"The power of the Web is in its universality. Access by everyone regardless of disability is an essential aspect." 
-- Tim Berners-Lee, W3C Director and inventor of the World Wide Web, http://www.w3.org/

So why do I need to be concerned about ADA, Section 508, and AAA standards when I design a webpage?

Reading the information on a computer screen is not possible for some individuals. You might know an individual with a vision problem, or maybe you have difficulty reading information on a computer screen. A problem with vision is just one example of why authoring a webpage using accessible web design on the internet is required by law.  Today it is not just the individuals who are blind or have low vision who use screen reader programs; individuals with Attention Deficit Disorder and learning disabilities such as dyslexia are utilizing text to speech software too.  Screen reading software is also helpful to students who struggle with reading English like International Students, or immigrants who may speak English but can not read English well. A webpage needs to be designed so the screen reading software is able to make the information accessible to this growing population.    

There are a number of text to speech or screen reader software programs available. JAWS is a screen reader program used by 80% of the blind community. These programs read other software programs as they are displayed on the screen and are call “Voice monitors” because you do not need to have a visual display unit running to know what is happening on the computer. However the programs run on the computer need to be accessible in the way they are built. At this time we are only to be concerned with the Internet browser. 

Most screen reader programs are built to use Internet Explorer for Internet access and Microsoft has spent a great amount of time keeping IE up and working with screen reader programs. How you author your webpage from the beginning web concept to final product needs to begin with accessibility. Accessibility is covered by the American with Disabilities (ADA) and Section 508 of the Rehab Act of 1973. There have been internet standards for authoring an accessible webpage written by the W3C.
First came the ADA

US Department of Justice Opinion on applicability of Americans with Disabilities Act to the issue of Web accessibility, Volume 10 Issue 6, September 11, 1997

The Honorable Tom Harkin, United States Senate. Digest of Inquiry (July 31, 1996)
Q: To what extent does the ADA require that Internet web pages be accessible to people with visual disabilities? 

Digest of Response (September 9, 1996) 

A: ADA Accessibility Requirements Apply to Internet Web Pages.

Next came 508

Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1998. Title IV--Rehabilitation Act Amendments of 1998 Sec. 508. Electronic and Information Technology. Requirements for Federal Departments and Agencies.

W3C’s (World Wide Web Consortium) internet authoring standards.

http://www.w3.org/

Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI)
http://www.w3.org/WAI/
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 2.0 W3C working Draft 30, July 2004

http://www.w3.org/TR/2004/WD-WCAG20-20040730/

Here is the excerpt that defines the conformance levels:

· Conformance Level "A": all Priority 1 checkpoints are satisfied; 

· Conformance Level "Double-A": all Priority 1 and 2 checkpoints are satisfied; 

· Conformance Level "Triple-A": all Priority 1, 2, and 3 checkpoints are satisfied; 

Free online Accessibility testing services

Watchfire’s Bobby: This free service will allow you to test web pages and help expose and repair barriers to accessibility and encourage compliance with existing accessibility guidelines, such as Section 508 and the W3C's WCAG. 

http://bobby.watchfire.com/bobby/html/en/index.jsp

UsableNet provides the industry-leading software that empowers web developers and organizations to automate website accessibility and usability testing, repair and delivery. UsableNet supplies OEM 508 technology to Dreamweaver MX
http://www.usablenet.com/

Cogentis Internet services
Test Your Site Now For Accessibility Compliance
http://www.cogentis.com.au/online-free-accessibility-test.html
