UNITED STATES DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION REGION IV

OFFICE FOR CIVIL RIGHTS ALABAMA
FLORIDA
61 FORSYTH STREET, SW, SUITE 19T10 GEORGIA
ATLANTA, GA 30303-8927 TENNESSEE
July 26, 2023

By email only to: president@usm.edu

Joseph S. Paul

President

University of Southern Mississippi
118 College Drive

Hattiesburg. MS 39406

Re:  OCR Docket No. 06-19-6922
University of Southern Mississippi

Dear President:

This letter is to advise you of the resolution of the directed investigation that the U.S.
Department of Education, Office for Civil Rights (OCR) initiated involving the University of
Southern Mississippi (University). OCR investigated whether the University’s online programs,
services, and activities exclude qualified persons with disabilities from participation in, deny
them the benefits of, or otherwise subject them to discrimination under any program or activity,
in violation of Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and its implementing regulation at
34 C.F.R. §104.4 and Title Il of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 and its
implementing regulation at 28 C.F.R. Part 35. In addition, OCR investigated whether the
University fails to take appropriate steps to ensure that communications with applicants,
participants, members of the public, and companions with disabilities are as effective as its
communication with others, in violation of 28 C.F.R. § 35.160(a).

OCR enforces Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (Section 504) and its implementing
regulation at 34 C.F.R. Part 104, which prohibit discrimination on the basis of disability in any
program or activity receiving Federal financial assistance from the Department. OCR also
enforces Title 11 of the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (Title 1) and its implementing
regulation at 28 C.F.R. Part 35, which prohibit discrimination against qualified individuals with
disabilities by public entities, including public education systems and institutions, regardless of
whether they receive Federal financial assistance from the Department.

OCR conducted tests in 2021 and 2022, and more recently on March 1, 2023, May 30, 2023, and
July 10 and 20, 2023, of the University’s website and online programs and determined, as of the
initial testing date, that there were some barriers to access for people with disabilities in online
programs and activities on some pages, while other pages were barrier-free. The pages selected
by OCR for testing included approximately 15 pages representative of the University’s overall
online programs and activities, focusing on pages of critical importance to students and members
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of the public. OCR reviewed the University’s homepage; different templates; the most highly-
trafficked pages; and other pages of importance, listed below. OCR does not review all of a
covered entity’s web pages because a website is not static and web pages are always changing.
Thus, it is most important for OCR to carefully test those pages that are of critical importance to
the ability of students or members of the public to access the University’s programs or activities.
Through its testing of representative pages and OCR’s communications with the University,
OCR determined as of July 20, 2023, that the University had remediated all identified barriers on
the web pages listed below, if any, which had previously impeded the ability of people with
disabilities to access the University’s online programs and activities:

e The Homepage (https://www.usm.edu/);

e The Computer Engineering page (https://www.usm.edu/undergraduate-
programs/computer-engineering.php#Computer%20Engineering%20BS);

e The Undergraduate programs page (https://www.usm.edu/undergraduate-programs/);
e The Admissions page (https://www.usm.edu/admissions/);

e The Tuition and Fees page (https://www.usm.edu/business-services/general-tuition-
fees.php);

e The Athletics page (https://southernmiss.com/);

e The Calendar page (https://calendar.usm.edu/calendar/month);

e The Online at Southern Miss page (https://online.usm.edu/);

e The Ways to Visit page (https://www.usm.edu/undergraduate-admissions/visit.php);

e The Student Accessibility Services page (https://www.usm.edu/student-accessibility-
services/index.php);

e The Report Barriers page (https://www.usm.edu/student-accessibility-services/report-
barriers.php);

e The Student Grievance Reporting page (https://www.usm.edu/financial-aid/student-
grievance-reporting.php);

e The Department of Housing and Residence Life page (https://www.usm.edu/housing-
residence-life/index.php);
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e The Continuing Education Unit Transcript Request PDF page
(https://www.usm.edu/sites/default/files/groups/office-professional-development-and-
educational-outreach/pdf/ceu_transcript_request_050812.pdf); and

e The Financial Literacy Video Series page (https://www.usm.edu/financial-aid/financial-
literacy-video-series.php).

To memorialize its commitment to maintain the accessibility of its website and online programs,
on July 25, 2023, the University signed the enclosed Agreement, voluntarily resolving the
directed investigation pursuant to Section 302 of OCR’s Case Processing Manual. When fully
implemented, the Agreement will address the evidence obtained and all of the allegations
investigated. OCR will monitor the implementation of the Agreement until the University is in
compliance with the terms of the Agreement and the statutes and regulations at issue in the case.

This concludes OCR’s directed investigation. This letter should not be interpreted to address the
University’s compliance with any other regulatory provision or to address any issues other than
those addressed in this letter. This letter sets forth OCR’s determination in an individual OCR
directed investigation. This letter is not a formal statement of OCR policy and should not be
relied upon, cited, or construed as such. OCR’s formal policy statements are approved by a duly
authorized OCR official and made available to the public. An individual may have the right to
file a private suit in Federal court whether or not OCR finds a violation.

Under the Freedom of Information Act, it may be necessary to release this document and related
correspondence and records upon request. If OCR receives such a request, we will seek to
protect personally identifiable information that could reasonably be expected to constitute an
unwarranted invasion of personal privacy if released, to the extent provided by law.

If you have any questions, please contact me at (404) 974-9396 or Rhonda.Collins@ed.gov.

Sincerely,
/s/ Rhonda Collins

Rhonda Collins
Attorney
Enclosure
Courtesy copy by email only to:

XXXX XXXXX
Associate General Counsel
XXX XXX XX@usm.edu



