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Good morning,  today I’d like to share with you lessons learned in the course of 

testing Census Bureau web survey applications for accessibility. 
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Accessibility has been the law since June 2001. 

 

It is (bullet 1) 

 

Federal agencies, including the Census Bureau, must make their internal and 

external web sites, and web surveys accessible.  Inaccessible technology 

interferes with an individual's ability to obtain and use information. 
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1. Here’s what I’m covering in today’s talk.  First I’ll give you some details on 

what makes a survey accessible 

 

2. Scope – limited to blind users;  Method - Used Insight/InFocus 4.2.2 and the 

JAWS 7 screen reader. 

 

3 List types of applications tested. 

 

4. Situations and remedies. 

 

5. Describing navigable and accessible tables. 

 

6. Compare use of PDF files versus HTML for documentation. 

 

7. Guidelines. 
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1. Usability testing would need to be done with test subjects performing typical 

tasks with reported issues addressed. 

 

2. Applications must adhere to paragraphs A-P of section 508 guidelines. 

 

3. Does the text read in the same order when accessed by tabbing/arrow keys as 

a sighted person would read it? 

 

4. It is more efficient to create one accessible survey application rather than 

two versions, such as “text only” and “regular”.  Any changes would need to 

be made to both versions instead of just one. 

 

5.  Accessibility should be part of the design process from the beginning. 
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1. Low vision & blind; no screen magnifiers; ms-windows environment – 

win2000. 

 

2. Web surveys and data dissemination sites. 

 

3. Also evaluated the “directions and cues” to perform the task. 

 

4. Necessary because respondents may browse this information at any time. 



6 

I tested two types of web surveys, screen based and scrolling. Rather than 

describe accessibility issues with each of these applications individually, the 

presentation will focus on common problems.   

 

1. A screen based form has one question per screen.  Navigation is done by 

using previous/next buttons. 

 

2. A scrolling or paging web survey has all questions on one screen.  

Navigation is done by scrolling up or down the form. 
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Navigation bars or menus are on every page.  A sighted user can disregard them, 

so a JAWS user needs a similar capability which is accomplished by using a 

“skip link”. 

 

Skip links are needed wherever repetitive elements occur.  The skip link is a 

transparent graphical link positioned prior to the navigation bar. 
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Section 508 requires that graphics have a text description that can be accessed 

by a screen reader.  Graphics should be tagged in such a way to not add 

additional meaning.  Not all graphics should be tagged. 

 

• Use text, rather than graphic bullets, to avoid repetitive alt text such as 

“decorative bullet image”. 

 

• A sighted user skims over spacers, so a screen reader user should not have to 

hear this verbiage. 

 

• No alt text is needed for line graphics –  “decorative line”. 

 

• When 2 or more adjacent images occur, it is better to merge them into one 

image with brief alt text rather than alt text for each image.  “office chairs” 

instead of computer chair, reception chair, typing chair 
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1. Because speech is linear, the first items mentioned tend to be the first items 

forgotten.  Sighted users do not have this problem because they can refer 

back to instructions easily. 

 

2. Listing the question topic first sets up context for instructions.  The question 

is asked with response options immediately following. 

 

On the left is an example of a standard question, right is the new wording.  The 

most important text directly precedes the question. 
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1. Based on earlier answers, instructions, response options, and question 

phrases could be eliminated. 

 

2. In this example, if a respondent chose condition 2, they should not hear 

instructions for conditions 1 and 3 in the following question. 
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If gender is asked, this information could be used to infer more personalized 

dialogue for later questions. 
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1. We have a survey respondent who is blind looking for help in Vietnamese in 

Lake County.  This respondent has gone to a table listed in Help. 

 

2. A blind respondent cannot see row & column headers for context when 

browsing.  This example is part of a much larger table, so a capability to hear 

table coordinates is essential, 

 

3. Tables with multiple headers must be correctly associated with each other and 

the corresponding data cell. 
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1. PDF files are designed so they are not modified easily. 

 

2. When a PDF link is clicked, the user exits browser mode and enters the Adobe 

Acrobat Reader mode with all new commands and structure.  Sighted users 

have had difficulty accomplishing simple tasks, such as printing, because 

two print menu options are available. 

 

3. PDF has not been available as long as HTML. 

 

4. PDF files must be made accessible first before posting to a web site.  It is 

impossible to make a table in a PDF file accessible after it was pasted in as 

an image. 
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