‘Bring your own problems’: The path to WCAG 2.0 conformance through industry based training
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ABSTRACT

The importance of access to online government information is articulated in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) [1] through Article 9, which focuses on accessibility and Article 29, which protects the right of people with disability to participate in political and public life. The Australian Government as a signatory to the UNCRPD has made a commitment to ensure that all Federal, State and Territory websites are accessible to World Wide Web (W3C) Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (2.0) [2] through the National Transition Strategy (NTS), which was formalized on the 30 June 2010 [3].  However, as Hollier [4] notes, the transition to Web accessibility requires a concerted effort to address a range of potential barriers to adoption. This paper reports on the implementation of a university accredited non-award certificate program to address several of the identified issues likely to impact on the achievement of the Australian Government’s NTS goals and timelines. The paper outlines the aims, objectives and structure of the course, interim evaluation findings and issues identified by participants as challenges in making the transition to web accessibility compliance. 
Categories and Subject Descriptors
H.3.5 [Online Information Services]: Web-based services
General Terms
Design, Human Factors, Standardization.
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1. INTRODUCTION

It is estimated that 34% of the global population have access to the Internet and more than 24 million of these users are located in Oceania/Australia [5]. The Australian Government’s National Digital Economy Strategy (NDES) [6] outlines the Government’s vision for positioning Australia as a leading digital economy by 2020. This vision includes plans to improve access to online government service delivery and engagement, and to leverage the benefits of the implementation of the National Broadband Network (NBN), which is designed to ‘provide faster, more reliable broadband access to all Australian homes and businesses through a mix of three technologies: optic fibre, fixed wireless and next-generation satellite’[7]. 

The Government also recognizes that under its obligations as a signatory to the UNCRPD, it must have a strategy in place for ensuring that online government information and services are accessible to the estimated four million people in Australia (18.5%) reported as having a disability [8]. The Government’s response to this obligation was affirmed by the Minister for Finance and Deregulation and the Parliamentary Secretary for Disabilities and Children’s Services in February 2010 through a media release endorsing W3C WCAG 2.0 as the benchmark by which the accessibility of Government websites would be measured [9]. This commitment was formalized with the introduction of the National Transition Strategy (NTS) on 30 June 2010.
However, while the NTS is a welcome move, Hollier [4] asserts that there has been a notable lack of detail about how the Government will be able to effectively resource such a major transition and already the Government is falling behind its own targets for achieving the standards outlined in the NTS. This paper outlines the benefits and some of the challenges facing the Australian Government in achieving W3C WCAG 2.0 compliance, and describes an industry training initiative aimed at addressing some of these identified challenges.  Section 2 of the paper provides the context through an overview of the Australian Government’s obligations as a signatory of the UNCRPD. Section 3 outlines the Government’s NTS, which aims to achieve WCAG 2.0 compliance through a staged transition. The challenges facing government departments in achieving these goals are discussed and suggested strategies for addressing the challenges are proposed. Section 4 describes the implementation of a short industry certificate program designed to up-skill Web developers in accessible design, and the findings from participants’ feedback presented. The discussion and conclusion section explores the benefits and challenges in the implementation of the NTS and the role that short industry training programs can play in bridging the identified skill divide. 

2. UNCRPD

The UNCRPD was proclaimed by the General Assembly of the United Nations on 9 December l975. Australia was the first Western country to ratify the convention in July 2008 and there are now 155 signatories to the Convention. Article 9 of the convention makes specific reference to the fundamental human right for people with disabilities to be able to live independently and participate fully in all aspects of life. Article 9 further states that States Parties shall therefore, take appropriate measures to ensure to persons with disabilities access, on an equal basis with others, to the physical environment, to transportation, to information and communications, including information and communications technologies and systems, and to other facilities and services open or provided to the public, both in urban and in rural areas. Article 29 articulates that States Parties have a responsibility to ensure that persons with disabilities have equal political rights and the opportunity to enjoy them on an equal basis with others.

One way in which these goals can be achieved is through the adoption of policies designed to ensure that all public websites are compliant with internationally agreed upon Web accessibility guidelines. The Australian Government has endorsed the W3C WCAG 2.0 as the benchmark by which it will measure the achievement of the NTS. In this next section, the NTS is described in some detail and the relevant W3C guidelines are outlined. The Government’s achievements to date are reviewed and challenges to achieving NTS targets discussed.
3. NATIONAL TRANSITION STRATEGY
3.1 Introduction

The Web Accessibility National Transition Strategy was established to provide a formal process by which the Australian Government can improve the accessibility of its websites to better engage with the public through the use of an increasing number of Web 2.0 technologies. While the implementation of W3C WCAG 2.0 is not a new initiative for the Australian Government, the NTS is regarded as a major milestone in the Government’s whole of government approach to implementing its web accessibility policies. 
The WCAG 2.0 guidelines endorsed by the Australian Government are based on a ‘technology-neutral’ perspective and can be more readily applied to new and emerging technologies. There are four overarching WCAG 2.0 design principles. Online content must be: 1) Perceivable (ie information and user interface components must be presentable to users in ways they can perceive); 2) Operable (user interface components and navigation must be operable); 3) Understandable (information and the operation of user interface must be understandable); and 4) Robust (content must be robust enough that it can be interpreted reliably by a wide variety of user agents, including assistive technologies). Under each of these overarching principles are twelve guidelines that further clarify the purpose of each principle. Each guideline has a number of success criteria, which provide a means for checking conformance to each guideline. 

Under the direction of the Australian Government Information Management Office (AGIMO), a whole-of-government strategy for federal government websites for transition to WCAG 2.0 has been implemented. This transition involves three phases: 1) Preparation Phase – July 2010 to December 2010; 2) Transition Phase – January 2011 to December 2011; and 3) Implementation Phase – Completed by December 2012 (Single A) and December 2014 (Double A). According to the NTS website, WCAG 2.0 is ‘applicable to all online government information and services’ including external (public-facing or private) and internal (closed community) sites. 
3.2 Achievements to date

As part of the first phase of the NTS, a Baseline Report was prepared by AGIMO based on an audit and capability survey of Government agencies. The executive summary published in 2010 showed that 678 (50.7%) of reported websites were not currently assessed for website accessibility or did not claim any WCAG (1.0 or 2.0) conformance; 517 (41.1%) of current websites were reported to conform to WCAG 1.0, at varying levels and 63 (4.7%) of websites were reported to already conform to WCAG 2.0 at varying levels, with 80 (6.0%) reported partial conformance [10]. This report indicates the magnitude of the challenge in transitioning to Level AA conformance by the end of 2014. 

The findings of a survey of 14 gateway Australian Government websites published in iTnews [11] 6 months out from the Australian Government’s first NTS milestone (all Government websites to have met Level A compliance) would suggest at that time the targets were a long way of being realized. Hilvert [11] asserts that of the 14 government gateway sites evaluated against W3C WCAG 2.0, only one site, The Department of Human Services, was found to be Level A compliant. Similarly, Hollier [4] while acknowledging that ‘change is happening’, noting in particular the improved accessibility of government websites such as seniors.gov.au, IP Australia and The Department of Human Services, asserted that it was concerning that by July 2012 there were few obvious examples of accessible government websites. At the time of the writing of this paper, 3 months after the first transition milestone, the Australia.gov.au Website still had significant Level A compliance issues such as forms without appropriate accessible markup, missing lang attributes for html tags, broken skip links, duplicate IDs, the use of inaccessible scripting and missing alternative text for appelets.

The Australian Government has recognized from the outset that not all agencies would have access to the WCAG 2.0 skills and experience that would allow them to meet NTS targets [12]. The 2010 Baseline Report showed that at that time 56% of the 28,000 staff contributing to Australian Websites were classified as beginner, 33% as intermediate and 11% as expert with respect to web accessibility knowledge and skills, and only 243 (0.86%) of those staff had completed WCAG 2.0 training in 2010, primarily via an outsourced or third party training program [10]. Not surprisingly, two of the major risk factors identified through this baseline audit and capability assessment process were the lack of funding and resources to deal with the scope and complexity of the task, and a shortage of relevant skills. This next section describes an accredited industry training program established by the University of South Australia in collaboration with Media Access Australia to address this demonstrated skills gap.
4. INDUSTRY TRAINING PROGRAM 

4.1 Introduction

The Professional Certificate in Web Accessibility (PCWAC) [13] program was established in direct response to growing recognition of the need for a formal accredited training program to address the identified skills gap through a fully online, flexible mode of delivery. PCWAC is a non-award 6 week online certificate course, which is accredited by the University of South Australia (UniSA) and co-taught with Media Access Australia. The industry program has been adapted from an advanced Web design course offered within UniSA’s Bachelor of Media Arts (MBMA) program for undergraduate students majoring in Web Development. The primary aim of the program is to develop the expertise of ICT professionals in the principles and techniques of Web accessibility in compliance with W3C WCAG 2.0. There are no prerequisite requirements for prospective students enrolling in the program.
4.2 Curriculum

There are six modules in this course, with one module being explored each week.  The modules are as follows:

Module 1: Why should you care about the online needs of people with disabilities? This module focuses on the key arguments as to why accessibility issues should be considered by industry professionals, and provides an opportunity for students to experience the Internet in a similar way to the experiences of people with disabilities.

Module 2: W3C accessibility standards in policy and legislation. This module focuses on the key organizations, policies and legislative frameworks that have created and supported accessibility initiatives.

Module 3: Essential WCAG 2.0 techniques. This module focuses on the practical implementation of the WCAG 2.0 'A' standard, its relevant success criteria, and how ICT professionals can incorporate the guidelines into their daily work practices.

Module 4: Advanced WCAG 2.0 techniques. Many government websites will require that developers push beyond the minimum standard. This module focuses on implementing the success criteria of the WCAG 2.0 'AA' standard the merits of striving for the highest level of accessibility, the 'AAA' standard.

Module 5: Authoring Tool Accessibility Guidelines (ATAG) 2.0. Although WCAG 2.0 receives the most attention, the W3C WAI provides a number of standards to support the development of accessibility features. The recently completed ATAG 2.0 will play a vital role for industry professionals who are creating applications. This module focuses on the guidelines and how they relate to industry professionals that create or use authoring tools.

Module 6: Evaluation and future technologies. The Internet is rapidly changing, and new technologies and standards have significant implications for its accessibility. This module explores important online trends such as the accessibility of mobile devices and the cloud, their significant potential for accessibility, and the way in which the emerging HTML 5 and WAI-ARIA standards will provide support to these areas.
There were four intakes into the program from October 2011 to October 2012. The average class size has ranged from 20-25 participants per intake. At the end of each offering students are invited to complete an anonymous online evaluation reporting on their experience of the program and the extent to which they felt the program increased their awareness of and ability to implement WCAG 2.0 into their daily web design practices. The following section summarizes some of the key findings from the first three intakes into the program
4.3 Evaluation of the program

The majority of participants undertaking the first three offerings of the PCWAC program described themselves as Web professionals working in Federal (46%) or State Government agencies (17%), with the remaining participants representing Local Government, the private sector and not-for-profit organizations. The ratings of respondents to the anonymous online evaluation are summarized in the following tables. It should be noted that response rates were low (42%; 32% and 13.6% respectively), so analysis of the responses must be conservative. Moreover, participants’ assessment of the level of skill they attained by the completion of the program is based on their self-reporting rather than their actual final results. With these cautionary notes, the following observations can be made.

Table 1 reports participants’ self-assessment of their knowledge of Web accessibility prior to (pre) and after completion of the program (post). As shown in Table 1, all 3 participants who rated themselves as beginners at the start of the program (pre) (1 in each of the three intakes) had progressed beyond that beginning level to at least an intermediate (2 in Intake 1 and 1 in Intake 2), or advanced level (6 in intake 1; 5 in Intake 2 and 3 in Intake 3) by the completion of the program (post). One participant in Intake 2 of the program rated their level of ability at the commencement of the program (pre) as expert, and by the completion of the program (post) there were two participants reporting to have gained skills to an expert level. For most participants, the program enabled them to move from either beginner to intermediate, or from intermediate to advanced by the completion of the program.
Table 1. Participants’ self-rating of their knowledge of Web accessibility prior to and following completion of the program
	
	Intake 1
	Intake 2
	Intake 3

	
	Pre
	Post
	Pre
	Post
	Pre
	Post

	Beginner
	1
	0
	1
	0
	1
	0

	Intermediate
	4
	2
	3
	1
	1
	0

	Advanced
	3
	6
	3
	5
	1
	3

	Expert
	0
	0
	1
	2
	0
	0


Table 2 shows participant feedback in response to the question asking them to indicate the extent to which they felt the program enhanced their knowledge of Web accessibility. As shown in Table 2, all but one participant in the first intake either agreed or strongly agreed; all participants in the second offering agreed or strongly agreed with the statement; and two of the three participants in the third intake agreed or strongly agreed. Further analysis of qualitative comments suggests that the participant who responded with neutral to the statement was not comfortable with the online format of the program and would have preferred attending a face-to-face training program. The participant from the third intake who disagreed with the statement appeared to have much higher expectations about the level of technical skill he/she would be able to attain through completion of the program. This finding highlights one of the challenges experienced in a program such as PCWAC, which seeks to accommodate such a diverse range of participants ranging from beginner to expert level.
Table 2. Please indicate the extent to which you agree that this program enhanced your knowledge of Web accessibility?
	
	Intake 1
	Intake 2 
	Intake 3

	Strongly Agree
	4
	3
	1

	Agree
	3
	5
	1

	Neutral 
	1
	0
	0

	Disagree
	0
	0
	1

	Strongly Disagree
	0
	0
	0


Table 3 reports participant feedback to the question of whether participants felt the program was a valuable learning experience. As can be seen from Table 3, all participants from each cohort agreed or strongly agreed that the program was worthwhile. All but two participants also indicated that they would recommend the program to other professionals; with two stating they were unsure. 
Table 3. Please indicate whether you agree that completing this program has been a valuable learning experience

	
	Intake 1
	Intake 2 
	Intake 3

	Strongly Agree
	4
	5
	1

	Agree
	4
	3
	2

	Neutral 
	0
	0
	0

	Disagree
	0
	0
	0

	Strongly Disagree
	0
	0
	0


Qualitative feedback provided by participants suggests that most appreciated having the opportunity to ‘bring their own problems’ to the course and to share their experiences in the workplace with others who were grappling with similar challenges. As one participant stated, the course provided ‘the opportunity to share experiences with other students and understand how they are resolving accessibility issues’. 

The program also connected participants who were employed in the same organization, but working in isolation. In two instances, the participants elected to work on the program’s assignments as a team. In these cases, the program directly addressed a recurring theme expressed by professionals who felt that they were ‘accessibility islands’ within their organizations.  
Another important outcome for some participants was the increased awareness they gained of the issues facing users with disabilities accessing the Web as well providing them with an understanding of ‘the broader context of policy, legislation and most importantly the real, practical social impact’.
Finally, several participants appreciated having the opportunity to gain formal certification in accessible design and to have an independent measure of their level of skill. As one participant noted ‘The best thing about the course for me and my career is that I can say that my web accessibility knowledge has been independently assessed by respected academic and industry specialists. I will now unashamedly include the title Web Accessibility Professional on my CV’.
5. DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION

This paper has highlighted the importance of the Australian Government’s commitment to achieving W3C WCAG 2.0 Level AA compliance for all government websites by 2014. The benefits of the NTS as well as some of the challenges in reaching the NTS milestones have also been explored in the paper. A lack of training and an ‘all of department strategy’ have been identified as some of the challenges impacting on the ability of at least some government departments to meet the required deadlines. The PCWAC program described in this paper was established to address these challenges.
The evaluation data reported in this paper is limited by the low response rates to the online evaluations conducted for the first three intakes of the program. However, the findings together with the qualitative comments of participants suggest that training of professionals in accessible design techniques and providing them with a conduit for connecting with others encountering similar challenges plays an important role in helping to facilitate the transition to Web accessibility compliance.
The NTS is an important step forward in acknowledging the rights of people with disabilities to have equitable access to online government information and services as articulated in the UNCRPD. However, the aims of the NTS are unlikely to be achieved without a more consistent approach to the provision of training to address the identified skills gap within Government.

Further research needs to explore how programs such as the one described in this paper can be implemented more widely and in a sustainable manner within a more holistic approach to supporting Web developers as they make this transition.
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