Plan for Implementing Accessibility on a Decentralized Web

The task of implementing Web accessibility at institutions of higher education is a daunting one, given that most colleges and universities have Web sites that are developed and maintained by many different groups and departments without the benefit of central coordination. This plan outlines some steps you can take toward implementing some level of accessibility in a decentralized Web environment.

Note that this process needs to be considered as a whole. For example, you cannot decide what level of accessibility you are aiming for (Phase 2) without considering what level you can realistically achieve (Phase 3). And an understanding of legal requirements (Phase 2) might help when raising awareness (Phase 1).

Phase 1: Establish Web accessibility as a campus-wide concern

Many administrators do not realize that the same consideration given to building accessible physical facilities must be given to Web sites. Many people who design Web sites do not think of their sites as access points that must be accessible to all comers. The first task, then, is to establish Web accessibility as a strategic goal, and to raise awareness at all levels of your institution.

Form group of stakeholders

Form a team comprised of people who have a stake in seeing accessibility implemented at your institution. This might include people in the library, computing, admissions, affirmative action, human resources, student disabilities, public affairs, and the legal office. Members of this group need not be designers or Web developers, but rather people who will promote awareness of accessibility across campus, and who will convey their concerns to high-level administration. This group will later serve as an advisory group to the working group established in Phase 3.

Find a spokesperson

Seek project endorsement at the level of president, vice president, provost, or dean.

Raise awareness

Use the stakeholders and high-level administration to raise campus awareness of Web accessibility. Present accessibility to committees involved with your institutional Web site. Publish information about Web accessibility, both in printed materials and on the Web. The goal at this point is not to teach accessible Web design, but to help people understand the challenges and opportunities the Web presents for people with disabilities to the extent that there is no question about the need for accessibility on the campus Web.

Phase 2: Define Web accessibility within the context of your institution

Once you have developed an awareness of and concern for Web access, and you have a commitment to making your institution’s Web accessible, you need to define what accessibility means for your institution. Is your school legally bound to have an accessible Web site, and if so, bound by what laws? Once you understand the legal implications of Web accessibility at your institution, you can make a decision about what type of policy and programs you will have to support implementation.

Assess legal requirements

Determine whether your legal officers feel that your institution is legally required to have an accessible Web site.

Develop statement or policy

Develop a statement of support or a Web accessibility policy. What you produce depends on whether you are obligated to build accessible sites under Section 508 or the ADA, or some other legal mandate (institutional nondiscrimination policy, state requirements, etc). Base your policy on the level of accessibility required to satisfy your legal obligations. If no legal requirements apply to your institution, base your policy or statement on existing guidelines (Section 508, WCAG).

Phase 3: Evaluate the accessibility of your Web site and assess your resources

This discovery phase is likely to be the most time and resource intensive. First, you must identify the key Web developers on your campus and enlist their participation in a working group. This group will determine the current state of accessibility on your Web site, assess authoring tools currently in use, and make contact with the Web developers on your campus. They will work with the stakeholder group to determine the targeted scope and level of accessibility for your institutional Web site, given the available resources.

Form working group

Choose representatives from different departments and units across campus to participate in a Web accessibility working group. The working group members will be the key players in assessing the accessibility of your Web site, promoting accessible authoring tools, providing training, etc. The members should be Web designers and developers. This group will work under the advisement of the stakeholders group formed in Phase 1.  

Identify Web developers at your institution

Create an inventory of people who develop Web sites at your institution. Some type of registration process or survey might aid this process. Consider setting up a database with an online registration form. Also, determine which tools people use to author Web sites.

Assess current accessibility

Use evaluation tools and manual checks to determine the current state of accessibility on your institutional Web site. You will likely want to test a selection of key pages as opposed to the entire Web site.

Discover new software and tools

Explore different authoring tools and evaluation software that might aid the process of implementing accessibility on your campus. Schedule demonstrations and form relationships with vendors who might have an interest in helping you build a computing infrastructure that supports accessible Web authoring. Are the tools currently in use (Web authoring software like Dreamweaver and GoLive, and content management tools like Blackboard and WebCT) working for or against accessibility?

Consult with other institutions

Ask colleagues at other institutions what they are doing about Web accessibility. Use the Web to find policies and procedures being used elsewhere.

Develop report

Develop a “state-of-the-Web” report to share with the advisory group. This report should contain information about who is developing Web sites, what software they are using, what software they should be using, how accessible the current site is, and what other institutions are doing about Web accessibility. The purpose of this report is to guide development of an implementation plan.

Phase 4: Develop an implementation plan

During this phase, the working group and the advisory group will work together to devise an implementation plan for your institution. It is critical that the plan be realistic and feasible given the available resources and staff. 

Identify scope and level

Given what you know about your Web site, and your campus Web development environment, determine what level of accessibility you can realistically achieve. What pages must be accessible? Perhaps the home page and those linked from it? Perhaps the pages that receive the most hits? Will you take a multi-staged approach, where the top-levels pages are redesigned first, then departmental pages, then course pages? What will your design standard be? Will there be central coordination of this effort? How will you measure success? How will you monitor accessibility?

Establish a timeline

Once you have established your institutional priorities, create an implementation timeline that includes deadlines and individual responsibilities. 

Identify resources

The implementation plan needs to be grounded in reality, so take steps at this point to make sure that you understand the level of support you can expect to receive for this project. Are there funds to purchase supporting tools, like validation software, or content management software? Are there people who can give time to training, and to monitoring the accessibility of the site? Is there a point person who will coordinate the effort, and stay abreast of new issues and technologies? If not, how will you distribute the responsibilities?

Phase 5: Implement Web accessibility on campus

In most decentralized Web environments, there is no one person or team of people who can take responsibility for making a Web site accessible. Instead, everyone involved in building Web sites must take responsibility for his or her own corner of the campus Web. Therefore, in the implementation phase, it is the job of the working group and advisory team to spread the word as broadly as possible, and to establish a supportive environment for accessible Web site development.

Incorporate implementation plan into campus publications

Integrate the accessibility policy and information about implementation into new and existing documents. These might include an existing Web policy or style guide, press releases, articles, and training materials. Put the policy and plan on the campus Web site. Integrate information about accessible design into any current help materials for Web developers.

Integrate accessibility into campus computing infrastructure

Install software and tools that will help in the evaluation and maintenance of accessible Web sites. Install or provide access to verification tools that report potential accessibility problems. Also, if your institution currently uses software that does not support accessibility, pressure the vendors to update their software, or check into new tools. If your institution is planning to purchase new software, verify that it supports accessible markup before purchase.

Provide training and resources

Add training on accessible Web design techniques into existing training programs. Add new programs design specifically toward supporting the institution’s Web accessibility policy. Develop training materials and tutorials for the Web, such as customized checklists for designers, programmers, and content-developers. 

Establish forums

If you do not already have a Web developers group, take this opportunity to establish one. Invite those involved in developing Web sites at your institution and in your community, and make accessibility one of the main topics. Set up a campus listserv on Web accessibility. Organize campus events promoting Web accessibility.

Phase 5: Monitor project progress

Given the difficulties in fully implementing accessibility on a decentralized Web, it might be best to regard monitoring in terms of monitoring project progress as opposed to monitoring the accessibility of your institutional Web site. Focus on such things as participation in the training programs, usage of verification tools, and the number and diversity of participants at your Web developers’ forums. The goal is to create an infrastructure that supports accessible Web authoring, and a community that is committed to building an accessible campus Web. You should do some monitoring of progress on the Web site, but that should not be the focus of your ongoing program assessment.

Assess impact on developer community

Review participation in your training programs and use of your online training materials. Check on use of your verification tools. Use your database of campus Web developers to survey developers about their progress in accessible Web design. Issue surveys via your listserv and at meetings and events. Use the feedback to reevaluate these programs and make adjustments to better serve your community needs.

Use verification tools to monitor accessibility

Set up a service that runs reports on the accessibility of your campus Web sites, both automatically and on demand. Run regular reports on key institutional sites (admissions, for example) and send the reports to the Web site owners.

Do regular manual checks

In your implementation plan, establish a regular cycle (for example, twice a year, or every quarter) for a full-scale review of your site’s accessibility. The working group could be responsible for this review, and should report the findings back to the advisory group. 

Review policy and implementation plan

At least once annually, review the policy and implementation plan. Assess progress and check on the status on individual commitments. Be ready to update the materials whenever Web standards or technologies change.
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