IHS-Specific Implementation Guidelines for Section 508 Standard (m)

Section 508 Standard (m)

"When a web page requires that an applet, plug-in or other application be present on the client system to interpret page content, the page must provide a link to a plug-in or applet that complies with 1194.21 (a) through (i).

Background Information

The intent of this standard is to ensure that all documents, regardless of the format, is accessible to all users, whether they are people with disabilities, those using older browsing technology, or those with slow Internet connections.

Section 508 does not prohibit the posting of proprietary file formats, but it does require that all documents be made accessible. This can be accomplished by providing a plug-in or other application to interpret the page content for the client's system or providing an alternate method of access. Currently, not all browsers support plug-ins and the plug-ins that do exist are usually only available for Windows. In addition, applets and third-party plug-ins for proprietary file formats, such as Java applets, PDF, WordPerfect, Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, SAS, multimedia, and spreadsheet files are not 100% section 508 compliant. Therefore, providing a link to a plug-in still does not assure that the document content will always be fully accessible. 

PDFs and PowerPoint files are two of the most common applications that require plug-ins. IHS has thousands of non-accessible PDF and PPT files that were created both prior and after the implementation of section 508. The section 508 regulations do not prohibit you from posting PDF files on your Web site but, because Adobe Acrobat 5.0 plug-in is not 100% section 508 compliant, there are steps you must take to ensure accessibility.

PDF files are currently inaccessible to most assistive technology users. Tools that will convert PDF files into HTML format are available from Adobe (http://www.access.adobe.com).  The accessibility results of the conversion depend on how the original PDF document was authored, but even when done properly, the output generated is still not always satisfactory or accessible. Acrobat Reader V. 5.0 can make most PDFs accessible to screen readers, with the exception of scanned PDFs. However, not all users have version 5.0 installed and not all PDF documents are text-based (some are scanned in as graphics), which renders them unreadable for many assistive technologies. 

PowerPoint files are also not directly accessible unless the user has a full version of the PowerPoint program on the client computer (not just the PowerPoint viewer). 

It is generally recommended that if a proprietary file format document is published, the same document should be simultaneously posted in a more accessible format, such as HTML. However, the conversion of complex or large proprietary documents to an accessible format with today's technology is difficult, very labor intensive, and not always practical. 

At this time, the Department of Health and Human Services (HHS) has given no definitive guidelines concerning how to comply with Section 508 Standard (m). Therefore, until HHS develops guidelines and standards for the OPDIV's to follow, third-party plug-ins are fully section 508 compliant, or technology is available to properly convert proprietary files into an HTML accessible format, IHS will adhere to the following standards and guidelines. The IHS Director of the Internet Information Service (IIS) will consider exemptions to any of these standards on a case-by-case basis.

IHS Specific Section 508 Implementation for Standard (m) 

This is a living document that will be updated as the technologies associated with accessibility evolve.

Standards: 

1. Careful planning and consideration should be given before implementing proprietary file formats such as, but not limited to, java applets, PDF, PowerPoint, Flash, videos, audio, spreadsheets, and other multimedia formats. Incorporating these type files can significantly increase development and testing time.


2. If your page links to a file that requires any application other than the web browser for viewing, you must include a link to the specific plug-in(s) according to the plug-in file instructions as documented in the IHS template. You must also include explanatory text, such as "Use site contact if unable to view a particular file," beneath the list of plug-ins.


a. If a site is exempt from displaying the standard IHS header and footer or exempt from using the IHS template, an invisible .gif must be placed immediately before the link requiring a plug-in. The "alt" tag for this .gif must contain the following text: 


"If additional assistance is required to view this file, contact <program name> at <telephone number> for an alternative accessible format."


b. If you have a group of links (more than two), then one invisible .gif placed immediately before the first link will suffice for the whole group. Each group of links on a page must have its own .gif. The "alt" tag for this .gif must contain the following text:


"If additional assistance is required to view this group of files, contact <program name> at <telephone number> for an alternative accessible format."


c. If the necessary plug-in is not available on the IHS Download page, refer the user to the appropriate product's plug-in download page.


3. Hyperlinks to downloadable files shall include a text description that includes the file type and size next to the link. Example: "Read the PDF Booklet  (pdf 33KB)”. This will let users decide whether it is worth downloading.


4. Plug-ins that provides interactive content must be operational from the keyboard in order to be directly accessible. Interactive content that is usable only with a mouse is not accessible and requires an equivalent accessible alternative to be posted.


5. Java Applets

a. Use of applets must have prior approval by the IHS Director of the Internet Information Service (IIS).


b. Applets should be use very sparingly and avoided whenever possible since most assistive technologies do not support applets.

Simple applets can be compatible with screen readers, magnifiers, and other assistive technologies when the user interface is made up of only standard system controls that are supported by assistive technologies. Most text browsers, such as Lynx, and most assistive technologies, such as IBM Home Page Reader, do not support applets. Even when the browser and assistive technology combination support running applets, the content and programming may be implemented in a way that makes it inaccessible to the user. Typically the problem is when the applet uses non-standard controls or when the applet programming extends standard controls to create a custom look.


c. If applets are used, they must be accessible to assistive technology, and web developers must use the techniques in the following guidelines:

i. IBM Java Accessibility Guidelines (http://www-3.ibm.com/able/accessjava.html) for Java2 applets and the 

ii. IBM Software Accessibility Guidelines (http://www-3.ibm.com/able/accesssoftware.html) for all Java 1.1x, Visual Basic, C++, etc. software coded applets.


d. If the applet is directly accessible by meeting the Java checklist, http://www-3.ibm.com/able/accessjava.html, or software checklist, http://www-3.ibm.com/able/accesssoftware.html,  then alternative content is not required.


e. Include a description of each applet that conveys important information or functionality and provide an equivalent for non-Java-enabled devices.


f. Add alternative text via the "alt" attribute to the "Applet" element to make the user aware of the applet's purpose. Example:
<applet code="gravity.class" width="200" height="250" alt="Gravity Calculator">...</applet>

g. Provide a way to operate the Applet by means of the keyboard as well as the mouse and include instructions on how to use the keyboard equivalents.


h. Include equivalent HTML in the content of "object" elements. When the applet is not supported by the browser or by the assistive technology being used, the browser renders the HTML content in the "object" element. Reference the W3C for additional technical information: http://www.w3.org/TR/html4/struct/objects.html#idx-accessibility-1 and http://www.w3.org/TR/html4/struct/objects.html#h-13.3.


i. Ensure that the page is usable when the applet feature is disabled or not supported by a browser.


6. PDF files

Any type of document created or edited after June 21, 2001 that has been or will be converted into a PDF format and distributed on the web must also be published in an accessible HTML format. Posting a PDF version of the document at the same time is optional, but encouraged. 

The Internet Information Service (IIS) Director may grant exceptions on a case-by-case basis, depending on the document's size and the projected work-time it would take to create a HTML version.  If you receive an exemption, you must still follow all of the instruction in the Web Development Tips and Tutorials, "Making Accessible PDF Files Under Section 508", <http://www.ihs.gov/generalweb/helpcenter/devcomm/resources/Accessible_PDFs/index.cfm?PDFopt=PDFAccess&PDFrel=PDFAccess>.  

General Guidelines


a. If a document is posted in a PDF format without a corresponding accessible version, you must insert an invisible .gif immediately before the PDF link. The “alt” tag for this .gif must contain the following text: 

“If additional assistance is required to view this file, please contact <program name> at <telephone number> for an alternative accessible format.”

b. If you have a group of more than two PDF links that require an invisible .gif, one invisible .gif placed immediately before the first link will suffice for the whole group. Each group of links on a page must have its own .gif. The "alt" tag for this .gif must contain the following text:

"If additional assistance is required to view this group of files, please contact <program name> at <telephone number> for an alternative accessible format."

c. All web pages containing PDFs must:


i. Provide a link to the Adobe Acrobat V 5.0 plug-in (see instruction number 2, above).


ii. Provide a link to the Adobe Acrobat online Adobe PDF conversion tools, http://www.adobe.com/products/acrobat/access_onlinetools.html
d. All existing web documents posted as PDF files will be converted to an accessible HTML format as time and resources permit.
Guidelines unique to specific document formats 


a. If a printed document is being scanned in for posting on the web, use an Optical Character Recognition (OCR) program to convert the document to text-and-pictures first. Then save it as a word-processing document, correct the text, and convert it to an accessible HTML format.
b. If a PDF has been created as an image file (non-OCR, non-tagged PDF), the document must also be posted in its original electronic file format (such as a Word version). Only electronic file formats that are accessible by assistive technology or plug-ins are acceptable.
If you do not have the original electronic version of the PDF image file: 


· use the Acrobat V 5.0 Paper Capture plug in (http://www.adobe.com/support/downloads/detail.jsp?ftpID=1907) to prepare the PDF file for use with assistive technologies.  This plug in works with the full version of Acrobat V 5.0 for Windows, and will apply OCR to the scanned image of a paper-based document. The resulting PDF file contains computer-generated, searchable text, which is necessary for making the file's information accessible to screen readers and other assistive technologies.


OR


Print a copy and scan it in with OCR technology, as outlined above in "Guidelines unique to specific document formats", section a.


7. Flash files

a. Create files using Flash V. 6.0 or higher.


b. When feasible, code your page to offer to install the necessary plug-in automatically.


c. Follow the Accessibility Design Guidelines listed on the Macromedia Flash Accessibility Web site, http://www.macromedia.com/software/flash/productinfo/accessibility 

d. Interactive content must be operational from the keyboard in order to be directly accessible. Provide a way to operate the file by both the keyboard and mouse and include instructions on how to use the keyboard equivalents.


e. Pages must not contain anything that flickers at the rate of 2 to 55 flashes per second.


f. Provide a link to the Flash plug-in (see instruction number 2, above).


8. PowerPoint Files 

a.  PowerPoint slides viewed within a Web browser are inaccessible to screen reader technologies and are not directly accessible unless the user has a full version of the PowerPoint program on the client computer, not just the PowerPoint viewer. 

For that reason, insert an invisible .gif prior to the PPT link. The "alt" tag for this gif must contain the following text: "If additional assistance is required to view this file, please contact <program name> at <telephone number> for an alternative accessible format.”


b. If you have a group of links (more than two), then one invisible .gif placed immediately before the first link will suffice for the whole group. Each group of links on a page must have its own .gif. The "alt" tag for this .gif must contain the following text:

"If additional assistance is required to view this group of files, please contact <program name> at <telephone number> for an alternative accessible format."


c. All pages containing .ppt files must provide a link to the PowerPoint viewer plug-in (see instruction number 2, above).



9. Contractors will meet or exceed all of the above requirements.

Guidelines
1. If you are unsure whether a file format is acceptable for the IHS web, contact your Web Account Manager.


2. It is the responsibility of the web page author to know that a compliant application exists before requiring a plug-in.


3. Use descriptive, meaningful, and unique text for hyperlinks.  

Link text should be meaningful, describing what the reader will find when he/she follows the link. Vague link text, such as “Click Here,” “Learn More,” or “Resources,” are meaningless out of context. When links are not descriptive enough or are not unique, the user must stop to read or listen to the text surrounding each link to identify it.
Screen readers are able to extract the links on a Web page, so that the links can be listed in a group, out of their original context. This allows for quicker navigation.When a user tabs through a page with vague hyperlink text, he/she gathers no information about the contents of the page or the pages linked from that page. 


Whenever possible:

i. If more than one link shares the same textual phrase, those links should point to the same resource. (W3C WAI Priority 2 Standard)


ii. Avoid phrases that are not meaningful on their own, such as "click here." W3C WAI Priority 2 Standard)


iii. Avoid creating link phrases that contain full sentences. (W3C WAI Priority 2 Standard)
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