Comments on Draft of the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines Version 2.0

Submitted by the U.S. Access Board
1331 F Street, NW
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Washington, DC  20004
The Access Board welcomes this opportunity to submit comments on the latest working draft of the Web Accessibility Initiative's accessibility guidelines for web page content.  The Board is extremely interested in the development of a close harmonization between its section 508 requirements and the Web Accessibility Initiative guidelines for webpage design.  Because the Board's section 508 requirements are enforceable by law, our web provisions are not as inclusive as the WAI guidelines.  However, the Board hopes that at a minimum the core requirements of WAI would closely parallel the section 508 provisions.  This harmonization would help eliminate confusion experienced by designers of webpages and those attempting to develop webpage testing tools.  It is from this perspective that the Access Board offers the following comments on the current draft of the web content accessibility guidelines.
Guideline 1: PERCEIVABLE. Make Content Perceivable by Any User

Response:  This is an excellent statement of a goal.  We understand that the statement is not saying all content must be understandable by all, but that all users should at least be able to discern the information presented by a page.

Core Checkpoints for Guideline 1

1.1 [CORE] All non-text content that can be expressed in words has a text 

equivalent of the function or information that the non-text content was intended to convey.

Response: This is a very important requirement.  However, we have some questions about its applicability.  Would the use of an alt attribute that contains only a blank space (ASCII 32) be considered equivalent for a transparent image used for spacing? What about text equivalents for bullets, borders and horizontal lines?  Pages that try to have text equivalents for all such items may cause the user of a screenreader to listen to a great deal of audio clutter.

It is suggested by the WAI that all text equivalents be easily translated into braille.  Are the creators of webpages for sites such as EBay, Amazon, Yahoo and the like expected to know what can, and cannot be converted into braille?  We believe this is not an appropriate statement for the intended audience.

1.2 [CORE] Synchronized media equivalents are provided for time-dependent presentations.

Response: This is almost identical to the similar section 508 requirement. However, the Board selected the term multimedia presentations instead of the term “media”.  A single media, such as a video only event, would require text equivalents.  Describing the output from a web cam is a difficult issue.  We do agree with the WAI suggestions for handling web cam output (provide a link to equivalent information in text when possible).  This is excellent advice.  For example a traffic web cam could easily have links to text based traffic condition reports.  Some may ask, why do people that can't see want traffic reports?  The information can be very helpful when using taxis and when walking.  It may be essential for the blind pedestrian to know ahead of time that one or more traffic signals in an area are not functioning.

Also, regarding captioning, clarification is needed on whether this requires music with lyrics to display the lyrics as captions on the screen?

1.3 [CORE] Both [information/substance] and structure are separable from 

presentation.

Response: This is a very interesting requirement that seems to cover several major issues.  It is hoped that before releasing these guidelines, this particular section will undergo some major rewriting.  We assume this provision would require that authors of webpages to not rely on visual screen layout alone to convey such concepts as relationships of data and significance of data.
This means that cells in tables should be associated with the appropriate headers using markup language rather than simply screen placement. Headers should be identified with markup that identifies the item as such rather than relying on visual changes in font size. This is a broad and important concept, but without prior knowledge of WCAG 1.0 or the section 508 web requirements, it is not at all obvious what this section is addressing.

1.4 [CORE] All characters and words in the content can be unambiguously decoded. 

Response: We have not provided feedback on this section since it is unclear what the section is trying to address.

Extended Checkpoints for Guideline 1

1.5 [EXTENDED] Structure has been made perceivable to more people through presentation(s), positioning, and labels.

Response: We have not provided feedback on this section since it is unclear what the section is trying to address.

1.6 [EXTENDED] Foreground content is easily differentiable from background for both auditory and visual default presentations.

Response: This section seems to address usability issues more than accessibility. 
Guideline 2: OPERABLE. Ensure that Interface Elements in the Content are 

Operable by Any User

Response:  Like the other guidelines of perceivable, readable and robust, this is a statement of a goal, not a guideline.

Core Checkpoints for Guideline 2

2.1 [CORE] All functionality is operable at a minimum through a keyboard or a keyboard interface.

Response:  We agree that a webpage should be navigatable by keyboard commands.  However, there is always the issue of how much keyboard access is the responsibility of the webpage designer versus the capability of the specific browser being used by the person accessing the page.
2.2 [CORE] Users can control any time limits on their reading, interaction, or 

responses unless control is not possible due to nature of real time events or 

competition. 

Response: We agree with this guideline and believe that the addition of the qualifying statement regarding realtime or competition is an excellent clarification.
2.3 [CORE] User can avoid experiencing screen flicker.

Response:  Is the intent of this provision to avoid using blinking objects?  If one examines the definition of "flicker" in any dictionary, the term applys to randomly generated uncontrolled intermittent emissions of light.  The term "flicker" is almost always associated with a malfunction, not something generated intentionally.  We believe that the word “blinking” should be substituted for flicker.

Extended Checkpoints for Guideline 2

2.4 [EXTENDED] Structure and/or alternate navigation mechanisms have been added to facilitate orientation and movement in content.

Response:  We have not provided feedback on this section since it is unclear what the section is trying to address.  However, from the explanatory material, it seems that this guideline may be addressing usability more than accessibility.

2.5 [EXTENDED] Methods are provided to minimize error and provide graceful recovery. 

Response: What types of errors is this guideline addressing?  Is this something that is a special problem for people with disabilities, or is it a usability issue for all users? Also, using the term “graceful” is very subjective.
Guideline 3: UNDERSTANDABLE. Make content and controls understandable to as many 

users as possible. 

Response:  This guideline is very vague.  Phrases such as "as possible" and "understandable" are very subjective.  A webpage designer always expects the content will be understandable by the intended audience.
Core Checkpoints for Guideline 3

3.1 [CORE] Language of content can be programmatically determined.

Response: This guideline was also in WCAG version 1.0.  The Board did not adopt this guideline since it is more a usability issue than an accessibility issue. It also relies on the ability of assistive technologies to interpret the language tags.  At this time, support for this feature has very limited implementation.

Extended Checkpoints for Guideline 3

3.2 [EXTENDED] The definition of abbreviations and acronyms can be unambiguously determined.

Response: This is a usability not an accessibility issue.  Any user would have problems interpreting undefined abreviations.  Furnishing the appropriate description for an abreviation when it first appears in a document is part of good writing style, not specific to accessibility.

3.3 [EXTENDED] Content is written to be no more complex than is necessary and/or supplement with simpler forms of the content. 

Response: This is more a usability not an accessibility issue. It is also very subjective.  Who would make the judgment as to whether the language used was too complex for the topic?  We also find that much of the explanatory material is addressing good writing styles not accessibility.

3.4 [EXTENDED] Layout and behavior of content is consistent or predictable, but not identical.

Response: This is good advice for any webpage design but is not an accessibility issue as much as it is a style issue.

Guideline 4: ROBUST. Use Web technologies that maximize the ability of the content to work with current and future accessibility technologies and user agents.

Response:  This is not an appropriate goal.  The whole idea of using text alternatives, and other techniques described in previous sections is to make webpages interpretable by user agents and assistive technologies.  It is not a goal that is separate from the other guidelines.  We also believe that by stating that technologies should be used that are compatible with present and future assistive technologies requires that webpage authors have a working knowledge of these programs.  That is probably impractical.  Assistive technologies are constantly changing.  It would be imposible for web designers to know what the assistive technology programs will be able to do in the future.  It is conceivable that a designer could say, "I can do anything I wish because I'm sure that in the future assistive programs such as screen readers will be designed to handle my pages."
Core Checkpoints for Guideline 4

4.1 [CORE] Technologies are used according to specification.
Response: This provision seems to address good authoring techniques and is not an accessibility issue.
Extended Checkpoints for Guideline 4

4.2 [EXTENDED] Technologies that are relied upon by the content are declared and widely available.

Response: In the editorial note that follows this checkpoint, it is suggested that this statement may be too subjective and should be deleted.  We agree.

However, the note could also be interpreted as meaning that designers should avoid using user agent specific or proprietary techniques.  If that is an accurate interpretation, then we believe this could be a valuable guideline and should be restated and placed under Guideline 2.

4.3 [EXTENDED] Technologies used for presentation and user interface support accessibility or alternate versions of the content are provided that do support accessibility.

Response: This checkpoint seems to be a provision that allows for a text based alternative if the primary page cannot meet the other guidelines.  If this is the correct interpretation then it should be restated so as to be more easily understood and moved to guideline 2.
