Online program
1.3.What age group best describes you? [Multiple Choice]
a) 18-29
b) 30-39
c) 40-49
d) 50+
e) Prefer Not to Say
1.4.Gender Identity: Do you identify as: [Multiple Choice]
a) Male
b) Female
c) Non-binary
d) Other
e) Prefer Not to Say
1.5. Do you identify as a person with a physical disability? [Multiple Choice]
a) Yes (please describe}
b) Yes (prefer not to describe)
c) No
d) Prefer Not to Say

1.6.Do you identify as a person with a learning disability: [Multiple Choice]

20



a) Yes (please describe}
b) Yes (prefer not to describe)
c) No
d) Prefer Not to Say

1.7.Do you identify as neurodivergent? [Multiple Choice]
a) Yes (please describe}
b) Yes (prefer not to describe)
c) No
d) Prefer Not to Say

1.8.Do you identify as a member of a marginalized group? [Multiple Choice]
a) Yes (please describe}
b) Yes (prefer not to describe)
c) No
d) Prefer Not to Say

Section 2: Digital Learning Environment Questions

2.1.How often have you used the following digital platforms as part of your current program of
study at CBU?

Rating Scale:
e 0= Never
e 1 =Rarely (a handful of times throughout a term)
e 2 =0ccasionally (once to four times a month)
e 3 =Frequently (once to four times a week)
e 4 =Regularly (five to six times a week)

e 5 =Required (daily / required to participate in my course(s) and/or to interact with
learning content)

Platform Options: [Likert/Rating Scale]
a) Moodle (learning management system)
b) Microsoft Teams (virtual meetings and collaborative applications)

c) CBU Library Website and Databases



d)
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Other (please specify):

2.2.How do you typically access the following digital platforms as part of your current program of
study at CBU?

Rating Options:

Not Applicable
Only using a computer or laptop.

Mostly using a computer or laptop, and sometimes via a mobile device (smartphone or
tablet).

Only using a mobile device (smartphone or tablet).

Mostly using a mobile device (smartphone or tablet), and sometimes using a computer
or laptop.

Platform Options: [Likert/Rating Scale]

e)
f)
g)
h)

Moodle (learning management system)
Microsoft Teams (virtual meetings and collaborative applications)
CBU Library Website and Databases

Other (please specify):

2.3.Thinking about your use of CBU’s digital platforms as part of your program and courses:

Rating Scale

0 = Not applicable to me.

1 = It makes it impossible for me to use.

2 = It makes it difficult for me to access my learning.

3 = Neither a negative nor positive impact on access to my learning.
4 = |t makes it easier for me to access my learning.

5 = It would not be possible for me to access my learning without it.

General Moodle Questions [Likert/Rating Scale]

a)

Ability to connect to the system while on campus.

b) Ability to connect to the system while at home, or away from campus.

c)

Logging into the system.

d) Home page / dashboard layout.



f)

g)
h)

j)
k)
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Text size.

Text fonts.

Text colors.

General color scheme.

Interactivity with screen reader or text-to-voice tools.

Having access to course materials and resources for my on-campus courses.
Having access to course materials and resources for my online courses.

Ability to interact, and share my thoughts and questions with my instructor and
classmates.

Moodle Course Questions [Likert/Rating Scale]

a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)
i)

j)

k)

p)

q)

Home page / dashboard layout.

Text size.

Text fonts.

Text colors.

General color scheme.

Interactivity with screen reader or text-to-voice tools.

General course organization.

Ability to find what | need to be studying and doing right now.

Ability to find assignment instructions and submission portals.

Having access to course materials and resources for my on-campus courses.
Having access to course materials and resources for my online courses.

Ability to interact, and share my thoughts and questions with my instructor and
classmates.

Ability to access and interact with print/text-based learning resources.

Accessibility of multimedia resources (including closed captions and transcripts for audio
and video resources).

Access to a variety of formats of learning resources.
Access to a range of options for the completion of coursework and assignments.

Are there any specific beneficial aspects of your ability to interact with your courses in
Moodle that you would like to comment on? [Open Response]



r)

Are there any specific negative aspects of your ability to interact with your courses in
Moodle that you would like to comment on? [Open Response]

Microsoft Teams Questions [Likert/Rating Scale]

a)
b)
c)
d)
e)
f)
g)
h)
i)
j)
k)
1)

m)

n)

o)
p)

q)

Ability to connect to the system while on campus.

Ability to connect to the system while at home, or away from campus.
Logging into the system.

Home page / dashboard layout.

Text size.

Text fonts.

Text colors.

General color scheme.

Interactivity with screen reader or text-to-voice tools.

Having access to course materials and resources for my on-campus courses.
Having access to course materials and resources for my online courses.

Ability to interact, and share my thoughts and questions with my instructor and
classmates.

Ability to access and interact with print/text-based learning resources.
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Accessibility of multimedia resources (including closed captions and transcripts for audio

and video resources).
Access to a variety of formats of learning resources.
Access to a range of options for the completion of coursework and assignments.

Are there any specific beneficial aspects of your ability to interact with your courses in
Microsoft Teams that you would like to comment on? [Open Response]

Are there any specific negative aspects of your ability to interact with your courses in
Microsoft Teams that you would like to comment on? [Open Response]

CBU Library Website / Databases Questions [Likert/Rating Scale]

a)
b)
c)

d)

Ability to connect to the system while on campus.
Ability to connect to the system while at home, or away from campus.
Logging into the system.

Home page / dashboard layout.



n)

o)

p)
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Text size.

Text fonts.

Text colors.

General color scheme.

Interactivity with screen reader or text-to-voice tools.

Having access to course materials and resources for my on-campus courses.
Having access to course materials and resources for my online courses.
Ability to access and interact with print/text-based learning resources.

Accessibility of multimedia resources (including closed captions and transcripts for audio
and video resources).

Access to a variety of formats of learning resources.

Are there any specific beneficial aspects of your ability to interact with CBU Library
resources that you would like to comment on? [Open Response]

Are there any specific negative aspects of your ability to interact with CBU Library
resources that you would like to comment on? [Open Response]

2.4.Which of the following tools do you use when interacting with CBU’s digital learning
environments and resources to help you as part of your program of study?

Rating Scale

0 = Never

1 = Rarely (fewer than 2 times per course)

2 = Occasionally (once or twice per month)

3 = Sometimes (more than 2 times per month)
4 = Frequently (at least once per week)

5 = Regularly (most times | access my course resources)

Digital Tool Options [Likert/Rating Scale]

a)

b)

d)

Screen reader application (Google Read&Write, Microsoft Reader, NVDA, JAWS, Mobile
screen reader, etc.)

Closed captions for audio and/or video.
Transcripts for audio and/or video.

Screen/text size magnifier (browser zoom feature, application zoom feature, pinch-and-
zoom, etc.).



e) Dark mode (for computer, mobile access).
f) High-contrast mode.
g) Keyboard navigation.
h) Al-based applications to summarize digital learning resources.
i) Al-based applications for other accessibility reasons.
j)  Other specialized accessibility tools.
Section 3: Accessibility and Learning Supports Questions
3.1.Have you ever applied for, or received supports from the Jennifer Keeping Center? [Yes/No]
Branching Questions (if “Yes”)

3.2.1f yes, how did you determine that you needed to contact the Jennifer Keeping Center?
[Multiple Choice]

a) Not Applicable

b) Self-Referral due to existing accessibility needs.

c) Self-Referral due to difficulties experienced in one (or more) of my courses.
d) Instructor suggestion/referral.

e) Colleague/classmate suggestion/referral.

f) Student Services suggestion/referral.

g) Other (please specify):

3.3.If yes, how would you rate your experience with applying for and/or accessing supports from
the Jennifer Keeping Center?

a) 0= Not Applicable

b) 1 = Very Difficult

c) 2 =Somewhat Difficult
d) 3= Neutral/Neither

e) 4 =Easy

f) 5=Very Easy

3.4.1f yes, were those supports required in order for you to access or interact with your learning
resources, instructor, or classmates, through either: [Multiple Choice]

a) Not Applicable

b) Moodle (learning management system)
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c) Microsoft Teams (virtual meetings and collaborative applications)
d) CBU Library Website and Databases
e) Other (please specify):

3.5.1f yes, were those supports required in order for you to complete course assignments or
assessments? [Multiple Choice]

a) Not Applicable
b) Completion of Course Assignments
c) Completion of Course Quizzes or Exams
d) Other (please specify):
3.6.If yes, what types of supports did you receive? [Open Response]

3.7.1f yes, was there anything that needed to be/could be modified about CBU’s digital learning
environments that could impact your need for additional supports from the Jennifer Keeping
Center? [Open Response]

Section 4: Open Response Questions

4.1.In what ways, if any, have CBU’s digital learning platforms and resources affected your learning
experience?

4.2.What aspects of CBU’s digital learning platforms and resources, if any, do you find effective for
or you would like to see more of? Give one or two examples.

4.3.What aspects of CBU’s digital learning platforms and resources, if any, do you find least useful or
would like to see changed? Give one of two examples.

4.4.How could CBU use additional digital tools or resources to improve your ability to access your
learning, or to improve your learning experience?

4.5.Think of the way instructors use CBU digital platforms and resources to offer course content,
activities, tasks, and assignments. What approaches work well or could be improved? Give one
or two examples.

4.6.Additional Comments
Section 5: Follow-Up Interview/Focus Group Questions

5.1.Would you be interested in being contacted for participation in a follow-up interview or focus
group as part of this research? [Yes/No]

e Yes — Directs participants to survey submission with a link to a separate questionnaire to
provide contact information.

e No — Directs participants to survey submission without a link to a separate questionnaire
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Appendix 2: Digital Curb Cuts Follow-Up Interview/Focus Group Survey

You have indicated that you would be interested in participating in a follow-up interview or focus group
session as part of this research. Please provide the following information so that we can contact you if
you are selected for participation.

Important Note

The information that you provide here is not connected to your anonymous responses to the previous
survey questions.

Include Informed Consent Statement (Appendix 5)
1. Do you consent to participate in this research survey? [Yes/No]
Demographic Questions:
1. Your Name: [Open Response]
2. Preferred Email Contact: [Open Response]
3. Optional Additional Email Contact: [Open Response]
4. Do you identify as a person with a disability? [Multiple Choice]
a) Yes
b) No

c) Prefer not to say
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Appendix 3: Focus Group Questions

After careful review of the Informed Consent Statement [Include Informed Consent Statement
(Appendix 5)]:

1.

Do you consent to participate in this interview/focus group? [Yes/No]

Preliminary* Interview/Focus Group Questions

*Researcher may add further probing questions, where warranted.

1.

2.

What do the concepts of access and accessibility mean to you?

Thinking about your program of study in general, or specific courses that you have taken, how
would you say that CBU’s digital learning environment (Moodle, Teams, Library website and
databases, etc.) have enabled you to access and engage with your learning, your instructor, and
your classmates?

Are there any specific examples of features that you would like to see more of in CBU’s digital
learning environments (to make it easier for you to access and engage with your learning)?

Thinking about your program of study in general, or specific courses that you have taken, how
would you say that CBU’s digital learning environment (Moodle, Teams, Library website and
databases, etc.) have hindered your ability to access and engage with your learning, your
instructor, and your classmates?

Are there any specific examples of things that you would like to see less of, or stopped
completely, in CBU’s digital learning environments (to make it easier for you to access and
engage with your learning)?

Have you ever used additional digital tools, or specialized applications, to help you to engage
with your learning within CBU’s digital learning environments? If so, could you describe what
additional tools you have used, and why?

Have you ever had to access additional support services to help you to engage with your
learning within CBU’s digital learning environments? If so, could you describe what additional
supports you needed?

Would you say that your need for additional supports was caused by something that could be
changed within CBU’s digital learning environments? Or with the design of your course activities
and assessments?
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Appendix 4: Email Invitation Script

Date to be sent: March 27, 2026
Sender: Dr. Rob Power and Dr. Rima Al-Tiwal
Target audience: Students registered in undergraduate and graduate-level Education programs at CBU

Subject line: Optional Research Study: Digital Curb Cuts in Higher Education

Header: Digital Curb Cuts in Higher Education

Body:

This message is being sent on behalf of Dr. Rob Power and Dr. Rima Al-Tawil (Cape Breton University
School of Education and Health). You are invited to participate in an optional research study Digital Curb
Cuts in Higher Education. Participation is entirely voluntary and there is no obligation nor need to
participate if you do not want to do so. Please direct inquiries to Dr. Rob Power (Rob Power@cbu.ca) or
Dr. Rima Al-Tawil (rima_al-tawil@cbu.ca).

Participation in this research study will include the completion of one survey, with the option to
participate in an upcoming interview or focus group session. The insights you share in the survey will
serve to inform other phases of this study that aims to improve access and accessibility features of
CBU’s digital platform and resources for students with diverse abilities and needs, therefore elevating
the Universal Design Learning for you and your peers.

If you are interested in participating in this study, please access the survey at
https://forms.office.com/r/OvzPcleZpm

Note — the full research project information letter and informed consent are available through this
survey link and at INFORMED CONSENT - Digital Curb Cuts Phase 1 Survey.pdf.

If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, complaints, or adverse events,
please contact:

e Jared Walters, Cape Breton University Research Administration Officer, Facilitation and
Outreach at ethics@cbu.ca or (902) 563 — 3196

e Virginia Gunn, Co-Chair, Cape Breton University Research Ethics Board at Virginia_ Gunn@cbu.ca

e Shauna MacDonald, Co-Chair, Cape Breton University Research Ethics Board at
shauna_macdonald@cbu.ca

This study has been reviewed by the Cape Breton University Research Ethics Board [REB file # 2026009]
on 25 February 2026.

Sincerely,
Dr. Rob Power
Associate Professor, Education, Cape Breton University


mailto:Rob_Power@cbu.ca
mailto:rima_al-tawil@cbu.ca
https://forms.office.com/r/0vzPc1eZpm
https://mycbu-my.sharepoint.com/:b:/g/personal/rob_power_cbu_ca/IQATwsvnMLgNS7fK5CCKr5elARco9q5nk77NzN6gkIqIPHU?e=PO0lhN
mailto:ethics@cbu.ca
mailto:Virginia_Gunn@cbu.ca
mailto:shauna_macdonald@cbu.ca

Dr. Rima Al-Tawil
Assistant Professor, Education, Cape Breton University
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Appendix 5: Informed Consent
Informed Consent (Student Survey)

INFORMED CONSENT
Digital Curb Cuts in Higher Education

Research Purpose

The underlying question to be explored by the first phase of this research is one of how students
perceive and experience access and accessibility to learning opportunities through digital learning
environments at Cape Breton University. This research aims to examine whether CBU’s digital learning
environments promote access and accessibility to learning opportunities, or present barriers to learning.
This will include looking at students’ experiences within environments such as the Moodle learning
management system, the Microsoft Teams virtual meeting and virtual collaborative workspace platform,
and the CBU Library website and databases. It will examine the impacts of general platform layout and
aesthetic design elements, the organization of resources, compliance with web accessibility standards,
and instructional design elements such as the integration of Universal Design for Learning (UDL)
principles. Students will also be asked whether they relied on accessibility services through the Jennifer
Keeping Centre to support their learning success within CBU’s digital learning environments.

Researchers
e Dr. Rob Power (Associate Professor, Education, Cape Breton University).
e Dr. Rima Al-Tawil (Assistant Professor, Education, Cape Breton University).

This study has been reviewed by the Cape Breton University Research Ethics Board [File # 2026009] on
25 February 2026.

RESEARCH DESCRIPTION

Eligibility Criteria
To participate in this study, you must be enrolled in studies in either an undergraduate or graduate-level
Education program Cape Breton University.

What you will be asked to do as part of this research:
You will be asked to complete an online survey. At the end of the survey, you will be asked if you would
like to be contacted for potential participation in an upcoming interview or focus group session.

Notification of Research Findings:
Final findings of this research study will be submitted for publication as one or more journal articles and
may also be submitted for presentation at educational technology-themed academic conferences.

Risks and Discomforts:

We do not foresee any risks associated with participation the study. Your participation in this research
study will not impact your participation in your teacher preparation program, or your grades on any
course assignments.
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Benefits of the Research and Benefits to You:

This research aims to examine the students’ perceptions and experiences with access and accessibility
within CBU’s digital learning environments. It aims to answer questions that could inform decisions
about technical infrastructure, digital learning environment implementation, and faculty support and
professional development that could maximize students’ experience with access and accessibility in
their learning. Such decisions could support CBU’s compliance with, and position the university as a
leader in meeting the principles of the Nova Scotia Accessibility Act (2017).

Voluntary Participation:

Your participation in the study is completely voluntary, and you may choose to cease your participation
in this research at any time before or during the data collection phases. To withdraw your participation
from a survey as part of this research study, simply close your browser before completing the survey
and your responses will not be recorded. Once a survey has been submitted, your responses cannot be
withdrawn. To withdraw your participation from an interview or focus group session as part of this
research study, you may decline an invitation to a scheduled session before the start of that session.
During the session, you may indicate (spoken or via the chat tool within the virtual meeting room) your
intention to withdraw. If you exit an interview or focus group session once it has started, but do not
indicate (spoken or via the chat tool) your intention to withdraw, the researcher(s) will contact you
within one (1) week of the session to confirm your intention to withdraw, or if your exit was due to
technical reasons (and you wish your existing session responses to be included for the research study).

CONFIDENTIALITY

All information collected is anonymous and will only be used as part of research work being carried out
by researchers at Cape Breton University. However, due to the size of the research participant pool, it
may not be possible to guarantee complete anonymity. All data collected will be stored in a secure
location. Access to questionnaires will only be granted to the researchers listed above or assistants
working directly for them. Data, when reported, will be in aggregate form. No personally identifiable
information will be given out at any time.

Collection of Demographic Information

No personally identifiable demographic information will be collected as part of the main survey for
research study. If you indicate your interest in being contacted about potential participation in an
upcoming focus group session, your name and email contact information will be collected through a
separate survey link. It will not be possible to connect this information to your previous survey
responses.

Data Storage

All data will be stored on a password-protected external digital storage device (not connected to the
Internet), which will be secured in a locked storage facility for a period of five (5) years after completion
of the research. All data on the digital storage device will be deleted, and the device itself will be
reformatted to prevent the recovery of deleted data.

In the unlikely event of a data breach, it will not be possible for personally identifiable information to be
obtained through unauthorized access to data collected through the main initial survey.

Duty to Disclose
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Please note that the researchers do have a "Duty to disclose" suspected abuse or neglect of a child or
adult in need of protection. Under section 23(1), Nova Scotia Children and their Family, The Protection
of Children and Adoption (1990) states that “Every person who has information, whether it is
confidential or privileged, indicating that a child is in need of protective services shall forthwith report
that information to an agency.” Agency is defined as “an agency continued by or established and
incorporated pursuant to the act...” that is, Nova Scotia Department of Community Service Child
Welfare. This may vary across provinces within Canada and different regions outside of Canada.

Office of Child and Family Wellbeing Service:

e Cape Breton-Victoria District Office Phone: 1-902-563-3400
e Provincial Office Phone: 1-877-424-1177
e Provincial Office (After Hours): 1-866-922-2434

QUESTIONS ABOUT THE RESEARCH

If you have questions about the research study in general or about your role in the study, please feel
free to contact:

e Dr. Rob Power, Associate Professor, Education, Cape Breton University, Rob Power@cbu.ca, or
e Dr. Rima Al-Tawil, Assistant Professor, Education, Cape Breton University, rima_al-tawil@cbu.ca

If you have any questions about your rights as a participant in this study, complaints, or adverse events,
please contact:

e Jared Walters, Cape Breton University Research Administration Officer, Facilitation and
Outreach at ethics@cbu.ca or (902) 563 — 3196

e Virginia Gunn, Co-Chair, Cape Breton University Research Ethics Board at Virginia_ Gunn@cbu.ca

e Shauna MacDonald, Co-Chair, Cape Breton University Research Ethics Board at
shauna_macdonald@cbu.ca

INFORMED CONSENT

By selecting “I AGREE,” | acknowledge that | have been informed of the purpose of this research and
agree to participate in this survey.

Note: Should you decide not to participate at this point, select “ DO NOT WISH TO CONTINUE,” and this
survey will end without recording any responses.

Note: By selecting “l AGREE,” this form you do not give up any of your legal rights against the
investigators, sponsor or involved institutions for compensation, nor does this form relieve the
investigators, sponsor or involved institutions of their legal and professional responsibilities.


mailto:Rob_Power@cbu.ca
mailto:rima_al-tawil@cbu.ca
mailto:ethics@cbu.ca
mailto:Virginia_Gunn@cbu.ca
mailto:shauna_macdonald@cbu.ca
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Appendix 6: Research Biographies

Dr. Rob Power
Associate Professor, Education, Cape Breton University

Dr. Rob Power is currently an Associate Professor of Education at Cape Breton University. He has an
extensive background in educational technology integration and instructional design for online and
blended learning in K12, post-secondary, and workplace training contexts. Dr. Power has worked as an
instructional design consultant and as the Leader of the Online Learning team with the Fraser Health
Authority in British Columbia, Canada. He has also served in leadership roles with the International
Association for Mobile Learning (IAmLearn) and the Canadian Network for Innovation in Education
(CNIE). Dr. Power is also a founding member of the Pedagogy, Education and Technology Lab (PETL) and
the International Research Network for Innovative Sustainable and Seamless Learning (IRN-ISSE), and
president of Power Learning Solutions.

Dr. Rima Al-Tawil
Assistant Professor, Education, Cape Breton University

Dr. Rima Al-Tawil is a distinguished educator and researcher specializing in distance and digital
education, with a particular focus on electronic nonverbal cues (eNVC) in online learning environments.
She holds a doctorate in education from Athabasca University and a master’s degree in adult education
from Yorkville University. Her work primarily explores the underexplored world of nonverbal
communication in asynchronous online discussions. Dr. Al-Tawil currently serves as an assistant
professor in Digital Pedagogies at Cape Breton University and works as a training and communication
specialist for a major utility company. This dual role allows her to blend her expertise in art, education,
communication, and research to craft innovative educational experiences.

Her diverse career includes roles as an instructor, senior learning consultant, and instructional designer
across both academic and corporate settings. Additionally, she is a certified member of the Ontario
College of Teachers (OCT), a researcher-weaver, and a deeper-learner. This unique combination of
artistic talent and academic rigor enhances the research-driven educational initiatives she designs and
implements, bringing a distinctive blend of creativity and scholarly rigor to her roles.
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PANEL ON
RESEARCH ETHICS TCPS 2: CORE

Navigating the ethics of human research

Certificate of Completion

This document certifies that

Rob Power

has completed the Tri-Council Policy Statement:
Ethical Conduct for Research Involving Humans
Course on Research Ethics (TCPS 2: CORE)

Date of Issue: 14 January, 2019
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Student Artificial Intelligence Use Acknowledgements

Cape
Breton
University

Did you use any Generative Artificial Intelligence (Al) powered tools or applications in the conceptualization or creation
of ANY part of this work?

L1 YES (If yes, complete the Al Tool Use Description table below)

NO (If no, skip to the Declaration section)

Al Tool Use Description
Insert additional table rows as needed.

article “ABC.” |
consulted the
GenAl outputs
when making
decisions about
which source
materials to use.

drafting an outline

Al Tool/Application How the Tool Was | Applicable Have You Have You Acceptability of
(Include relevant Used Sections/Stages Included Any Included Tool Use
links) Required Transcripts of (for Instructor
Citations?? Your Tool Use Use)
(asan
Appendix)?
Example: ChatGPT Fact-checking ChatGPT was only Yes Yes
credibility of used for the
sources found in Literature Review
journal Section while

Declaration

By providing my name below, | confirm that this submission fairly represents my own work and learning. | have read, understood
and agree to adhere to the fair and responsible use of Artificial Intelligence and technologies in my work (Refer to ChatGPT,
Generative Al, and Writing and How to use and NOT use Al tools, as well as specific policies on the use of Al tools from your course

syllabus). | will maintain student academic integrity, respect privacy and data security, and uphold the ethical standards of the
institution as outlined in the CBU Code of Student Conduct and the CBU Academic Integrity Handbook.

Name: Dr. Rob Power

Course: EDUC5107: Data Driven Research

Assignment: Assignment 3: Data Driven Research Proposal

Date: 2026-04-24

! For guidance on how to properly cite Al-generated content, refer to "6.3 Citing Al" from the Academic Integrity Handbook (Cape

Breton University, 2020). https://pressbooks.atlanticoer-relatlantique.ca/acadintegritycbu/chapter/citing-ai/



http://chatgpt.com/
https://www.cbu.ca/current-students/student-services/writing-centre/chatgpt-and-generativeai/
https://www.cbu.ca/current-students/student-services/writing-centre/chatgpt-and-generativeai/
https://libguides.cbu.ca/c.php?g=734809&p=5287845
https://www.cbu.ca/current-students/safety-security-respect/code-of-student-conduct/
https://pressbooks.atlanticoer-relatlantique.ca/acadintegritycbu/
https://pressbooks.atlanticoer-relatlantique.ca/acadintegritycbu/chapter/citing-ai/
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