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Increasing Web Site Accessibility

Did you know that talking screen readers are used by many people to browse the Web?  These programs read pages aloud, identifying links and images.  Did you know that some Web surfers never touch a mouse?  Ideally, Web sites and browsers can be navigated through keystrokes alone.  Impaired vision and carpal tunnel syndrome will affect more and more of us as we grow older and as computers become even more pervasive.  Web accessibility is good business, and it’s in our own best interests.

David Gray, UMass Vice President for Information Services and CIO, summed up the situation nicely when he said, "I don't think it's as much about interpreting statutes or regulations as it is about attempting to do the right thing."  He is committed to accessibility, stating, "I would like to see UMass forge a position as a national leader in the Web accessibility movement."

What is Web site accessibility?

Web site accessibility, or simply Web accessibility, is about making the vast resources of the World Wide Web available to as many people as possible.  This includes people with diverse abilities, such as people with blindness, color blindness, low vision, deafness, learning disabilities, or impaired mobility.  Universal accessibility also encompasses people who use slower computer systems, perhaps due to low bandwidth, slow modems, or older browsers.  People with newer technologies like Palm Pilots require special consideration, too, as do people using computers that they don’t own or control (such as in libraries), because they may not be able to download the latest software that some sites require.

Web developers can do a lot to make sites more accessible.  (Web browsers, Web authoring tools, such as Dreamweaver, and assistive technologies, such as screen readers and screen magnifiers, all have parts to play in accessibility, too.)  Luckily, making a site accessible is a lot quicker and less expensive than making a brick and mortar building accessible.  As with any software requirement, it is easier to start out with accessibility as a goal than to go back and rethink the site afterwards.  Much of creating an accessible Web site is a simple shift in perspective:  keep it clear, and provide alternative methods of conveying information.

The single most important accessibility feature for most Web sites is the provision of a textual description for any graphical image on the site. If you use a PC, you have probably seen the text description that sometimes pops up when the mouse cursor rolls over an image. (On a Mac, the text appears only while the image is being loaded.)  This text is called “alt text” or alternative text, and it can easily be supplied using markup (usually HTML) directly, or through a Web authoring tool, such as Dreamweaver or Claris HomePage.  For example, the UMass logo should have alt text saying “UMass logo”.  If this is the case, a screen reader or text-only browser will say or display “graphic: UMass logo”, rather than something cryptic like “graphic: inline” (the default for some browsers if no alt text is supplied).  Alt text should also be displayed by the browser if the user chooses not to download images in order to decrease download time. 

For sites that use more complex non-text elements, such as multimedia, accessibility is more of a challenge.  Text alternatives should be provided, and the non-text elements can themselves be made more accessible.  For example, video clips can be captioned so that people with impaired hearing can see the words synchronized with the visual images.

Our approach, the Web Accessibility Initiative, and WebAIM

We at the Internet Publishing Group (IPG) have begun to review the many sites that we maintain in order to upgrade them for increased accessibility, and we are incorporating accessibility considerations into all of our new and redesigned sites.  We rely heavily on the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) and its Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) to guide us (www.w3.org/WAI).  Their well-researched and prioritized guidelines take into account a wider range of disabilities and technologies than we have time to investigate ourselves.  In our work on the first phase of www.UMassOnline.net, we adhered to all the priority 1 recommendations of the WAI.  (Please refer to the Spring 2001 UIS newsletter at www.umassp.edu/uis/publications for more about that project.)  We have also upgraded our own IPG site (www.umassp.edu/uis/ipg) to the same level of accessibility.  There are many resources available on the Web to help with accessibility, but the WAI has become the common denominator to which all the others refer.  This may change with the new Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act, an enforceable set of constraints for Federal Web sites and other technologies (see www.access-board.gov/news/508-final.htm for details).

Another important resource for us is WebAIM (Web Accessibility in Mind) at www.webaim.org.  Their focus is on the accessibility of Web sites of postsecondary educational institutions, especially for people with disabilities.  Their research showed that, of the sites they tested, only one out of four home pages was accessible.  The numbers were worse as they went deeper into sites.  And they were using a lenient standard of accessibility: that which can be automatically tested by Bobby, an online program for testing Web site accessibility (www.cast.org/bobby).  WebAIM sets very high standards for institutions of higher education.  They recommend following WAI’s priority 1, priority 2, and some priority 3 guidelines.  They also provide training through online classes and in person.  We are in the process of organizing a visit from two of their members to train the IPG along with other Web developers and interested parties from around UMass.

Testing for accessibility

To test our sites for accessibility, we use Bobby, as mentioned above, and also Lynx Viewer (www.delorie.com/web/lynxview.html), which simulates lynx, a browser that displays everything as text.  If there is a question of whether there is enough color contrast to be read by people with different kinds of color blindness, we use Vischeck (www.vischeck.com), a site that can display a Web page as it is seen by people with deuteranopia (a form of red/green color deficit).  Vischeck is currently in beta test and is being expanded to be more robust and to include displays for more kinds of color vision.  In addition, we make sure that the site being tested still works when images are not downloaded, and when JavaScript, Java, and style sheets are all turned off.  We recently purchased a copy of JAWS, the most popular talking screen reader, so that we can become familiar with it for ourselves and can do some testing with it.  It is important to have testing by others, too, particularly those in the disabled community.  At least three experienced JAWS users tested the first phase of the UMassOnline site, and we are actively seeking more people to help test our sites.  Please let us know if you are interested in helping out! 


