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Accessible Websites for All: Individuals with Disabilities and Web Accessibility in Postsecondary Education

· Are your websites, intranets, and distance learning courses accessible to individuals with disabilities?

Universities, community colleges and other postsecondary institutions are increasingly using the World Wide Web as a mode of communication. You probably use webpages to provide information about school activities to prospective and current students, employees, parents and the community at large. You may also use webpages as instructional tools in distance learning programs, in on-campus classes with interactive multimedia materials developed to enhance learning, and in research and networking between students, scientists and scholars worldwide.

The Web and other electronic and information technology present unprecedented opportunities for people with disabilities, especially those who have difficulties accessing printed information. However, this technology also presents new accessibility challenges. Web designers and programmers unaware of accessibility issues often inadvertently create barriers for people with disabilities. 

· What makes websites inaccessible to instructors and students with disabilities?

One common barrier is a lack of meaningful text descriptions for non-text elements on a website, which affects individuals with vision impairments who rely on screen readers (software that reads in a computer voice what appears on the screen) to gain access to website content. Non-text elements include: graphics (images, navigation buttons, and image maps—images with regions that users select to initiate an action); charts and tables; and video clips. 

A website that is inaccessible to people with disabilities limits the availability of campus information and library resources. For example, when webpages are inaccessible, students with disabilities may miss out on opportunities for sharing work, communicating with peers and mentors, keeping in touch with the latest developments, and taking advantage of experiential learning for which they may already have limited opportunities due to their disabilities.

An accessible website is attractive, easy to navigate, and available to all users, including students, faculty, staff, and members of the general public who have disabilities and use assistive technology such as screen readers. For more information on accessible design components, visit the following websites: 

Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI)—http://www.w3.org/WAI/
Section 508: The Road to Accessibility—http://www.section508.gov/
· Everyone benefits from accessible web design 

Accessible web design builds on sound instructional design, and results in webpages that are easier for everyone to use. Clear and simple language, understandable and consistent mechanisms for navigating within and between pages, and navigation tools and orientation information in pages maximize accessibility and usability for everyone. Accessibility features such as text descriptions for graphic elements and text-based alternatives to PDF files also make images and PDF files searchable. Increasing numbers of people are accessing the Web through alternative means such as personal digital assistants (PDAs), cell phones, and other devices. Accessible websites work better and faster in this context as well. Forward thinking webmasters design websites that work for everyone.

· Educational institutions should serve all members of the community

Educational entities that value inclusion and diversity must promote development of electronic environments that maximize accessibility and usability by all. Public educational institutions have an obligation to serve the community that provides the financial support for the operation of the institution. Citizens of your community contribute to the tax basis for your operating budget. Therefore, the services you offer need to be available to the community at large—including the increasing number of individuals with disabilities. 

Though individual estimates vary, it is estimated that there are over 54 million people in the United States who live with some level of disability. Aging is a major source of functional limitations. The portion of the U.S. population that is over age 55 grows steadily. According to the Disability Statistics Center, almost 40 percent of the population has some level of disability by age 65. For those who survive to age 75 or more, the percentage jumps to almost 60%. Becoming a person with a disability is the only recognized minority anyone can join at any time due to aging, illness or injury. Your websites must be accessible to meet the needs of the community at large.

· Legal obligations to provide accessible websites 

The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 (§504) prohibit discrimination against individuals with disabilities and require postsecondary institutions to effectively communicate website content to individuals with disabilities. Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1998 (§508) addresses the obligations of the federal government to procure and use accessible web design. 

· Accessible websites make economic sense

Creating an accessible website from the beginning is much less expensive than retooling an existing site. The amount of time spent designing and implementing an accessible website is much less than the cost in employee hours of fixing existing errors. 

Institutions found to be discriminating on the basis of inaccessible web design under the ADA must pay for redesigning websites as well as the costs of effectively communicating website content to individuals. Accessible web design is an insurance policy that protects against costs incurred by not adequately meeting the needs of students, employees and the community.

Campus-wide accessible websites reduce the need for accommodations. Students and instructors can access information independently. The need for providing alternate formats (such as Braille, audio cassette, or large print) is reduced. 

Campus-wide websites also often provide application materials, course listings, registration, library access, job postings, and distance learning courses. If this information is not accessible, institutions may lose tuition from students with disabilities, and potential employees may not apply for jobs. Increasing the pool of users makes economic sense for institutions competing for students, faculty, and staff—and the resources they generate. 

· How do you get started making your websites, intranets and distance learning courses accessible to people with disabilities?

Accessible web design starts at the policy level. Educate yourselves and your administration about the sound legal, economic, social and technical reasons for designing and maintaining accessible websites. Network with people with disabilities in your community. Persons with disabilities can help you test your websites, offer constructive feedback, and help promote your institution's efforts with other students, employees and the community at large. Develop and implement policies that are formulated broadly and state accessibility goals as they apply to public websites, intranets, and distance learning. Several such policies are already available and can be used as models to consider and adapt for your institution. For more information on accessible web policies, see article 122 in the AccessIT database at: http://www.washington.edu/accessit/articles?122. 

Adopting or developing standards and procedures that provide a clear blueprint for implementation and evaluation of web accessibility is the next step in the process. Meeting §508 standards (http://www.section508.gov/) is a good place to start but it's important to remember that these are only minimum standards. Postsecondary educational institutions should aim for higher than minimum accessibility and consider adopting guidelines for web accessibility published by the World Wide Web Consortium (http://www.w3.org/). Institutions may also choose to develop their own accessibility standards or to adopt an accessibility policy that combines standards. 

It is also essential to update procurement policies to include accessibility considerations. Make sure that the policies, standards, and procedures are disseminated, and that training and technical support is available to those who design and implement web-based information. 


This publication is available in alternate formats upon request and is one of a series on accessible electronic and information technology in education published by the National Center on Accessible Electronic and Information Technology in Education (AccessIT), in collaboration with the Regional Disability and Business Technical Assistance Centers, projects funded by the National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research (NIDDR). AccessIT is funded by NIDDR, grant no. H133D010306, Kurt L. Johnson, Ph.D., Principal Investigator.  


Further information about AccessIT at the University of Washington is available; (866) 968-2223 (voice), (866) 866-0162 (TTY), email: � HYPERLINK "accessit@u.washington.edu" ��accessit@u.washington.edu� or on the web site: � HYPERLINK "www.washington.edu/accessit" ��www.washington.edu/accessit�.


Information, technical assistance, and training is also available from the Regional Disability and Business Technical Assistance Centers, (800) 949-4232 (V/TTY), or on the web: � HYPERLINK "www.adata.org" ��www.adata.org�.


Copyright © 2002 by University of Washington. Permission is granted to copy these materials for educational, noncommercial purposes provided the source is acknowledged. Contact AccessIT for further information.


AccessIT and University of Washington are not responsible for any materials derived or modified from this website. These materials cannot offer specific legal advice nor substitute for the independent judgment of an attorney or an appropriate professional.
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