
A move toward accessibility requires both a cultural and 
technological paradigm shift. Yet the true potential resides in 
what people achieve when they partner to prioritize access. 
This concept was vividly demonstrated during Princeton’s 
inaugural Global Accessibility Awareness Day event in April.

“Princeton is deeply committed to providing an inclusive 
educational and working environment for all the members 
of our community,” said Vice Provost Michele Minter in her 
opening remarks. “We must be a place where everyone’s 
perspectives, experiences, and talents are valued.” As 
GAAD demonstrated, that commitment extends beyond 
those who call Princeton home. During her keynote address, 
international disability-rights advocate Haben Girma 
received real-time audience feedback for the first time via a 
unique haptic feedback device. Created for Girma by a pair 
of Princeton undergraduate students, it was a profound and 
moving example of technology’s ability to empower. 

Global Accessibility Awareness Day was inspired by a 2012 
blog post written by Toronto web developer Joe Devon. 
There, he made the case that it was time for accessibility 
practices to be mainstreamed among developers. “For 
some people, an accessible Internet literally makes a world 
of difference,” he wrote, envisioning a day each year when 
developers would raise awareness. 

During a keynote that emphasized the transformative 
capacity of inclusivity in higher education, Girma – the 
first deafblind Harvard Law School graduate and a Forbes 
30 under 30 honoree – brought Devon’s point to life. Had 
the schools she attended not provided access, she would 
not have been able to complete her education. Of her 
time at Harvard she said: “They engaged in an interactive 
process. We brainstormed – what are the challenges, what 
are the potential solutions – and we found ways to make it 
work.” Girma described inclusion not as a project, but as a 
practice. “It’s a choice that we all make,” she noted. “Some 
small, some big, but that will impact how inclusive our 
communities are.”

In the past, Girma presented such talks by memory, 
unable to gauge or react to audience response. This time, 
things were different. With her input, Transformations in 
Engineering and the Arts (STC309) students Nora Bradley 
’18 and Max Greenwald ’17 devised a wearable device 
through which audience sentiment could be communicated 
via vibrations. The students tracked audience reactions 
then transmitted the data to Girma via device signals. One 
buzz indicated positive engagement, two confusion, and 

three disengagement. Made possible with the support of the 
Keller Center, the project was conceptualized and kicked off 
by the UXO in advance of the event. Girma called the result 
history-making. “The potential to create devices is right here 
in Princeton,” she said. “You all can shape the future. We all 
have the power to make our communities more inclusive.”

During the event, Bradley ’18 and Greenwald ’17 spoke 
about their approach, inspired in part by the feedback-
mechanism within Facebook Live. “How can we take 
something that inherently doesn’t have meaning and then 
change it into something that does have meaning?” Bradley 
said. “There’s been a lot of research into haptic information 
and haptic communication that really shows that if you give 
someone a message they can learn it the same way that 
they would learn a language.” In turn, Girma praised their 
vision. “There are many ways to engage with the world and 
when we’re creative and our communities choose to be 
inclusive then we can have full access to information.”

Princeton’s event was the first to be hosted by an Ivy 
League University as part of what will become an annual 
series. The Office of Information Technology, sponsored 
the event in partnership with the Office of the Vice Provost 
for Institutional Equity and Diversity, the Office of Disability 
Services, the Campus Conversation on Identities, and 
Princeton’s Employee Resource Groups. Community 
partner, The New Jersey Commission for the Blind and 
Visually Impaired, was also in attendance. 

To make inclusivity tangible, the event featured creative 
experiences, such as a promotional poster written only in 
Braille, rendering it unusable to sighted participants. “If 
society hadn’t changed the rules, somebody who is deaf 
and blind would never have found success in school like 
this,” Sian says. “But Girma is brilliant, and has so much 
value to add, and she was able to find that because her 
university was accessible to her.” His hope is that events like 
GAAD will galvanize those who want to foster a culture of 
inclusivity at Princeton. 

“Given how important technology has become for access 
to modern life, to access to the University, it’s incumbent 
upon us as IT professionals to think about how we erect 
barriers that prevent people from getting access to these 
tremendous resources that we have available,” said Jay 
Dominick, Vice President for Information Technology and 
CIO. “That’s the call for us as technologists. That’s the call 
for us as University employees. That’s the call for us as 
humans.”
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