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1. Why Web Accessibility

The world population is aging. Today over 20 percent of the US population is over 55 and that percentage is growing rapidly. With age come disabilities. We don’t generally think of a person wearing bifocals as being disabled. With enlarged fonts that the browsers support, the middle distance computer screen becomes much easier and less stressful to read. Your page must be designed for accessibility in order for those enlarged fonts to work correctly. 

If your web site is accessible that means that people with disabilities can use it. A blind person using a screen reader or a talking browser can navigate your information and interact with it. A deaf person will not have problems with your site. 

Accessible design has value beyond accommodating people with disabilities. It prepares sites for emerging technologies.

Voice navigation of a web site (using speech recognition) is made possible by incorporating some of the accessibility requirements, especially alternative text for image links and image maps.

There is an explosion of small devices that can interact with the web, including smart phones and hand held computers. Web site requirements for use with small devices include those for accessibility. 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) is basically a civil rights law that says that places of public accommodation must be accessible to people with disabilities. The Justice department has ruled that the ADA applies to the Web.

Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act as amended in 1998 requires that Federal agencies electronic and information technology be accessible to people with disabilities including employees and members of the public. Section 508 is fundamentally a requirement on Federal purchasing. Those employees using accessible computers with accessible browsers looking for accessible products will expect to find accessible sites. As a supplier to the government, you should have an accessible site.

2. Accessibility Issues

Practical web accessibility is reflected by the Section 508 standards proposed by the Federal Access Board (http://www.access-board.gov/sec508/508index.htm), the IBM Guidelines for Web Accessibility (http://www-3.ibm.com/able/accessweb.html), and the priority one guidelines offered by Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) of the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) (http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/). 

Most of the technical accessibility issues relate to access by people with visual impairments. These issues can be grouped into the following categories.

· Images. Access to images is overwhelmingly the most important issue. Alternative text content must be associated with all graphics, including pictures of text in navigation areas, image buttons, image maps, and movies. This is the biggest problem and the easiest to do correctly during site development. It is the simplest problem to fix.

· Colors and sounds. Information presented with color or sound must be available without it.

· Structures. There are proper ways to encode data tables, frames, and maps so that they will be usable by people with screen readers and talking browsers.

· Navigation. It is important to ensure that a person with disabilities can navigate your site.

The technical details of these issues are covered thoroughly in the references above.

3. Overview of Your Company Web Site Accessibility

Your Company Web site is of moderate size consisting of over 1000 pages. The style of the home page (www.your_company.com) is unique; there are several other styles throughout the site including that of “Product Area” (http://www.your_company.com/products) with a green graphic across the top and that of the “Products” pages (http://www.your_company.com/products/) with the subtle division of the page into sections (usually four) with a light gray line.

The biggest accessibility problem for Your Company pages is missing alternative text. Less than 5 percent of Your Company pages pass the test regarding alternative text. As an example, the home page (http://www.your_company.com/) has 56 images that lack alternative text. Many of these are associated with the green design through the page. Such images used for visual effect that do not carry important information must be so indicated with alt=”” to tell screen reading software to ignore the image. 

Most of the important images on the Your Company home page do indeed have alternative text. In the products area, each of the items forming the menu on the right side of the page is a picture of the corresponding text. Having the menu on the right is actually an accessibility plus, but because it lacks alternative text, it is inaccessible.

Active elements without alternative text, like the menu items above are especially detrimental. This applies to images used as buttons. There are many such buttons in the Your Company site exemplified by the “go” button on the GSA interface site. The simple addition of the word “go” as alternative text on that button would make it usable by a person who cannot see the screen.

The use of color to convey information is well illustrated with the Product Order Form (http://www.your_company.com/product_order_form.shtml). In that form, the required input fields are labeled in red, which, for people who can distinguish red, is an excellent usability innovation. But, in addition to the color, there has to be some other indication (probably “*”) to flag the required fields.

Forms on web pages consist of what we call controls, like text entry fields and combo boxes, together with text labels that explain what the customer is to do with the form. On the home page, “Search this Site” labels the text entry field, and “Choose Your Location” labels a combo box. These labels must either be immediately adjacent to the corresponding control, or be explicitly (programmatically) linked to it.

A table on the Distributor Resources page (http://www.your_company.com/distributors/index.html) requires correct table markup. The form on the same page is well done for accessibility.

The Your Company home page has navigation links across the top of the page and down the left side. A visitor using a talking browser or screen reader has to listen to all the links on top and left side before they get to the main content. They have to do that every time they visit the page. Navigation is immensely improved in cases like this by the adding a “skip navigation link” attached to an invisible image near the top of the page. That link takes the visitor directly to the main content of the page. It is easy to do and does not change the visual experience of the page.

One other instance of a navigation problem for accessibility is also a problem for general usability. The “back button” is effectively disabled once one enters online shopping (http://www.your_company.com/buy). This can be very confusing and disorienting for most customers. 

4. A Sample Accessibility Conversion

The GSA interface page (http://www.your_company.com/gsa/) was chosen to illustrate access problems in the Your Company site and to evaluate the size of the effort to correct those problems. 

On this page there are 65 images without alt text and two with alt text. 31 of the 65 images are important and only 3 of these have alt text. Figure 1 shows The GSA page as seen by a sighted user with Internet Explorer.
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Figure 1 (http://www.your_company.com/gsa).

Figure 2 shows what a blind user would “see” when this page is displayed with his screen reader or voice browser. The illustration is obtained by viewing the page with Internet Explorer 5.0 after having changed the settings to not show pictures (Tools / Internet Options / Advanced / Multimedia /Show Pictures off). 
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Figure 2.

As one can clearly see, much of the content of the page is missing, especially the navigation menu down the right-hand side of the page. One of the “important” images that does have alternative text is APT logo at the bottom right of the page. That text shows up when image loading is turned off.

The third figure is the same view with the page corrected for accessibility faults. Again the figure is a snapshot of Internet Explorer viewing the modified page with image loading turned off. The alternative text added to the GSA page shows up in each of the picture placeholders. One image still has no text. That is the picture of the headset at the top left of the page. It was decided that that image was not important and thus was assigned alt=””.
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Figure 3.

5. Repair Effort Estimate

Using this page, an assessment is made of the time it would take to make the Your Company web site accessible. 

It took 30 minutes to make editing corrections on this page to add alternative text for images and image buttons and to correct the labels in the search form. Ten additional minutes were required to check the corrections both visually and with the Bobby tool (http://www.cast.org/bobby).  

It is estimated that, on average, Your Company pages have 10 to 15 images without alternative text and one other accessibility error. Checking the corrected page would take about the same amount of time with lots of errors or with only a few. So, on average, it would probably take about 15 minutes to repair and check each page.

The process of fixing alternative text is somewhat repetitive and one would get faster. Knowing the site helps! The menu on the right side is repeated on other pages. If this is a server side include, then it only needs to be repaired once. The more the site is database driven, the easier it is to repair accessibility errors. Generally images appear in templates and if the template is fixed for accessibility (including a “skip navigation link”) most pages using the template are fixed too.

Therefore to make the entire site, with over 1000 pages accessible, is estimated to take approximately 250 hours of effort.  However, a more modest approach is to correct the most used portion of the site, particularly those related to GSA procurement, which is roughly 200 pages.  The remainder could be corrected by the Web author when as each page is next updated.  This approach would require an initial 50 hours and making labeling of graphics and other Web accessibility practices a routine part of Web authoring.

6. Conclusions

There are two approaches to improving accessibility of your web site. The first is to build in accessibility during a redesign and re-implementation of the site. Including accessibility at that time is not a major cost increase, usually estimated at ten percent. The usability enhancements are well worth that cost.

To repair the existing site, the calculations above suggest it would take well over 250 hours to update every page.  A more modest approach restricts the effort to some subset of the pages determined by frequency of use or exposure, and combines this with a plan to include accessibility in the next rebuild of the site. An example of such a limited repair effort would be to restrict attention to pages within two links of the home page or within two links of the GSA page. This comes to roughly 200 pages or about 50 hours.

In either case, accessibility is an important issue for your web presence. It opens your site to people with disabilities. Accessibility practices make your site easier to use for a significant percentage of the workforce with minor vision loss. 

Further, following accessibility standards will help your site transform gracefully for small devices.  This prepares the site for access by cellular phones, PDAs and other such devices that are Web enabled.

Most important, Your Company will be ahead of the game in presenting an accessible web site to federal employees who are required by Section 508 to purchase accessible information and electronic technology.

� The government has not ordered companies to make their technology accessible to the disabled, but the Justice Department, in a 1996 opinion, said the ADA applied to the Internet, perhaps paving the way for more legal action against privately operated Web sites. The National Federation of the Blind sued America Online Inc. earlier this year, arguing that some of the company's technology violated the ADA. The federation agreed to drop the suit after AOL promised to improve its technology, but the sentiment behind the suit remains strong.  For more details see the article at:


� HYPERLINK "http://washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A6542-2000Aug22.html" ��http://washingtonpost.com/wp-dyn/articles/A6542-2000Aug22.html�





The actual argument presented by the Department of Justice can be found at:


� HYPERLINK "http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/briefs/hooks.htm" ��http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/briefs/hooks.htm�
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