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New University of Illinois Residence Hall Aims to Enhance Accessibility and Inclusion 

 

 

 
 

The new Ikenberry Commons Residence Hall will integrate students with severe physical 

disabilities with other University of Illinois students. 

 

 

Dorm life: two words that for most college graduates conjure up memories ï both good and bad 

ï of new people, loud noise, and close communal living. Unfortunately, people with the most 

severe physical disabilities are notably absent among these recollections because the transitional 

residential programs and services required to help them manage their daily living needs are not 

available on the majority of college and university campuses.  

  

Since 1981, the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign has filled this void by offering these 

services to residents of Beckwith Hall, a housing facility specifically designed to accommodate 

the needs of students who are not yet prepared to independently manage their personal assistant 

support service needs. Beckwith personnel assist students in the recruitment, selection, training, 

scheduling, and management of their personal assistance staff, while concurrently providing 

individualized training through the Transitional Disability Management Program, which helps 

them assume total control of their need for such services. The goal of Beckwith programming is 

to make it possible for graduates to go anywhere their lives and career aspirations take them, 

confident they can manage their own needs. Over the years, over 84 percent of Beckwith 

residents have graduated and over 90 percent have obtained employment or enrolled in graduate 

school within a year of completing their undergraduate degrees.  

 



In Fall of 2010, the University will mark another milestone in the advancement of its programs 

and services for students with the most severe physical disabilities when it moves the proven 

programs and services of Beckwith Hall out of the current facility and into the new, state-of-the-

art Ikenberry Commons Residence Hall and Dining Services Complex.   

 

The new facility will allow the Beckwith Program supports to be provided within the more 

inclusive setting of an integrated undergraduate residence hall. It will also serve as a living 

learning community, creating educational and social experiences not typically available on other 

campuses. Students without disabilities will learn more about living with disability through 

formal and informal immersive learning experiences. Beckwith students will be both closer to 

their peers and closer to campus, advantages that will enhance social and academic inclusion. In 

addition, students living in the facility will use the new dining hall that is being built within this 

complex, further integrating Beckwith students with the larger Illinois student community. 

 

Assimilating students with disabilities into residence halls with other Illinois students is the 

logical progression for the successful Beckwith model, according to Brad Hedrick, Director of 

Disability Resources and Education Services (DRES). 

 

ñDRES has led the way in making the complete university experience accessible for students 

with the most severe physical disabilities,ò he noted. ñNesting and integrating the Beckwith 

Program in the more inclusive environment of the Ikenberry Commons Residence Hall 

represents a significant step forward in the Universityôs continuing commitment to provide 

students with severe physical disabilities with academic and social experiences that approximate 

as nearly as possible those afforded all other students.ò 

 

Planned features for the customized residence hall include: 

 All Beckwith Program resident rooms located on the first floor 

 A completely accessible classroom/kitchen students can use to learn community living 

skills necessary for life outside the dorm 

 Accessible features such as pocket doors, keyless entries, and power door openers to 

individual rooms, Surehands ceiling lift systems, and electronically adjustable beds  

 A student lounge, computer lab, and laundry facilities 

 

This new Beckwith Program is being reconstituted as a partnership between DRES and the 

University Housing Division, allowing DRES to spend significantly less time on facility services 

and management and more time on its mission to provide the best programs and services 

possible to college students with severe physical disabilities, and to pioneer evidence-based 

practice and translational research that will lead to improved services for students with 

disabilities at all universities.  

 



 
 

Beckwith Model Provides Foundation for Independence 

 

By Brad Hedrick 

 

Kevin Fritz ascribes much of his personal and academic success to the support and training he 

received while living in Beckwith Hall. In particular, his participation in the Beckwith 

Transitional Disability Management Plan gave him the knowledge, skills, and self-confidence to 

live independently. After his sophomore year he spent the summer in Washington, DC working 

in the office of then-Senator Barack Obama on a congressional internship sponsored by the 

Mitsubishi Electric America Foundation and the American Association of Persons with 

Disabilities. 

 

Building on his experience of living independently during his summer internship, Kevin moved 

out of Beckwith Hall and into a campus apartment for the Fall 2008 Term at the University of 

Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. In addition to his studies, Kevin worked as an information 

systems research assistant with the Champaign County Christian Health Center. This summer, 

Kevin will be completing an internship at Carle Foundation Hospital in the office of the vice 

president of operations, and he will assume a teaching assistantship in the College of Liberal Arts 

and Sciences in the fall.  

 

Kevin has also been active on campus, serving as Director of Arts and Enrichment for the Illini 

Union Board, the largest programming board on campus, where he oversaw a budget of more 

than $120,000, and a committee of more than four dozen students. He joined the Illinois Student 

Senate to ensure that the interests of persons with disabilities were represented in student 

governance. He wrote several resolutions, but takes special pride in one that addressed accessible 

entries to establishments in the campus town area.  

 



 
Former Beckwith Hall resident Kevin Fritz poses on the Capitol steps with then-senator Barack 

Obama. 

 

In reflecting upon his experiences at Beckwith Hall, Kevin cites ñmemories that will last a 

lifetime,ò adding that ñfriends were made, good times were had, but most importantly, 

independence and leadership were established. Beckwithôs programs and staff encouraged me to 

try to be independent through my disability management plan and it really paid off.ò 

 

Kevin returns to the University of Illinois this fall as a senior majoring in health administration 

and health education, with a minor in informatics. He is also working toward a certificate in 

health information management so that he may pursue national credentials as a registered health 

information administrator. He plans to follow up his undergraduate work with two masterôs 

degrees, one in health administration and the other in information systems.  

 

Dr. Brad Hedrick is the Director of the Division of Disability Resources and Education Services 

(DRES) at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign, a multidisciplinary program that 

provides a wide range of comprehensive support services for students with disabilities. He 

presently serves as the Severe Physical Disabilities Coordinator for the Midwest Alliance and 

contributes to a wide array of research, educational, and policy-related initiatives that focus on 

improving postsecondary access and outcomes for persons with disabilities.   

 
 

 

 

http://www.disability.uiuc.edu/
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The information contained in this publication is based upon work supported by the National 

Science Foundation under Grant No. 0533197. Any opinions, findings, and conclusions or 

recommendations expressed in this material are those of the author(s) and do not necessarily 

reflect the views of the National Science Foundation. 

 

PIôs Corner 

 

Here in the Heartland, summer is a time of growth and activity. 

 

Nowhere is this more true than at the University of Illinois at Urbanan-Champaign, where our 

colleagues are providing leading-edge programs and services on behalf of the Midwest Alliance. 

The University of Illinoisô long and distinguished history providing unique and essential 

opportunities for students with disabilities is peppered with many notable ñfirsts.ò Chief among 

them: the University of Illinois was the first campus to provide students with access to all 

university services, curricula, and facilities; the first to develop architectural accessibility 

standards; the first to design and institute a wheelchair-accessible bus system; and the first to 

offer comprehensive wheelchair sports programming. 

 

 
This 1966 photo shows University of Illinois students boarding an air-conditioned bus that was 

equipped with a wheelchair lift and used for longer off-campus trips. Four similarly equipped 

city-type buses took students between residence halls or other housing units, classrooms and 

laboratories, and the Rehabilitation-Education Center. Photo courtesy of the Division of 

Disability Resources and Education Services at the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign. 



 

 

These milestones are the natural consequence of the comprehensive transitional and educational 

support services for students with disabilities that the campus has provided for nearly six 

decades. The intent of these supports is to optimize the postsecondary educational participation, 

rate of graduation, and employment of persons with severe disabilities. The program, which 

annually serves approximately 1,000 students, has met with proven results, including an 87 

percent graduation rate. Nearly 60 percent of participants obtain employment within a year of 

graduation, while another 32 percent enroll in graduate or professional schools. (See 

www.disability.uiuc.edu/files/best_practices_files/textonly/document1.html#2 to learn more.) 

 

This year the University of Illinois will build on this programming when they integrate these 

support services into a new campus residence hall where all students will live and learn together. 

In addition, their efforts at assisting students with psychiatric disabilities are breaking new 

ground, while at the same time increasing opportunities for students. Finally, just as they led the 

way with physical accessibility, they are now leading the way in virtual access with their work 

on web accessibility.  

 

Weôre pleased to be hosting two important events at the University of Illinois this summer:  

1) Our National Workshop on Psychological Disabilities, which takes place on June 22-23, 

will discuss successful practices and other methods to improve educational access. 

2) Exploration by Design: How Stuff Works immediately follows the National Workshop. 

The two-day session includes hands-on activities, experiments and discussion to explore 

how the way things work relates to design and STEM overall.  

 

Details about all of these exciting initiatives are provided in this issue of The Midwest Explorer. 

As for me, it has been a privilege to be affiliated with the leaders in our field at the University of 

Illinois. Thanks for taking time to learn about these and other activities we have underway. We 

appreciate your interest and support. 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Jay K. Martin  

Principal Investigator 

 

 

Best Practices for Web Accessibility: The Illinois Model  

By Jon Gunderson 

The typical approach to greater web accessibility is to rework existing content to meet the 

technical requirements of either the World Wide Web Consortium Web Accessibility Guidelines 

or Section 508 federal standards. This approach often results in web resources that are more 

technically accessible but still functionally unusable by many people with disabilities. To address 

this problem, the University of Illinois is spearheading efforts to improve accessibility of web 

resources by identifying best practices and creating automated authoring and auditing tools that 

improve access for all users, including people with disabilities.  



The University of Illinois Best Practices comprise specific strategies to help instructors and web 

developers understand how web authoring technologies, browsers, and assistive technologies 

interact to produce highly accessible and usable web technologies. In contrast to standards and 

guidelines, best practices are more fluid, evolving over time as new features and capabilities of 

markup languages, browsers, and assistive technologies become available. The ongoing 

collection of experiential information from people with disabilities and web developers is then 

used to create examples of best practice design, develop rules to test coding practices, and 

support integration of the rules into testing tools.  

 

In addition to accommodating the access needs of persons with disabilities, the creation of 

accessible web content based upon this approach makes content easier for search engines to 

index and provides a more consistent and usable interface for all users. Pages that are created 

using best practices are typically much smaller, therefore the content downloads faster ï a 

significant universal benefit since the number one web usability issue is download time.  

 

At present, the University of Illinois collects best practice information through the Illinois Center 

for Information Technology and Web Accessibility (iCITA) Best Practices working group 

(http://group.cita.uiuc.edu). Current activities designed to improve the native accessibility of 

current and future IT and web resources include: 

Web Best Practices Working Group  

http://html.cita.uiuc.edu/group.php 

Provides web developers with specific information about the HTML and CSS markup needed 

to create accessible web resources that comply with Illinois Information Technology 

Accessibility Act (IITAA) requirements. Participants include developers, disability and 

technology specialists, and people with disabilities from throughout the United States.    

IBHE Purchasing Agent Working Group 

http://purchasing.cita.uiuc.edu/group.php 

Supports the Illinois Board of Higher Education (IBHE) IT Accessibility Purchasing Group in its 

effort to assist purchasing agents from around the state of Illinois in implementing the IITAA.  

IBHE Web Accessibility Consortium 

http://ibhe.cita.uiuc.edu 

Led by the University of Illinois, a consortium of 18 community colleges and baccalaureate 

institutions throughout Illinois are working to foster systemic communication and collaboration 

on practices to enhance or ensure web resource accessibility. 

Web Accessibility Collaboration Working Groups 

http://collaborate.athenpro.org. 

The growing use of third party and open source software packages to deliver services to students, 

faculty, and staff poses significant accessibility concerns; changes to enhance accessibility of 

such resources can only be introduced by the owner/developer of the software or through 

participation in the open source development community. Current third-party collaborations 

entail the evaluation of a web application for accessibility issues, using Best Practices as the 

basis for evaluation.  

Illinois Functional Accessibility Evaluator (FAE) 

http://fae.cita.uiuc.edu 

The Functional Accessibility Evaluator (FAE) monitors and tracks the use of the iCITA Web 

Accessibility Best Practices. Using automatic validation of web accessibility features, this tool 

eliminates most of the time-consuming and inefficient manual checking required by other 

accessibility evaluation tools. It is currently a free web service, with more than 800 registered 

users.  
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Illinois Firefox Accessibility Extension  

http://firefox.cita.uiuc.edu 

The Illinois Firefox Accessibility Extension allows web authors to functionally test their web 

resources for accessibility and for people with disabilities to navigate the structure of web 

resources and restyle content to meet their needs. The extension is available as a free download 

at the Firefox Add-Ins website.  

Firebug Accessibility Extension Prototype 

http://wiki.codetalks.org/wiki/index.php/Firebug_Accessibility_Extension  

iCITA recently began working on a prototype of an A11y Firebug Accessibility Extension and is 

exploring user interface options for providing accessibility feedback to developers and the use of 

the Y-Slow technology for the rules engine. 

 

In the year ahead, the iCITA Best Practices working group will expand to include the 

development and refinement of best practices for PDF documents and dynamic HTML using 

ARIA technologies. The latter is being done in coordination with the Open Ajax Alliance 

(http://openajax.org) and in collaboration with Richard Schwerdtfeger of IBM. iCITA has 

already developed a large set of ARIA examples (http://test.cita.uiuc.edu/aria) using the ARIA 

style guide developed through the leadership of America Online 

(http://dev.aol.com/dhtml_style_guide). 

Dr. Gunderson is the Coordinator of Assistive Communication and Information Technology 

Accessibility for the Division of Disability Resources and Education Services at the University of 

Illinois at Urbana/Champaign. In addition to developing tools and resources for web 

accessibility, his work focuses on information technology accommodation for students, faculty 

and staff. His continued professional and research interests center on how to improve the design 

of information technologies for people with disabilities to achieve maximum performance and 

greater independence. He is the past chair of the W3C WAI User Agent Accessibility Working 

Group and is a current participant in the W3C WAI Protocols and Formats working group. 

April Conference Helps Instructors Aim for Success in STEM  

By Greg P. Stefanich 
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 Although approximately 3,000 students with profound physical disabilities or sensory 

impairments attend Iowaôs K-12 schools, few teachers and accommodation specialists are aware 

of the materials and resources available to support STEM instruction for these students. Likewise, 

many community college and regent institution personnel are unaware of possible 

accommodations for their students with disabilities who have interests in pursuing STEM careers.  

 At the Midwest Allianceôs working conference ñPlanning for Success in Science, Technology, 

Engineering, and Mathematics (STEM) for Students with Disabilities,ò hosted at the University of 

Northern Iowa on April 1-2, 2009, participants explored ways to improve attitudes toward and 

better support students with disabilities who are interested in STEM in secondary and 

postsecondary settings. 

 More than 200 high school science teachers, special education support staff, representatives 

from postsecondary offices of student disabilities, community college and four-year institution 

STEM instructors/professors, students, preservice teachers, and business and industry 

professionals attended panel presentations about how to support the transition from high school to 

postsecondary education; ways to support students transitioning from community colleges into 

STEM majors at four-year colleges and universities; options for resolution of issues; and 

advanced recommendations for improving the quality of STEM education for students with 

disabilities. 

 On the second day of the conference, panelists focused on assistive technologies and 

transition services for students with disabilities, culminating with oral and poster presentations of 

assistive technology devices designed by senior students in engineering from the University of 

Wisconsin-Madison.  


