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TL;DR: 
A government contract gives the team an op-
portunity to deep dive into accessibility and 
we become experts in the matter. Along the 
way we learn a lot about our own internalized 
ableism and learn to put our pride to the side.
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Accessibility is one of those things you hear 
a lot of companies talk about but then not 
actually do. Or will attempt to do the bare 
minimum because they managed to get 
themselves in trouble with a group or the 
federal government.

I feel I’ve always had a stronger background in 
it than most, my alma matter has one of the 
largest deaf and hard of hearing populations at 
a university in the country. So understanding 
our own internal ableist dialogue and seeing 
how the world could be different was just a 
part of the RIT experience. I had the benefit 
of going through 2 different accessibility train-
ings at two different large organizations before 
landing at Cerner. 

I experienced a temporary physical disability in the summer of 2022, after I broke my 
arm on a business trip. This experience really made me reevaluate how much is not 

designed with accessibility in mind.



While UX at Cerner was dying to make their 
software more accessible, we were at the 
mercy of the Development and Product 
teams. If they deemed it too much of a hassle, 
then it simply wasn’t done. We’d go back and 
document it wasn’t done, but it killed all of 
us on the inside. The mindset on those teams 
tended to not be conducive to the conversa-
tion either. 

A prime example was when a Development 
Manager proclaimed in the middle of a con-
versation, in front of a decent sized group, how 
“they wouldn’t want to be taken care of by a 
blind nurse” *

One thing was clear, we had an ableist mindset 
as an organization, even if we didn’t maliciously 
mean to.

*This was a conversation and a half later, don’t 
worry. We promptly talked about how this was 
not ok after our shock.



We finally received our opportunity to put our 
money where our mouth was, the VA Admin-
istration came down on Cerner hard. We had 
contracts with them pertaining to the software 
they utilize in their hospital system. Multiple 
nurses and physicians were unable to use our 
software, and them being a government entity, 
simply paying a fine was not going to cut it. It 
was either we fixed the software that instant 
or we lose that 16 billion contract more of 
you outside of healthcare know of. The entire-
ty of UX was pulled from their projects and 
told all hands were to be on deck for acces-
sibility training from Deque and for our new 
team assignments. The message was loud and 
clear : Your life was to live and breathe accessi-
bility for at least the next 6 months.
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This project didn’t come without its troubles. I 
learned very quickly that perhaps I had gotten 
too comfortable with my team and its dynam-
ic. I had to relearn how to work with a new 
lead designer. And it was clear from the first 
interactions my lead and I were not in sync. He 
was rather aloof with me and sent mixed sig-
nals, while I expected him to take the role of 
the lead I am used to and let me know what 
he needed done and when. There was a lot 
of tension and unsuccessful discussions at first 
on how to get one another to work with each 
other. Silence, badly timed emails that includ-
ed managers in them; It was like drowning in a 
toxic relationship.
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I finally got to a point where I didn’t want to 
have a useless battle. I just wanted to find a 
middle ground where we both got what we 
wanted and felt good about the work being 
put out there. We were falling behind, work 
not being done well and it just wasn’t serving 
either of us. So if my lead designer was not 
going to start the conversation, I was. I brought 
him into a 1:1 where we could have a heart 
to heart, and just talk about what was going 
wrong. It didn’t really matter whose role was 
whose at this point, we were both going to 
fail if we didn’t change course quick. The con-
versation was hard, we had to discuss things 
that made us uncomfortable, but it was for the 
better. After that, our lines of communication 
in short just got better. We started not just 
hitting target deadlines, but exceeding them.
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The other thing that was a trouble for me was 
my own internalized ableism. So while I am 
someone who is neurodivergent who needs 
accessibility tools for themselves, I also realized 
as we were going through the training with 
Deque just how many horrible thoughts I in-
ternalized about myself. And the thing is, we 
can’t make a better product for anyone if we 
have an amount of self hatred for ourselves. 
Through this training, I had to work through 
my own debilitating thoughts about why 
wasn’t I getting through the training faster, why 
did it take me a few passes to understand the 
material.

My issue here was that while I could find 
understanding for others, I could not find 
kindness for own struggles. I felt I should
be “better than this” because I’ve been in the 
industry so long, but this isn’t really a healthy 
way to get to a solution.
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When I began to find kindness in myself, I 
could begin to find kindness in the material. 
This training wasn’t supposed to make me feel 
bad. It was supposed to enlighten me. And 
once this came through my mind, I was finally 
able to grasp the new material infant of me. 
You may ask, what does that have to do with 
design? Well, the number one thing I need to 
be able to do to do my job well is empathize 
with my user. Understand what they might be 
feeling because of a design choice and strategy 
I made in their honor, and the first way to do 
that was by finding kindness for myself.
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So once we got through these troubles both 
inside and out, what did we achieve? Well, a lot. 
I produced about 10 different documentation 
sheets for 10 different components within Mil-
lennium. I became knowledgeable and adept at 
creating accessibility documentation with little 
oversight once I understood exactly what was 
being asked of me and what was expected. 

Though like many case studies, you might be 
wondering, well, what about the output and 
reaction from what you and your team did? 
Well, because of the aggressive turn around 
of materials, the VA’s opinion of the software 
became a little more positive. Not by much, 
but it was a start. The Cleveland initiative was 
successfully wrapped up in August 2023
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However, the project was placed on pause in 
mid September 2023 as the roll out had quite 
a few problems going for it. It is expected to 
continue development in the summer of 2024.

Outside of this new found skills, what I really 
learned was that the only person who could 
make me feel better or worse about a task, my 
job or anything else, was me. No training or 
lead designer or anything else was going to be 
able to truly validate my work and worth as 
a designer except for myself. This was a rather 
pleasant thing to come to terms with in a proj-
ect that started because a company had to get 
its stuff together.
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