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Welcome to the Inaugural Nebraska STEM Access Conference!
The organizers of the 2026 NSA (Nebraska STEM Access) Conference welcome you to the first ever multi-stakeholder STEM access conference for people who are blind and low vision (BLV). 
NSA 2026 is a working meeting for the people who teach, support, employ, and raise blind and low-vision learners in science, technology, engineering and mathematics (STEM). It brings together post-secondary faculty and other professionals, K–12 teachers, pre-service teachers, teachers of students with visual impairments (TVIs), students who are blind-and-low-vision (BLV), and their families to The Cornhusker in Lincoln for three days of seminars, workshops, labs, and conversation.
The NSA conference makes a simple claim: BLV students belong in STEM. The work of this 3-day event is to show how that claim can be made a reality from school labs, to college courses, to the workplace.  Our aim is practical: participants will leave with skills they can use on Monday: experience working with talking sensors, tactile and audio data; podcast storytelling; and laboratory designs that support BLV students’ independent hands-on participation; and tools and methods to support STEM in IEPs.  
NSA 2026 is organized with Independence Science, an award-winning small business founded in 2009 by blind chemist and educator Dr. Cary Supalo. Based at Purdue University Research Park, the company specializes in STEM access for students with BLV. Its mission is to empower those students with hands-on science learning that uses modern methods and tools. The Independence Science team of blind research scientists and education consultants brings STEM expertise and lived experience of the barriers in these fields; they use both to mentor teachers and build communities of practice.
In the age of AI, STEM underpins the workforce wherein students will enter and globally compete, and the societies in which they will live. From the space economy, to national security, to health, the United States will remain a STEM leader if we can leverage the full STEM talent of the country. Developing this STEM talent begins with an education that equips students for a STEM-rich workforce.  Yet many access barriers leave students with BLV unprepared, or underprepared, compared with their sighted peers. The Nebraska STEM Access Conference is a multi-stakeholder meeting seeking to shift this current reality, with today focused on closing that gap at the post-secondary level.
NSA 2026 runs Thursday, October 22 through Saturday, October 24 at The Cornhusker in Lincoln, with each day focused on one stakeholder group. This book is for the Thursday program, which is focused on post-secondary faculty and professionals, including professors, post-docs, graduate students, disability office personnel, internship personnel, and others who support the education of BLV students within higher education and the workforce. We hope you find this time with us informative and leave excited about including students who are blind in your courses and research! 



At-a-Glance, Thursday Oct 22, 2026 (CDT; Arbor Room)
8:30 – 9:00 am
Registration, then networking breakfast
Check in and meet colleagues from post-secondary STEM and accessibility..
9:00 – 9:30 am
Welcome and informational interview with an employed blind PhD scientist
Discussion with employed blind PhD scientist(s).
9:30 – 10:15 am
Accessible graphing with Desmos and refreshable tactile displays
Dr. Greg Williams, Independence Science
10:25 – 11:10 am
Hearing the data: audio sonification for accessible visualization and analysis
Dr. Peter Walters, Independence Science
11:10 am – 12:05 pm
PDF remediation: creating accessible STEM documents
Dr. Ashley Neybert, Independence Science
12:05 – 1:15 pm
Lunch and Learn
Network, and debrief for faculty, post-docs, graduate students, and support staff.
1:15 – 2:00 pm
Hands-on science laboratory learning for all: the Sci-VoiceTM Talking LabQuest
Dr. Cary Supalo, MBA
2:10 – 2:55 pm
Accessible science podcasts
Marshall Escamilla, Tumble Science Podcasts for Kids, with Dr. Peter Walters.
3:00 – 3:30 pm
Questions, Networking, and Adjourn
NSA Conference Organizing Team


THURSDAY · OCTOBER 22
Welcome to 
Equal Access for your Blind-Low-Vision (BLV) Student in STEM
8:30 am – 3:30 pm

Registration and breakfast

followed by 
an interview with employed blind PhD scientist(s)

then 
Three Morning Seminars

Followed by
Lunch-and-Learn

concluding with
Two Afternoon Seminars

before
Question Period and Adjourn 


9:00 – 9:30 am
Welcome and informational interview with an employed blind PhD scientist, Arbor Room

Kicking off the day for our post-secondary colleagues is a short interview with employed blind scientist(s).  A blind or low-vision (BLV) student in Nebraska often has no employed blind scientist to ask how to work independently in a laboratory; faculty who advise BLV student may not have a full picture of that work either beyond the theoretical.  This opening interview with a blind Ph.D. scientist paints that picture of the wage-earning path from a STEM degree to that job for the blind, whether this means being a bench chemist, data analyst, or research technician.  This interview will aim to make concrete the impact of post-secondary STEM education on the speaker and their journey into employment, including the tools and/or methods they carried on the journey. Come prepared to ask questions!  




THURSDAY · OCTOBER 22
Morning Seminars
9:30 am – 12:05 pm

Accessibility and Graphing

followed by 
Data Sonification

then 
PDF Remediation

Followed by
A Working Lunch


9:30 – 10:15 am, Arbor Room
Accessible graphing with Desmos and refreshable tactile displays

Description
Graphs are ubiquitous in STEM courses and are an important tool for students to develop mathematical and scientific intuition; however, graphs fail a blind or low-vision student when the display is visual only.  Title II requires equal access to the course – a student with BLV cannot be required to use a reader for a graph the course itself requires. Enter Desmos and Refreshable Tactile Displays!  Desmos is an easy and popular solution for generating and modifying graphs. In this session, Dr. Williams will introduce the accessibility settings and features in Desmos that allow a blind user to create and explore a graph using speech and sonification. He will also demonstrate how Desmos can be used with a refreshable tactile display to provide real-time tactile graphs enabling a function to be heard, felt, and carried back into a course.

Presenter Biography
Dr. Greg Williams has worked in web and STEM accessibility since 2012. Blind since birth, he attended the University of Cambridge as a Gates Cambridge Scholar completing his Ph.D. in computational chemistry in 2005. From 2012 to 2014, he was a post-doctoral fellow with the Institute for Accessible Science at Purdue University where his research focused on the use of 3D printing to produce tactile graphics of histological images and simple assistive technology. He also began working with Independence Science to make the Vernier LabQuest, a scientific data collection device, accessible to BLV students through a text-to-speech interface (the Sci-VoiceTM Talking LabQuest). He has taught high school and worked with youth and young adults as part of a nonprofit ministry.  His continues his work with Independence Science, focusing on the development of accessible lab technology and consulting with high schools and universities on making their STEM courses accessible to BLV students. In addition, he conducts web accessibility evaluations and trainings. For the last four years, Greg has also been working with Tactile Engineering on the development of the Cadence Tablet multi-line braille display.




10:25 – 11:10 am
Hearing the data: audio sonification for accessible visualization and analysis

Description
“How does a student with BLV hear and analyze a dataset without a visual display?” Data visualizations are ubiquitous in STEM courses and are an important tool for mathematical and scientific intuition. Yet a visual plot a faculty member can visually scan in seconds is a picture that a student with BLV needs an accessible method to reach the data. Otherwise the trend and the outlier are found by someone else, and the student is asked to accept the description. In this session, Dr. Peter Walters, a blind particle physicist, introduces sonification approaches as a tool for independent performance. In addition to an introduction to how trends, peaks, and the shape of a dataset become sound so a student can review a plot independently, this seminar also touches on the features sonification has to preserve.

Presenter Biography
Dr. Peter Walters is a blind high-particle physicist and a science consultant with Independence Science. He earned a Ph.D. in high-energy nuclear physics from the University of Rochester, and recently completed his master’s in data analytics. He has worked as a research scientist, as an educator, in venture capital, and as a technical expert on the space economy. Peter lost his eyesight as a teenager. He has used assistive technology and practical arrangements at school, at work, and at home for decades. He co-led an NSF ITEST project that developed methodologies for communicating STEM content verbally in an accessible way, so a student who has BLV can invent, record, and edit a science explanation without a visual timeline. He cares about BLV students participating independently in hands-on science learning, not watching someone else do it. He lives in the Bronx with his wife and children.




11:10 am – 12:05 pm
PDF remediation: creating accessible STEM documents for blind and low-vision students

Description
Research papers, literature reviews, online lab notebooks, lab handouts, and problem sets are some documents that are ubiquitous in STEM courses.  However, without remediation, they can become completely inaccessible to a screen reader user.  If not properly structured, a student who uses a screen-reader may receive jumbled text, unreadable equations, or a document that appears to say nothing but “image”. This sort of problem can leave a student unable to participate in science classes or turn in assignments.  Per Title II, a student cannot be required to use a reader for a document the course itself requires. In this session, Dr. Ashley Neybert shows how easy it can be to make sure documents are accessible including reading order and image descriptions, so that it is usable by a student with BLV who uses a screen-reader.  Join this session to learn!

Presenter Biography
Dr. Ashley Neybert obtained her Ph.D. in Education with a STEM focus from Oregon State University. Her research interest is concentrated on how BLV students have experienced their science education and how that impacted their professional development. Dr. Neybert currently leads the Independence Science curriculum team where she leads a team of blind science experts to develop programs that provide a quality hands-on science learning experience for students with BLV, for the main purpose of promoting increased interest in STEM.  Dr. Neybert has presented her work at several professional conferences and has published her work in a number oof science education journals. She has an innate ability to problem-solve accessibility challenges as they relate to STEM access, and consults on inclusive practice beyond blindness, including autism and physical disability. 



THURSDAY · OCTOBER 22
Lunch and Learn
12:05 – 1:15 pm

Eat, ask questions, and swap ideas with colleagues and presenters.

Lunch sits between the two seminar blocks. 




THURSDAY · OCTOBER 22
Afternoon Seminars
1:15 – 2:55 pm

Hands-on Laboratory Learning for the BLV student in Chemistry
(NSF # 0945481 and NSF # 1127412)

followed by 
Broadening Participation in STEM with Accessible Podcasts
(NSF # 2148711)

then 
Question Period and Adjourn



1:15 – 2:00 pm, Arbor Room
Hands-on science for all: the Sci-VoiceTM Talking LabQuest and other accessible laboratory methodologies (NSF # 0945481 and NSF # 1127412)

Description
How can a student who is BLV safely engage independently in hands-on laboratory learning, collecting and interpreting lab data without a sighted lab partner reading them data points from a probe? Dr. Cary Supalo will introduce tools and methods for making the chemistry lab accessible for students with BLV. This includes the Sci-VoiceTM Talking LabQuest – a standard talking data logger that supports independent laboratory learning by BLV learners that was developed with NSF SBIR grants. It accepts standard sensors, which lets a student collect, replay, and interpret the measurement. Students learn by doing.  Hands-on laboratory learning can and retain students with BLV in the STEM pipeline.   

Presenter Biography
Dr. Cary Supalo is the founder of Independence Science. He started the company in 2009 to make hands-on STEM education accessible for blind and visually impaired students. With National Science Foundation funding (# 0945481 and # 1127412), he served as principal investigator on the development of the world’s first text-to-speech enabled scientific data logger.  
Cary led the decade-long effort to revise the Braille Code for Chemical Notation. In addition to serving as principal investigator, consultant, and advisor on several federal grants, he has served as faculty. Most recently he worked as a Research Developer at Educational Testing Service in Princeton, New Jersey, where his work focused on making high-stakes assessments accessible to the BLV.
Cary has received several awards for this work. He is the only person to have won the Dr. Jacob Bolotin Award twice from the National Federation of the Blind, once himself and once for Independence Science, for making lab learning possible for blind students during the COVID lockdown. He also received the American Foundation for the Blind’s Access Award in 2014 and the ETS Presidential Award in 2018 for supporting corporate accessibility initiatives.
He is a frequent speaker on accessibility in STEM and has presented most recently at the United Nations.  He earned his Ph.D. in chemistry from Pennsylvania State University, with research in inorganic catalysis and chemical education, after an undergraduate degree in chemistry from Purdue University. He recently completed an MBA, also from Penn State. 



2:10 – 2:55 pm, Arbor Room
Broadening Participation with Accessible Science Podcasts (NSF # 2148711) 

Description
Scientific communication and technical communication are important skills trained as a post-secondary STEM student and of the scientific workforce: we must explain a result in a meeting, a methods section, or a talk, not only produce scientific data.  Accessible science podcasting makes scientific explanations usable by a broad audience, including persons who are BLV. Marshall Escamilla and Dr. Peter Walters introduce an accessible podcasting tool developed under an NSF ITEST grant which asked how podcasts can bring blind students into STEM, and the methodologies developed under this grant to communicate STEM content verbally in an accessible way. From a clear structure to an assessment of the science rather than the production, a model of scientific communication to engage the BLV is critical to both retaining persons with BLV in the STEM enterprise, and in engaging with the broader audience served by publicly-funded research.  .

Presenter Biography
Dr. Peter Walters is a blind high-particle physicist and a science consultant with Independence Science. He earned a Ph.D. in high-energy nuclear physics from the University of Rochester, and recently completed his master’s in data analytics. He has worked as a research scientist, as an educator, in venture capital, and as a technical expert on the space economy. Peter lost his eyesight as a teenager. He has used assistive technology and practical arrangements at school, at work, and at home for decades. He co-led an NSF ITEST project that developed methodologies for communicating STEM content verbally in an accessible way, so a student who has BLV can invent, record, and edit a science explanation without a visual timeline. He cares about BLV students participating independently in hands-on science learning, not watching someone else do it. He lives in the Bronx with his wife and children.

Marshall Escamilla is co-founder, co-host, and composer of Tumble Science Podcast for Kids, the flagship show of Tumble Media. Tumble, which began in 2015, is a two-time winner of the AAAS/Kavli Science Journalism Award in the children’s science news category, a Common Sense selection, and a show recommended by the New York Times and other national outlets. He hosts the podcast with his wife, science journalist Lindsay Patterson, and writes and records the original music and sound for every episode. A classroom teacher for 17 years, including years as a music teacher in Texas, he holds a master’s degree in music education and began podcasting full time in 2020. With Dr. Peter Walters, he co-developed methodologies under an NSF ITEST grant (NSF #2148711) for communicating STEM content verbally in an accessible way, so a blind or low-vision student too can participate independently in the stories of STEM. He and Lindsay live in Massachusetts with their two sons.

3:00 – 3:30 pm
Questions and Adjourn

Closing the first day of the inaugural Nebraska STEM Access Conference is a question period. Come prepared to ask our BLV scientist presenters your accessibility questions around supporting blind students in STEM education and work!


Thank you, from the organizing team
The NSA conference organizing team is grateful to every presenter who agreed to put tools and methods in people’s hands, and to every participant who made the journey to Lincoln to use them. Thank you to The Cornhusker for hosting us with care, and to the access staff and volunteers whose quiet work kept the days running and the doors open.
We extend our warm thanks to Nebraska Public Media for documenting this conference on STEM access for people who are blind and low vision. Their record will let the work of these three days travel farther than the people who were in the room.
A special thank you goes to the blind and low-vision scientists on the program:  your work is living proof that the BLV belong in STEM, and that the next generation can follow.
We also thank Independence Science for building this conference from the ground up, the Nebraska Commission for the Blind and Visually Impaired for sponsoring it and making the gathering possible, and Sky’s the Limit Communications and Blind Savvy USA for their amazing logistical support. 
All our synergies and team-work have made this event possible. It is our ardent hope that leave this inaugural gathering with one method, one tool, or one conversation you will use, and continue engaging in and building the community of practice we have gathered here. 

The NSA Conference Organizing Team
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