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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to promote awareness of Internet ADA issues to marketing and information technology professionals, help transit organizations identify their web site accessibility, provide legal information on ADA recommendations, and give an overview of the steps that should be taken to overcome potential problems. Research on more than fifty transit web sites confirms a lack of accessibility awareness.  Each web site tested failed to pass the ADA accessibility verification test. As a result of changing technology and the emergence of the Internet, ADA accessibility to information has been left by the wayside in web page design.

There is one main obstacle to making the information available on web pages accessible to everyone, ignorance.  Ignorance in how to make a web site accessible and ignorance in why make a web site accessible.  

Several key groups and parties sponsored by the government and supported by private industry have made a consorted effort to eliminate ignorance in both areas.  Standards have recently been developed and almost every day a new article is written on how to make a web site accessible.  With more and more information available, building an accessible web site should become a priority and goal for all transit organizations.
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Introduction

The purpose of this paper is to promote awareness of Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) issues regarding the Internet to marketing and information technology professionals.  Research on more than fifty transit web sites confirmed a lack of accessibility awareness.  Each web site failed to pass the ADA accessibility verification test; this test is described in detail in the Accessibility Analysis section of this paper.  This paper will,

· help transit organizations identify how accessible their web site is.

· provide background information on the legal issues surrounding ADA recommendations.

· give an overview of the steps that should be taken to overcome potential problems.  

As a supplement to this paper, the Guideline and Resource Directory will outline the top ten accessibility guidelines, as defined by the City of San Jose.  The directory will include a listing of public and private resources and published material from journals, papers, magazines, and the Internet. 

The Information Super Highway – a road not traveled by everyone 

The Americans with Disabilities Act is not a new topic for most transit organizations; many agencies have hired a staff of Compliance Officers, Disadvantaged Business Enterprise Officers (DBE), ADA Planners, Liaison Officers, and Ombudsman Officers.  However, most of the focus on ADA issues has been on physical access and use of transit, not transit information.  But access to information falls under similar criteria as access to a bus.  

Transit organizations provide information to the public in a variety of formats including paper and electronic mediums.  Ensuring that information on a paper medium meets ADA recommendations has been relatively easy by using large print and Braille.  Electronic information has usually been delivered to the public via the telephone, and Telecommunications Devices for the Deaf (TDD) make telephone information accessible.   However, within the last five years most businesses have been relying on the Information Super Highway, or Internet, as the preferred choice to deliver electronic information.

There are two main reasons why the Internet has become so popular.  First, posting information on the Internet is a very cost-effective way to provide information to a large number of people, and second, the information can be instant.  Within minutes of a change of process or information, a large number of people can be notified.  

In the early days of the Internet, most web pages were built using standard HTML, or text-only pages.  But with increased use of web building tools such as; Java scripts, dynamic HTML, frames, tables, graphics, videos, and sound clips, the Internet has become an increasingly inaccessible information medium for the disabled.  

As a result of changing technology and the emergence of the Internet, ADA accessibility to information has been left by the wayside in web page design.

The Problem

There is one main obstacle to making the information available on web pages accessible to everyone, ignorance.  Ask a web site designer to make an image spin circles, turn forty different colors, and burst into flames, more than likely this could be done without hesitation.  Ask that same designer to make that same image do the same thing for a blind person, more than likely the request would go unanswered.

Question a group of web site designers today, and not much would be said about methods for handling design to meet ADA recommendations.  In fact, to most web site designers, this is a totally new concept.  One main reason this is a new concept to web site designers is because clients do not require their web site be accessible.  However, within the last year, a new focus is being placed on the accessibility of information.  People with disabilities are expecting the same level of access to information as access to transit.  These unmet expectations can be seen in the increased litigation against transit organizations
.  

Analysis of the Issues

To understand the issues surrounding ADA accessibility, a brief overview of the legal history is helpful.  In addition to the laws, it is helpful to know about responsibilities and web site evaluation.

Legal

National laws and policies regarding information technology, specifically Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act 29 U.S.C. § 798,
 have changed the way we think about providing access and information to disabled persons.  Section 508 outlines the requirements for federal departments and agencies on electronic and information technology.  “The Architectural and Transportation Compliance Board (Access Board) is responsible for developing technical and functional performance criteria for electronic and information technology covered by Section 508.”
   The Access Board provides guidance on accessibility standard coverage.  Information technology is defined in Section 5002(3) of the Clinger-Cohen Act of 1996.
  Section 508 is not the only source for identifying the way access to information is defined; for example, there is the Telecommunications for the Disabled Act, Hearing Aid Compatibility Act, Telecommunications Accessibility Enhancement Act, Americans with Disabilities Act, and the Telecommunications Act of 1996.  Together these national laws and policies are the defining agents for how electronic and information technology should be viewed. 

The 1998 Amendments to Section 508 have directed the Access Board to develop and publish standards by February 7, 2000.  To meet their mandate the Access Board established the Electronic and Information Technology Access Advisory Committee (EITAAC) and gave it the charter to develop the standards.
  EITAAC, comprised of 27 members, represent industry, disability organizations, and other groups with an interest in the issues.

EITAAC realized that publishing a static set of rules or guidelines would hinder innovation and delay advancements in technology for people with disabilities.  However, to ensure compliance and establish criteria for procurement, clear and specific standards needed to be developed.  To address both needs, the standards are based on alternative technical approaches.  On May 12, 1999, EITAAC published its Final Report.

The Final Report standards “apply to a full range of Electronic and Information Technology including those used for communication, duplication, computing, storage, presentation, control, transport and production.”5  The recommended access standards are arranged in two sections, generic and technology specific standards.  The technology specific standard covers the topic of Web-based information and applications.  Section 5.3.3.1 states that "Web content shall conform with level 'Double-A', satisfying all Priority 1 and 2 checkpoints, of the W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0".
  

The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0 explain how to make web content accessible.6  The W3C document has fourteen guidelines, each guideline has a list of checkpoint definitions, each checkpoint definition includes the level of priority of the checkpoint.  There are three priority levels; each level is based on the impact each item has to accessibility.  For example, priority 1 checkpoint states that a web content developer must satisfy this checkpoint, priority 2 states they should, and priority 3 states they may.  In addition to the three priority levels there are three conformance levels,

1)“A”, all priority 1 checkpoints are satisfied

2)“Double-A”, all priority 1 and 2 checkpoints are satisfied

3)“Triple-A”, all priority 1, 2, and 3 checkpoints are satisfied

To better illustrate exactly what this means, the following is an example taken directly from the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines.

Guideline 1. Provide equivalent alternatives to auditory and visual content.  In other words, provide text content that conveys essentially the same function or purpose as auditory or visual content.

Checkpoints:

Provide a text equivalent for every non-text element. [Priority 1]

Provide redundant text links for each active region of a server-side image map. [Priority 1]

Until user agents can automatically read aloud the text equivalent of a visual track, provide an auditory description of the important information of the visual track of a multimedia presentation. [Priority 1]

For any time –based multimedia presentation, synchronize equivalent alternatives. [Priority 1]

Until user agents render text equivalents for client-side image map links, provide redundant text links for each active region of a client-side image map. [Priority 3]

For a web page to comply with the recommended access standards, if there is a video clip on the site, provide an option for a text equivalent.  If the video clip is of the American flag waving in the sky with the National Anthem playing in the background, allow the user to select a text link for that image.  In the text link say something like, “This image is of an American flag waving in the sky, the auditory content is the National Anthem.”  Once this text link is available to the users the web page would comply with the ‘Double A’ conformance levels of the W3C.  

To find out more about technical assistance for compliance with Section 508, contact the Architectural and Transportation Barriers Compliance Board (Access Board).

Understanding Responsibilities: What Does it Mean?

What do these national laws and policies mean for transit organizations?  Most transit organizations prove information through electronic and information technology products, such as the Internet.  Most transit organizations are funded with federal money and federal grants.  EITAAC has recommended that the procurement process should reward those who meet or exceed the requirements.5  Although currently only Government agencies must meet the recommended standards, proving compliance with the current standards could affect future funding from the government.

Evaluating the Web Site: What Now?

Most web sites are developed with all of the following features, and each of these features can be made accessible to people with disabilities.      

· Auditory or visual content

· Color

· Abbreviated text

· Tables

· Frames

· PDF documents

· ASCII art

· Graphic images

Determining the level of a web site’s accessibility is a complex process.  The process includes researching the Internet, testing and verifying web site accessibility using current software and hardware, discussing with the Civil Rights Compliance and Legal Departments all changes, and identifying local external sources of information, such as the Division of Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired.  For specific examples on how to make each of the mentioned features accessible please refer to the Guideline and Resource Directory.  

Accessibility Analysis: How Does it Work? 

The Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST), a not-for-profit organization, expands opportunities for disabled people through the development of technology.
  One such development has been a web-based analyzing tool, Bobby.  “Bobby is a web-based tool that analyzes web pages for their accessibility to people with disabilities. CAST offers Bobby as a free public service in order to further its mission to expand opportunities for people with disabilities through the innovative uses of computer technology."
  Not only does Bobby verify and analyze the accessibility of a web site, it also offer suggestions to help correct problems.  Bobby allows users to download a complete software package; this software package will analyze each page of a web site.  The final analysis will provide specific coding errors located throughout the site, in addition it provides a reference to the W3C access standard that is not met.

Community Involvement: Where Do You Go to Get Help?

The next step in analysis is to contact the local Division of Services for the Blind and Visually Impaired.  These centers have the devices used by the disabled to access the Internet.  These devices will show how web sites are perceived, heard, and read by disabled people using the hardware and software available at the division.  Seeing the Braille software and hardware in use, hearing the screen readers, and watching someone navigate the Internet is the best method to learn the technical aspects and internalize the meaning behind the ADA recommendations.

A substantial amount of education takes place using hands-on, ears-on, and eyes-on learning, more than could ever be learned from reading findings and recommendations.  

Above and Beyond: The Utah Transit Authority and Web Site Progression

The Utah Transit Authority (UTA) launched its first web site in 1997.  However, as expected with most first attempts that are reactionary and not well planned, it failed.  By late 1997, a profusion of problems were apparent, including: 

· The link to bus schedule information had been deactivated because there were no accurate schedules available.

· The search button did not work.

· The feedback button went to a black hole since the Email respondent left the agency, and no one was re-assigned the job.

The task of making the necessary improvements and changes to the web site fell to the Marketing Department.  Once the task was completed, a new and greatly improved web site emerged.  While the new site garnered support and kudos from internal and external users, it needed additional work and review.

With increased scrutiny of ADA compliance, UTA embarked on a proactive approach to meet the needs of the disabled.  One place of concern was the web site.  After initial research it became evident not much is written about ADA web site recommendations.  But what was written seemed to have some common features in approach and design.  There seemed to be at least ten recommendations:  

1. Develop an Access Information Page.

2. Make sure your site is supported on a text browser.

3. Provide descriptive "Alt" tags on all graphic images, audio, and video files.

4. Do not use image maps.

5. Provide alternatives to on-line forms.

6. Do not use tables, PDF files, or ASCII art.

7. Avoid language such as "click here."

8. Use high-contrast colors.

9. Do not place text in graphics formats.

10. Make site text heavy or have a text only version.

It appeared that UTA’s web site could meet the recommendations with some minor retrofitting, since it already met most of the guidelines.  UTA followed the current recommended access standards and now has a web site that meets each of the guidelines.  For example, UTA had an image map on the landing page, because the image map was not a necessary function of the site, it was eliminated.  Each page in the site was designed with a consistent function, all navigation tools are located to the left, and text links are provided at the bottom of each page.  

From the landing page, a user can link to the Accessibility Statement page.  This page describes what has been done to meet the current recommendations, identifies pages that do not yet meet the recommendations such as schedules and the video/sound clips of our commercials and advertisements.  The Accessibility Statement page provides the user with the necessary contacts to receive that information in an accessible format.  In addition to the disclaimer about the information there is a section on site navigation.  This section describes how to navigate on the site.  The following is the statement currently in use.

“The Utah Transit Authority's web site has a consistent design to make navigation easier for all people. At the top of each page there is a heading with links to five major areas. Those areas are 1) TRAX information, 2) bus schedule information, 3) route changes and detour information, 4) news and special events, and 5) phone numbers. At the left side of each page there is a combo box with eleven links to information on the Utah Transit Authority. At the bottom of the page there are text links to each of the eleven areas. 

The web site has one to four levels of information in each of the eleven areas. Once you have selected an area to look in, that link will be prominent at the beginning of each page for that topic. For example, if you were looking at Rideshare information, the top of each page about Rideshare would have the Rideshare text link first.”

The UTA developed an Access Information Page, this is the Accessibility Statement, and the site was tested on several text browsers such as Lynx.  All images now have “Alt” tags on them that describe what the image is, for example, if the image is of a bus the “Alt” tag would contain “This is an image of a bus.”  The image map was removed, all on-line forms can be filled out over the telephone, the site does not use tables, PDF files, or ASCII art, all language such as "click here" was removed, high-contrast colors were used for background and text, text in graphics formats was changed, and the site is very text heavy.

Now when changes and additions are made to the UTA web site, the necessary changes are made in the design stage.

Conclusion and Recommendations

Compliance issues cannot be resolved with a quick electronic fix.  Retrofitting, installing the necessary “electronic curb cuts”
 takes creativity, hard work, and a better understanding of what real problems exist within HTML and web design.  Half the problem is identifying the stumbling blocks, and with a better understanding most of that is out of the way.

Set a goal, and make it a priority to make your web site meet the current recommendations.  Make sure the Marketing staff, Information Systems staff, and all web site vendors are aware of your goal.  Become familiar with the current guideline and stay informed on the changes.  Offer assistance to other groups in your area that would like to follow your lead in web page accessibility.  Make sure the community is aware of your efforts.  Develop working relationships with your Civil Rights Compliance and Legal departments.  Extend your partnerships to include local disabled centers, they are your greatest resource.

UTA recommends setting a goal to make web site accessibility a priority.  Partnering with internal and external customers is key to achieving this goal.  Communicate your efforts, and offer assistance to other groups who would like to follow your lead.  

The future of Internet design is as uncertain as all forms of technology.  But it is the demands of users that drive changes and advancements in technology.  If enough users demand accessible Internet coding and page design, accessibility will become the rule, not the exception.  Changes have to start somewhere, why not here?  
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