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Despite the widespread availability of Web-based information resources, it is difficult for
some people who rely on assistive technology to access and process these materials.
Web designers can play an active role in facilitating access by formatting resources so
that they are compatible with these technologies. This can be accomplished by following
the accessibility guidelines outlined by the World Wide Web Consortium Web
Accessibility Initiative.

Web resources that have been created following these guidelines are compliant with the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), Public Law 102-569, Section 508 of the
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Rehabilitation Act (Waddell, C. D., 1998); the Assistive Technology Act of 1998
(S.2432); and Section 255 of the Telecommunications Act.

This Digest is written primarily for Web developers, information professionals, and
others who are interested in Web accessibility. It provides a brief overview of
accessibility challenges and some basic Hypertext Markup Language version 4.0
(HTML 4.0) coding solutions for these challenges, and provides an introduction to some
of the legal requirements and considerations for Web accessibility.

WEB DESIGNERS TECHNNIQUES

The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) actively formulates World Wide Web policy
and structure and oversees the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI). The Web Accessibility
Initiative is responsible for making Web formats compatible with assistive technologies.
Adherence to these Web accessibility guidelines ensures that Web-based materials are
‘universally' accessible (Reagan, 1997), without sacrificing visual appeal or higher-end
features and functionality (Waddell, 1998).

Web architects can ensure accessibility by using special HTML coding techniques and
offering alternative versions of pages and sites. Consideration should be given to users
who are accessing Web-based resources using visual, auditory, or mobility assistive
technologies.

The following items summarize the most common HTML coding and Web design
techniques for accessible Web design (Peters-Walters, 1998).

---Inclusion of ALT (alternative) and/or LONGDES (long description) HTML tags and text
in graphics and imagemaps provides access to people using visual assistive
technologies or a text-based browser such as Lynx. The ALT tag provides a brief textual
label for graphics and hot spots on imagemaps. The LONGDES tag provides a
more-detailed explanation of the contents and context of graphical information. Without
these alternative tags, screen readers and dynamic Braille generators/synthesizers
would output the nondescript label "image" or "graphic."

---Audio or video clips that include closed captioning and/or descriptive text facilitate
access for users who are viewing a Web resource via auditory assistive technology.

---Alternative navigation and keyboard commands provide access for users who are
using mobility assistive technologies or who have difficulty manipulating a mouse or
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---Designers should offer frames and no-frames, low-end graphics, and text-only
versions of their sites.

---Background, text, and graphics colors should be carefully chosen to allow for people
with color blindness.

---Page layout and design should be neither flashy nor cluttered and text should be
broken into smaller parts to increase readability (Peters-Walters, 1998). The basic rule
of accessible Web design is to keep it simple and offer alternative formats and views in
order to meet the needs and interests of the widest possible audience (Reagan, 1997).
By following the W3C's accessibility guidelines and incorporating special HTML coding,
Web designers can create Web resources that are ‘universally' accessible (1997), and
have built-in accessibility that allows access, even when assistive technologies are not
available (Peters-Walters, 1998).

Once coding is complete, HTML and accessibility validation software such as Bobby
(Center for Applied Special Technology) can be used to detect errors in coding and
problems with accessibility. Pages can also be viewed using Lynx, Lynx Viewer, or
other text-based browsers.

The practice of accessible Web design is strongly recommended and is becoming
mandatory through recent legislation and legislative updates. By implementing the
procedures outlined above, Web designers can ensure that their Web-based materials
are 'universally' accessible (Reagan) and that they are compliant with the Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA) and other relevant legislation (Waddell, 1998).

THE LEGAL MANDATE FOR ACCESSIBLE WEB
DESIGN

Web developers should be aware of the following three legislative acts: "The Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA), Public Law 102-569, Section 508." The ADA's Rehabilitation
Act is the principal legislation that is driving this trend toward mandatory accessible Web
design. Americans with Disabilities Act legislation is especially important for designers
of education Web sites that are hosted or sponsored by a government, educational, or
not-for-profit agency.
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"The Assistive Technology Act of 1998" includes provisions for the development,
funding, and availability of assistive technologies, and the dissemination of information
regarding these technologies. This act is important to Web developers because the
potential for an increase in end users who are accessing Web-based materials using
assistive technologies means an increased need for accessible Web design (and the
increased opportunity for Web architects to incorporate the principles of accessible Web
design).

"Telecommunications Act." The final guidelines concerning the accessibility, usability,
and compatibility of telecommunications equipment covered by Section 255 of the
Telecommunications Act were issued by the Federal Communications Commission
Access Board on February 3, 1998. Web developers need to be aware of this legislation
if they are designing Web-based resources for a government, educational, or
not-for-profit organization.
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