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Providing Universal
Accessibility to your Web
Resources

Many of us are making use of the
World Wide Web for outreach and to
make our resources and holdings
known to the widest possible audi-
ence. But are we really making our
websites accessible? Are we pouring
our blood, sweat, and tears (at least in
my own case) into our websites, but
not providing access to our HTML
documents for everyone that wants it?

Often discussed on the GOVPUB
listserv, and occasionally on the
RECMGMT and ARCHIVES
listservs, the concept of Universal Ac-
cessibility applies both to those who
do not have access to higher end soft-
ware and hardware, and to those who
must utilize adaptive technologies
such as screen readers.

Approximately 49 million people in
the United States have varying dis-
abilities. Computer users with disabili-
ties (e.g., low vision or blind, dyslexic,
hearing impaired, physically chal-
lenged) may require document out-
put of Braille or synthetic voice, large
text or spatial adjustments, visual cues
for audio or sound clips, and input
devices other than the keyboard or
mouse.

Well-constructed Web documents,
following basic HTML principles and
focusing more on content than glitz,
are key here. Possible scenarios: Us-
ers reaching your repository’s website
using a character-based browser (of-

Google

ten through dialing-in or telneting)
could be confronted by [IMAGE] and
with no way to proceed further, be-
cause the only gateway to your website
is a clickable image map. A person us-
ing a screen reader could jump from
heading to heading looking for im-
portant sections, rather than attempt-
ing to output an entire document—
IF the document is properly marked

up.

Building accessible websites is not so
difficult, but it requires awareness and
forethought—in my experience, at-
tributes with which archivists are well
endowed!

Our on-line clientele continues to grey
(not to mention ourselves). Genealo-
gists, one of our largest user groups,
who, tend to be older, are taking to
the Internet in droves. The millions
of folks with disabilities, cited above,
do not include those of us that will
soon be doing research using eyes re-
quiring larger type and fingers that are
not so nimble.

The Web can be a marvelous tool in
fulfilling our mission of preserving and
providing access to our collections! As
we scramble to take full advantage of
the latest and most exciting technol-
ogy, with changes happening over-
night, archivists will be able to reach
the broadest possible audience by
practicing Universal Accessibility.

TOP 10 — Best Practices for
Universal Accessibility

The following best practices were de-
veloped (using the references below)
as part of a working group revamping
state agency website guidelines for the
State of Ohio Internet Advisory Com-
mittee.

1) Be aware of the many folks access-
ing the Web with low end machines,
slow connections, character-based
browsers, screen readers, and graphi-
cal browsers with image rendering
turned off.

2) Always test HTML documents
with a variety of browsers and plat-
forms. Include character-based brows-
ers (such as Lynx) and monochrome
monitors. Make use of HTML
validators and the Bobby program (see
links section).

3) Choose text/background colors
and textures carefully. Don't use com-
binations unreadable to the color
blind or those on monochromatic
monitors, or a text color that will be
readable only if a background texture
or color is loaded.

4) Be aware of how HTML tag deg-
radation works. Browser software ig-
nores tags it doesn't understand, hence
tables turning into a jumble of text in
non-table compatible browsers. Only
use browser-specific tags (e.g.,
Netscape extensions) if the
nonrendering of those tags will not
cause a problem such as crashing, or
inability to read the text.

5) Do use HTML 2.0 as the lowest
common denominator, then add
higher level tags that will degrade
gracefully. Try to use HTML as it was
intended, as a structural markup,
rather than layout tool.
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6) Always use <ALT> tags to offer
concise descriptions of images/graph-
ics, and, for clickable image maps, of-
fer text menus as an alternative.

7) Don'’t offer documents/files only
in proprietary/graphics formats, un-
less it is absolutely essential (e.g., that
the document look like the original
form, such as a tax form). Do offer
documents, if possible, also as text
files. Besides the online forms/reports,
offer the user an opportunity to print
out and mail in, or telephone or write
to request hard copy.

8) Be certain to offer several ways for
the user to contact your repository—
a telephone number, E-mail address,
and street/postal address.

9) Check all pages for readability
(grammar, spelling, logical progres-
sions).

10) Avoid using frames. Usability
studies find users particularly frus-
trated by frames, in addition, many
browsers do not support frames ad-
equately, if at all.

Universal Accessibility Links
of Particular Value

http://www.cast.org/bobby

Bobby

“Bobby is an easy to use program that
will help you make web pages acces-
sible to those with disabilities. It will
also find HTML compatibility prob-
lems that prevent pages from display-
ing correctly on different web
browsers.”
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Google

http://www.trace.wisc.edu/text/
guidelns/htmlgide/htmlgide.htm

Unified Web Site Accessibility Guide-
lines, TRACE. “It is possible today to
make very creative, artistic and inter-
esting Web documents that are com-
pletely accessible. These guidelines are
a compilation of input and guidelines
from a wide range of groups and in-
dividuals working on developing ac-
cessible Web principles and strate-
gies.”

http://www.gsa.gov/coca/

United States, Center for Information
Technology = Accommodation.
CITA— “(formerly the Clearing-
house on Computer Accommoda-
tion) at the General Services Admin-
istration, works with Federal agencies
to ensure the accessibility of their

WWW servers.”

http://infoservice.gc.ca/
programs/guide/3_1_4e.html

Universal Accessibility, Building the
Site, Government of Canada Internet
Guide. Clear, concise guidelines for
designing accessible pages. Includes

discussion of use of formats such as
PDF (Adobe Acrobat).

http://www.yuri.org/webable/

WebABLE! “The authoritative Web
directory for disability-related Internet
sources.”
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governmental records in the State
Archives. As part of the project, ar-
chivists have already brought to light
many records that may have been
overlooked by researchers because of
inadequate description. These records
should be useful to transportation and
community historians as well as to
model railroaders.

Series 1200: Records of Civil
War Regiments, 1861-1900

Civil War enthusiasts representing the
La Crosse Light Guard (Company B,
2nd Regiment Wisconsin Volunteers)
were among the first researchers to
make use of Series 1200: Records of
Civil War Regiments, 1861-1900, a
newly processed group of state records
about the Civil War held by the State
Historical Society of Wisconsin. These
records, and similar material, docu-
menting other military units recruited
from the La Crosse area were avail-
able for a month of special research
and viewing at the new Area Research
Center in the Murphy Library at the
University of Wisconsin-La Crosse.
The records in Series 1200 include
muster-in and out rolls, regimental
histories, correspondence, and exten-
sive documentation of personal expe-
riences of individual soldiers.
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