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Abstract

Presenters will: describe the BarCamp/unconference format, provide first-hand knowledge and experience holding accessibility focused events using this approach, and share outcomes, including participant feedback. 
What is a BarCamp/unconference?

BarCamp, and by extension, an unconference,  is an international network of user generated conferences that are open, participatory workshop-events, where sessions are driven by participants the day of the event (Wikipedia, 2010). The BarCamp itself in its purest form does have specific rules and practices (see http://barcamp.org/TheRulesOfBarCamp). In addition to the traditional barcamps held in cities around the world, events that adopt the BarCamp model exist to serve specific needs, such as WordCamp, where the focus is on WordPress and related interests (see http://central.wordcamp.org) CrisisCamp, which brings together IT professionals wishing to help problem-solve in the midst of humanitarian disasters, and PodCamp, where the focus is on new media, such as: blogging, podcasting, and so on (see http://podcamp.pbworks.com). It is within this context that the accessibility camp idea would  be born.

Background 
On October 10, 2009, approximately 85 attendees mainly from the Washington D area gathered at the DC Public Library for the first annual Accessibility Camp DC. The idea here was to get those interested in accessibility, from the developer and end-user with disabilities communities together to share and learn from one another. News of this free event was spread through word of mouth and by using social media. In keeping with the BarCamp format, sessions were proposed that morning and run throughout the day, two, sometimes three at a time. Highlights included a talk by Shawn Henry of the W3C’s Web Accessibility Initiative, along with a JAWS demo over lunch. On October 9 2010, the second annual Accessibility Camp DC was held (http://www.accessibilitycampdc.org).
The origins of the first Boston Accessibility Unconference could be traced back to someone posting a note in a LinkedIn Group early in 2010, expressing their wish that there was some sort of accessibility event held in New England. After some discussion on Twitter, and inspired by Accessibility Camp DC, the first Boston Accessibility Unconference took shape and was held on May 15, 2010 at Adobe’s headquarters in Waltham MA (see http://www.a11ybos.org). Sister events would soon follow in Guelph (see http://www.a11ycamp.org) and Montreal (see http://www.a11ymtl.org) Canada, and in London UK (see http://a11yldn.eventbrite.com).

Why does this format work for the field of accessibility?

First, a key selling point of this format is that it is meant to be free for individuals to attend, which makes it particularly attractive to smaller development shops and IT consultants and others who may have a limited to no training budget, along with end-users with disabilities who may not be able to afford traditional conference travel and expenses out-of-pocket. Second, as indicated above, the atmosphere is deliberately made to feel open, which is ideal especially when you have attendees present who are brand new to the field of IT accessibility who may feel daunted and who have basic questions. Despite the wish that basic IT accessibility knowledge should be commonplace by now, the reality is that it is not. Part of the role of these events is to help provide some of this fundamental knowledge. Finally, it allows plenty of opportunities for networking and building a sense of community, which, in such a niche field as accessibility can only be useful. In the case of Accessibility Camp DC, an outcome of the first event was the establishment of monthly meet-ups at the DC Public Library to further the conversation (see http://www.accessibilitydc.org).
In addition to the above, presenters will talk about the role of social media and the library and how each can play their role in enhancing these events.
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