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Executive summary 
SPSS is a statistical data analysis software owned by IBM, that is widely used by universities and in the workplace. Thomas Pocklington Trust has uncovered SPSS to be inaccessible and unusable for blind and partially sighted users. 

From our detailed research, including testing and interactions with users, academic staff and expert technology consultants. We found multiple issues; these include:
· SPSS fails to work with assistive technology including magnification and screen readers 
· Users and staff have no knowledge of the visual adjustments available within the software 
· Education providers and students are not made aware of accessibility adjustments for screen readers
· IBM’s instructions to support the use of JAWS and other brands of screen reader with SPSS are not fit for purpose and require updating. 

We urge IBM to take action to improve the accessibility and useability of SPSS for blind and partially sighted users. 

We are calling on IBM to:
1. Review and update SPSS to ensure it is ‘accessible by design’. Ensuring assistive technology is compatible without further adjustments.
2. Evaluate processes for the development and promotion of accessibility resources for blind and partially sighted users and education providers.
3. Provisionally, review and update accessibility instructions for the use of a screen reader whilst running SPSS
4. Engage with blind and partially sighted users and professionals to hear first-hand of the barriers faced, and ensure appropriate testing is carried out.
Moving forward we ask IBM to provide a named contact to discuss this matter further. 

In addition, we call on education providers to: 
1. Raise access concerns through appropriate complaints procedures with IBM 
2. Embed a rigorous testing procedure for assistive technology use on systems and software, to enable all students access and equitable participation.

[bookmark: _Toc139379141]How the story began 
Students have approached the student support service at Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) and raised issues of the long-standing barriers created by the inaccessibility and un-usability of SPSS. They told us that they are not able to use and navigate SPSS with magnification and screen readers. 




“I have been using SPSS since 2013 and it's really not developed towards accessibility at all. Even whilst hodgepodge and struggling through, the worst part is navigating any outputs (keyboard navigating isn't bad, but the majority of the time your first output is wrong in one way or another and it can run away with text in the output).”
Blind and partially sighted person 

“I frigging loathed SPSS at uni. I found it really hard to use.”
Blind and partially sighted person 

We are also aware of several other students via our TPT Student Facebook community group, social media and through interactions with LOOK UK, who have reported the same issues when using SPSS.  The inaccessibility of SPSS is denying blind and partially sighted people equitable participation on their university courses.

“I had a call with my Assistive Technology Trainer/SSPVI, today. He thinks it would be impossible for me to learn to use SPSS, due to my skills. I'm really worried, as I have an assignment, which involves using SPSS. How would you recommend I deal with this situation? It's really frustrating, as my course seems to become less and less accessible each day.”
Blind and partially sighted student 

Concerningly, we have learnt some students are using Disabled Students’ Allowance (DSA) to fund sighted support to help navigate around the inaccessibility of the software. This approach demotes independence and self-advocacy, removing the ability for a blind and partially sighted young person to develop the skills to use statistical software and analyse data. This also ultimately impacts costs, as Student Finance is funding additional support needed for blind and partially sighted people to access SPSS, instead of the intended purpose of DSA.

This needs to be addressed to ensure fair access and participation. Blind and partially sighted people should be empowered to develop skills through their education and progress into employment. 

[bookmark: _Toc139379142]For those who don’t know
SPSS is an analytical software owned by IBM. It is used in a variety of college and university courses such as psychology, medical research, educational research, nursing, social sciences and many more. In some cases, statistical analysis modules are mandatory, and part of accredited courses. SPSS can be the primary statistical software used by colleges and universities. 

[bookmark: _Toc139379143]Get the word out on ‘Accessibility’ 
Through a general internet search into the fair usability and accessibility of SPSS. We found there are various pathways to improve the visual appearance of the interface.

However, as our user experience testing and student focus group feedback showed, many users have no awareness or knowledge of the adjustments and struggled to interact with the software’s various elements. 

“You can only see a portion of text and numbers otherwise you need to scroll down. It definitely stalled for me.”
Henna; blind and partially sighted user 

“I use supernova speech and magnification because I have a little bit of limited vision, but I can’t use it all the time as it would be too tiring. When I came to use SPSS there were issues, I had numerous crashes, dolphin supernova crashing with SPSS which of course slowed things down immensely and made things very time consuming.” 
Maya; Blind and partially sighted student 

“Additionally, a lot of the "just click the option in the settings" functions which I've found to help reduce accessibility issues are add-on packages which you don't know you need until after the fact.”
Blind and partially sighted person 

These adjustments include changing the colour scheme of various elements of the interface, creating sound alerts to functions when using the software and setting standard fonts and colours as default. This can enable users to change the look and feel of the software to meet their visual needs. IBM’s accessibility information for blind and partially sighted users can be found: IBM documentation for accessibility for visually impaired users [1].  

Disappointingly, many using SPSS are not aware of these basic accessibility adjustments. Students from our focus group felt providing some support in navigating the software would be helpful, and IBM should take more responsibility in sharing information when it comes to its product useability.

IBM need to invest time, energy, and money to ensure fair useability of SPSS. Increasing knowledge and understanding of how SPSS can be accessible and useable for some blind and partially sighted users should be a priority. Awareness needs to be raised on its visual flexibility with users, including education providers. 

[bookmark: _Toc139379144]Dear universities, here’s what you need to know!
Education providers appear unaware of these accessibility issues until they work with a blind or partially sighted student. It is at this point they struggle to find adequate solutions. 

Many teaching professionals are not fully equipped to support blind and partially sighted users with SPSS. This leaves them to search for suitable solutions, such as requesting additional one to one support or alternatively, using a different statistical software. These processes take time and will impact on the students learning and their ability to meet demands of university. 







“I was working with two blind PhD students at different universities whose departments were recommending SPSS was used for analysis. One student’s department used SPSS extensively throughout their training and the student wanted to use the same as their colleagues. We employed Sight and Sound to give some specialist training. The result was that they could manage to use the majority of the program, but that one stage was totally inaccessible. Our work-around was to have a sighted person copy and paste the data into Excel so that it could be analysed independently. The second student was happy to investigate alternatives and we found that ‘The R Project’ was a much better alternative with the student able to work independently.”
NADP Executive Director

These continuing complications with SPSS and accessibility information not being readily available, Universities and workplaces are procuring alternative statistical software which are open source, accessible, and inexpensive options. This enables users to develop the relevant skills and access data with more ease. 

“Annoyingly, I looked into this before the start of term and SPSS claims to be compatible with JAWS, but I wasn’t able to get access to JAWS to test it out, so I appreciate how frustrating this all is.”
Psychology lecturer and department disability coordinator 

Education providers have a responsibility to ensure their courses are accessible, including systems or software used in learning and teaching. Accessibility standards must be available and scrutinised during any procurement and review process. This is leading to young people being locked out of education and hindering advancement into employment. 

Nevertheless, during the search for information making SPSS accessible and useable, there were no readily available instructions to support those using screen readers navigating through SPSS. This was only obtained when contacting IBM Accessibility Conformant System Administration, where a link was provided. Through this link information was offered alleging to enable the JAWS screen reader to run with SPSS. These instructions can be found here:  [2].

[bookmark: _Toc139379145]Experts corner: Cryptic tech untangled 
Due to the complex nature of SPSS and IBM’s accessibility instructions. We consulted several experts in assistive technology. We found a consistent consensus; that they do not provide the accessibility solutions required to enable blind and partially sighted peoples use of SPSS.

The style in which the accessibility instructions are delivered, and language used is not suitable for a university student to complete. They require advance knowledge of technology which is unlikely to be the case for most students. Students require additional specialist support to install SPSS with the recommended instructions. 






“This is indeed a set of instructions which should make SPSS more accessible with JAWS.  It’s using a tool designed to make parts of SPSS that rely on JAVA more accessible called JAVA Access Bridge.  It’s really aimed at people responsible for installing software.

That document was last updated in 2021 and I don’t know if SPSS has been significantly updated since.”
Graham Page; Technology officer 

“It looks like it is instructions for an end user, but to be honest it’s a bit technical, especially if it were expected for a blind user to complete. Those random character filenames would be a nightmare on JAWS.”
George Rhodes; Digital accessibility lead 

“The proposed instructions to make SPSS accessible through the JAWS screen reader on Windows are unintuitive and will require students to seek assistance in following the steps. Even for those used to administering computers, the provided accessibility instructions are convoluted – requiring a level of creative thinking to correctly follow all instructions. This is compounded by these instructions likely being targeted at older versions of Windows, making it more difficult to follow on newer releases.”
Peter Hayton; Education technology coordinator 
 
The design of the instructions is specific to running JAWS with SPSS and did not indicate the use of other available screen readers. With this approach we are concerned how users would access the software with other brands of screen readers, potentially placing blind and partially sighted users at a further disadvantage. This limits participation and equitable access to courses, learning and skills development. 

We asked Jonathan Godfrey, a Senior lecturer in statistics at Massey University in New Zealand, for his expertise of SPSS. He explained what is meant by accessibility, and how convoluted the process can be for blind and partially sighted users to get started on SPSS. 

“To be considered accessible, a blind user must be able to use the software without a sighted person’s assistance. I accept that some introduction to new software will require assistance, as it does for sighted students too, but in the end the blind students ought to be able to do their homework on their own.
 
The most accessible way to use software like SPSS is to use the code that actually does the work. SPSS has called this “syntax”, but it is generated by the dialogue boxes and then passed through the SPSS black box. The problem is that few people write out the code for themselves, so the resources needed to support a blind person writing code are scant and almost certainly dated.”
Jonathan Godfrey Senior lecturer in Statistics 

It is evident that the process in which users need to follow to access SPSS with JAWS is complex and outdated. Without the specialist technical support users will not be able to progress in developing their analytical skills.  

From our investigation of SPSS, we can confirm the software is not accessible or useable alongside JAWS. Accessibility is not improved when following IBM’s accessibility instructions, which are out-dated and are not applicable to updated versions of the software, or the range of screen readers being used. 

“From testing with a highly experienced colleague – even after following all mandatory and optional instructions – SPSS remains inaccessible with any Windows screen reader. When testing with JAWS, the window title is read aloud. However, all other aspects of the application are not – including file menus and toolbars. Using the JAWS virtual cursor, it was possibility a range of on-screen elements labelled as ‘blank’, but these are of no use to anyone without additional contextual information, which was not available.”
Peter Hayton; Education technology coordinator

We would recommend as a provisional resolve, IBM review and update the accessibility instructions together with SPSS updates, and to conduct internal testing to ensure instructions are clear and concise to follow. Most importantly, the instructions need to be fit for purpose, and successfully enable a screen reader to navigate SPSS. 

[bookmark: _Toc139379146]Criteria clarity: what do the accessibility reports say  
We have reviewed accessibility reports and found several accessibility criteria to be identified as not applicable. To ensure our understanding of these reports we asked a technology specialist to interpret and clarify the information. 

“I am not surprised that you are getting comments that people can't use it. What IBM have provided are VPAT reports for their products, which are never the most descriptive of issues at the best of times.
 
They identified that it fails 2.1.1 Keyboard which probably means that some of the controls cannot be used. it also says it fails 2.5.2 Pointer Cancellation, which blows my mind because I have never seen something do that because you have to go against absolutely core functionality for how a mouse works to fail that.
 
The Analytics Server has a tonne of stuff that it fails on, I would consider based on their comments that it has a lot of problems that would stop screen reader users from using it.
 
Because VPATs are summary documents and never really explain exactly what effect the problem has. They need to clarify what does not work.”
George Rhodes; Digital accessibility lead

From our expert’s analysis of the accessibility reports, it appears that the use of assistive technology alongside SPSS has not been considered during the development process. IBM need to reflect on taking an ‘accessible by design’ approach. The use of assistive technology must be integral to the development of software and not be considered as a bolt on or an afterthought. 

IBM state to have a long-standing commitment to diversity and inclusion, employing their first disabled employee in 1914, and working globally to improve the procurement of accessible information, technology and communications systems within the industry [3]. But questions arise to how this commitment stands true when it has not been applied to SPSS. 

[bookmark: _Toc139379147]What are our asks 
Based upon the evidence we have collated we call on IBM to:
1. Review and update SPSS to ensure it is ‘accessible by design’. Ensuring assistive technology is compatible without further adjustments.
2. Evaluate processes for the development and promotion of accessibility resources for blind and partially sighted users and education providers.
3. Provisionally, review and update accessibility instructions for the use of a screen reader whilst running SPSS
4. Engage with blind and partially sighted users and professionals to hear first-hand of the barriers faced, and ensure appropriate testing is carried out.
Moving forward we ask IBM to provide a named contact to discuss this matter further. 

In addition, we call on education providers to: 
1. [bookmark: _Toc139278962][bookmark: _Toc139360879][bookmark: _Toc139379148]Raise access concerns through appropriate complaints procedures with IBM 
2. Embed a rigorous testing procedure for assistive technology use on systems and software, to enable all students access and equitable participation.

[bookmark: _Toc139379149]Final thoughts 
Blind and partially sighted users should not continue to struggle using SPSS with their chosen assistive technology platform. They should have the same opportunities as their peers to participate fully within their education programme; Enabling successful progression into the workplace with the skills and knowledge they have gained. 

IBM must stand by their commitment to delivering accessible and useable products, which reflects their diversity and inclusion commitment, to improve the accessibility and useability of SPSS for blind and partially sighted users. 

We welcome an opportunity to meet with IBM to discuss this report, and for them to hear first-hand from students of their experiences using SPSS. We would like to extend our offer to support and aid with accessible and useable testing. By engaging with our student volunteers and assistive technology specialists.

We encourage education providers to contact Thomas Pocklington Trust student support services for information and advice about supporting blind and partially sighted students, including issues with inaccessible software such as SPSS.  
[bookmark: _Toc139379150]
About Thomas Pocklington Trust 
Thomas Pocklington Trust (TPT) is a national charity dedicated to enabling and empowering blind and partially sighted people of all ages to live the life they want to lead. 

We are committed to increasing awareness and understanding of their needs and aspirations, to working with partners and developing and implementing services which meet these needs to increase independence and improve lives. 

If you would like to find out more, please contact EducationPolicy@pocklington-trust.org.uk 

Web: www.pocklington-trust.org.uk 
Facebook: @thomaspocklingtontrust 
Twitter: @TPTgeneral 
LinkedIn: @pocklington-trust
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