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Universal Web Design: Designing For Everyone

As a web author, what do you know about the people who visit your web page? Who are they? What hardware and software are they using, and how is it configured? 

Despite the clues visitors may leave in a log file, the details of how your audience views your web page often remain unknown. With the many choices available today, it is likely that visitors to your page arrive using a wide variety of tools and settings. For this reason, it is important to practice universal web design, i.e., design your web site so that ALL USERS have equal access to its content. 

Here are some suggestions for questions to ask yourself when designing a web page: 

· How does my page look in different browsers (e.g., Internet Explorer, Netscape, Opera, or a text-based browser such as Lynx)? 

· How does my page look to users with different screen resolutions (e.g., 640 x 480, 800 x 600, 1024 x 768 or higher)? 

· How does my page look to individuals who are using portable computing devices? 

· How does my page look to individuals who are accessing the web via telephone? 

· How does my page look to blind individuals who are accessing the web using a screen reader? 

· How does my page look to individuals who are deaf? Is my audio content transcribed? Is my multimedia content captioned? 

· Can an individual navigate my page if he/she is unable to use a mouse, e.g., using common keystrokes and tab stops? 

Assuming that few web developers have the time and/or resources to test their web page in all of the above scenarios, how can you ascertain that your web page is accessible to everyone? The best way is to become familiar with web accessibility guidelines and standards and with the tools that are available for checking web accessibility. 

There are currently two primary sets of guidelines/standards for developing accessible web content. The first is the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG 1.0), developed by the World Wide Web Consortium's Web Access Initiative (WAI). The WCAG 1.0 were developed in early 1999, and organized using a Priority system ranging from 1-3, where items identified as Priority 1 were critical. By violating a Priority 1 checkpoint, one or more groups would find it impossible to access your web page. The WCAG are on-line at: http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/.

On December 21, 2000, a second set of guidelines was published as standards in the Federal Register, as required by the 1998 Amendments to Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act. These were the Electronic and Information Technology Accessibility Standards developed by The (Federal) Access Board. The Access Board standards are on-line at: www.access-board.gov/sec508/508standards.htm. These standards cover a variety of technologies, including "Web-based intranet and internet information and applications." The Access Board drew heavily upon the WCAG 1.0 in creating its Web standards. However, the two sets are not identical. The Access Board worked carefully to use language that is more consistent with enforceable regulatory language, and included only items that can be objectively measured. For example, every non-text element (e.g., graphic) must be labeled with equivalent text using an "ALT tag", so that users of screen readers, telephones and other non-graphic technologies have access to the information provided within the graphic. The presence of ALT tags is easily and objectively measured, thus legally enforceable. 

Which brings us to the law. Federal law (Section 504 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973 and the Americans with Disabilities Act of 1990 (ADA)) requires that covered entities provide access to their programs and services to all qualified individuals, including individuals with disabilities. Virtually all educational entities are covered entities under one, if not both, of these laws. Given the early dates of these laws, however, the Web had not yet become the all-encompassing tool that it has today, and neither of these laws includes language that specifically references or defines Web accessibility. However, both the U.S. Department of Justice and the U.S. Department of Education's Office for Civil Rights have issued rulings and statements that support the position that Web content is among the programs and services covered by this legislation. 

So universal web design makes sense not only because it allows you to communicate with your entire audience, but also because it's legally required. Does this mean that all Web developers on campus, including administrative assistants and student temporary staff, must learn the Web accessibility standards? It is neither realistic nor essential for all developers to become accessibility gurus, but it is certainly helpful for anyone developing web content to have at least a basic understanding of accessibility issues. Fortunately there are tools available that assist in this process.

The Center for Applied Special Technology (CAST) has developed a tool for assessing web accessibility. The tool, named Bobby, is available through a free web interface or as downloadable software, and will check your web page(s) for accessibility, and provide a detailed report showing specific areas needing improvement. Bobby is available at: www.cast.org/bobby/.

Another free tool is WAVE, developed by Pennsylvania's Initiative on Assistive Technology (PIAT), a program of the Institute on Disabilities at Temple University. WAVE is on-line at: http://www.wave.webaim.org.

Another free tool is A-Prompt, developed by the Adaptive Technology Resource Centre (ATRC) at the University of Toronto. A-Prompt provides the added feature of semi-automating the process of retrofitting many accessibility problems, and can dramatically reduce the amount of time required to retrofit your content. A-Prompt is on-line at: http://aprompt.snow.utoronto.ca. 

Source: Terry Thompson, Technology Specialist, AccessIT.
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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�.
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