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An amendment to the 1973 Rehabil-
itation Act known as Section 508, 
combined with various mandates 

issued in the years since, requires federal 
agencies to make technology accessible for 
federal employees with disabilities, and dis-
abled members of the public. Using various 
kinds of technologies and design standards, 
such as high-contrast text, screen read-
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ers and keyboard equivalents for mouse 
actions, developers can ease the way for 
people with vision, hearing and motor-skill 
impairments.

Today, 16 years after the last major 
Section 508 amendment, efforts to ensure 
access have yielded mixed results.

The challenge? Advances in technology 
march on, requiring agencies to scramble 
to keep up, without a granular approach.  

Consider compliance statistics: In Sep-

tember 2012, the last time the Department 
of Justice delivered a report on Section 508 
to the president and Congress, it found that 
“slightly more than 50 percent of agency 
components had established a general pol-
icy to implement and comply with Section 
508.” Additionally, while nearly 70 percent 
of agency components had appointed a 
Section 508 coordinator, only 35 percent 
of agency components had established a 
Section 508 office or program.
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abilities have equal access to information 
and data. OAST is part of both the DHS Of-
fice for Civil Rights and Civil Liberties and 
the Office of the Chief Information Officer.

The office also assisted in development 
of the Trusted Tester Training Program, 
which provides a code-inspection based 
test approach for determining software 
and website conformance to the Section 
508 standards. The program ultimately 
extended to the creation of the Interagency 
Trusted Tester Program.

In 2013, a team of DHS and Social Secu-
rity Administration accessibility experts 
collaborated on a harmonized process for 
accessibility testing for software and the 
Web based on 508 Standards and some of 
W3C’s Web Content Accessibility Guide-
lines 2.0 that can be applied by agencies 
across the federal government.

Moreover, the U.S. Access Board’s refresh 
of Section 508 regulations and OMB’s up-
date of Circular A-130, which sets forth the 
framework for all information technology 
policies and procedures in the federal gov-
ernment, could help to streamline accessi-
bility standards, and harmonize them with 
European Union requirements, experts say.

Now is the time to ensure that the spot-
light is on accessibility as Circular A-130 
goes through the review process, said Kar-
en Evans, national director of the U.S. Cy-
ber Challenge, a nationwide talent search 
and skills development program focused 
specifically on the cyber workforce.

OMB is revising Circular A-130, which has 
not been updated since 2000, to provide 
guidance to support agency missions and 
operations in a dynamic and increasingly 
interconnected, information-resources 
environment that must content with vul-
nerabilities and other threats that could put 
information and systems at risk, according 
to OMB officials.

A circular doesn’t get updated often be-
cause it has to go through public comment 
and a lengthy review process. “That is 
why I’m suggesting [officials] don’t forget 
accessibility” as they focus on issues such 
as enterprise architecture, privacy, records 
management, information and cyber securi-
ty, said Evans, who served as administrator 
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A total of 89 federal agencies, includ-
ing Cabinet-level agencies, independent 
agencies, and boards, commissions, and 
committees, participated in the DOJ survey. 
The 89 federal agencies identified a total of 
318 components that provided responses to 
the survey.

A year later, the Office of Management 
and Budget moved to bring some heft and 
structure to the program, laying out 11 
goals to help agencies address primary 
challenges in the areas of understanding 
and applying standards; defining and mea-
suring program success; and developing the 
workforce.

When the Section 508 regulations were 
released in 2000 and incorporated a year 
later into the Federal Acquisition Regula-
tion, information technology accessibility 
overall was in its early stages and agencies 
were left to figure out how to best comply 
on their own. This created widely dispa-
rate approaches and a lack of consistency, 
observers say.

“Agencies created Section 508 coordi-
nator positions but few put the necessary 
resources together to create Section 508 
programs,” said an accessibility expert with 
the Department of Homeland Security’s 
Office of Accessible Systems and Technol-
ogy (OAST). “There was little guidance on 
what it would take to create a successful 
program or how to work within the federal 
procurement and IT communities to ensure 
Section 508 conformance.”

Section 508 is broad-based. It covers 
people who are blind and deaf, those who 
have lost or lost the use of limbs, who are 
color blind, have dyslexia, slow reaction 
times, short-term memory issues, cognitive 
disabilities and near-sightedness.

Here, we highlight the challenges and the 
efforts underway to overcome them.

Technology matures, policies updated
The IT accessibility community with-

in the federal government has matured 
significantly since 2000. For instance, over 
the past 11 years, the DHS OAST has grown 
to provide strategic direction, governance, 
technical support, and training to ensure 
DHS employees and customers with dis-

for E-Government and IT at OMB under 
President George W. Bush.

The guidance does include a provision 
that instructs the General Services  
Adminstration to “Implement accessibility 
standards under Section 508 of the Reha-
bilitation Act of 1973, in coordination with 
the Department of Justice and U.S. Access 
Board.”

A draft of A-130 was released in October 
2015 for public comment. OMB officials 
have incorporated changes to the updated 
draft version, which is expected to be sent 
out for its last inter-agency review by the 
end of March or beginning of April 2016.

Evans notes that the responsibility for en-
suring an agency’s or department’s IT tech-
nology and websites are complaint with 
Section 508 and accessible to employees 
and the general public rest on the shoul-
ders of agency chief information officers.

“CIOs get caught up in the bright, shiny 
objects,” Evans said, “so when you start 
doing things with technology you forget 
about this other population that has to have 
accessibility to all the services that you are 
doing.” On the flip side, agencies need to 
implement accessible systems so it can be 
used by employees with disabilities. Labor 
Department research shows that people 
with disabilities have a higher unemploy-
ment rate, but they also have a higher 
retention rate, Evans said.

“Once you hire them they stay longer. So 
you get a greater return on investment on 
employees by investing in accessibility,” 
Evans said.

Over the past 20 years, advances in tech-
nology have allowed people who are blind 
to do more services-related professional 
jobs, such as operating call centers or even 
testing products for Section 508 compli-
ance, said Doug Goist, a program manager 
with National Industries for the Blind, a 
non-profit organization that is the nation’s 
largest employment resource for people 
who are blind. Through a nationwide 
network of associated nonprofit agencies, 
NIB employs more than 5,600 people who 
are blind.

The Department of Defense is a custom-
er. With the advent of technology, the DoD 
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has shifted from being a major purchaser of 
products to buying more services, “which 
requires more people knowing how to use 
technology,” Goist said.

Section 508 refresh
Meanwhile, review of the Section 508 

refresh is underway. The Access Board — a 
government federation which sets policy 
and reviews proposed rules regarding ac-
cess for the disabled —is updating Section 
508 Standards and Section 255 Guidelines 
for Information and Communication 
Technology to better address accessibility 
requirements and keep pace with a rapid-
ly-changing technology environment.

Updates to the two documents were 
released early in 2015 for public comment. 
The Access Board is now reviewing all 
of those comments, making revisions to 
the text of rules and the preambles to the 
documents. Finally, there is a regulatory 
assessment, a cost benefits analysis of the 
rules.

 “We are in the process of finishing up 
that package and then the staff will present 
it to our advisory board,” said Tim Creagan, 
senior accessibility specialist with the Ac-
cess Board. If approved the documents will 
be sent to the OMB for inter-agency review.

The Access Board is made up of 25 mem-
bers: 12 federal agencies and 13 private 
citizens, the majority of whom have to be 
people with disabilities.

Major proposed revisions to Section 508 
Standards include:

n Incorporation of the Web Content Ac-
cessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0 and the 
application of associated success criteria 
to websites as well as offline electronic 
documents and software. WCAG 2.0 is 
technology-neutral and can be applied to 
any web-based technology, and with a few 
changes, to non-web documents and soft-
ware, also. It underpins standards in many 
countries including Australia, New Zealand, 
Canada, and Japan. Germany and France 
as well as those issued by the European 
Commission; 

n Require real-time text functionality 
for products providing real-time, two-way 
voice communication; 

n Specify types of non-public facing 
electronic content covered; and 

n Further detail the required compati-
bility of covered technologies, including 
operating systems, software development 
toolkits, and software applications with 
assistive technology.

“One of the things we have to be careful 
of when we are writing standards is we 
don’t want to be wedded to a particular 
type of technology and a particular moment 
in time,” Creagan said. “We want the stan-
dards to be as open-ended and flexible as 
they can be.” For instance, instead of call-
ing a device a cell phone, call it a two-way 
communications device with texting and 
web capabilities. “It is much easier with 
the convergence of features and platforms 
to talk about the functions of a device,” 
Creagan said.

“In the next few years, we (DHS OAST) 
plan on adopting updates to the new Sec-
tion 508 regulations that are being final-
ized by the Access Board. Our goal is to 
improve maturity of the accessibility best 
practices and to keep pace with new and 
emerging technology,” the DHS accessibili-
ty expert said.

The DHS OAST developed a dashboard 
that measures each DHS component’s 
Section 508 program maturity on a quarter-
ly basis.

“We have seen accessibility program 
maturity generally increase over time. 
Through continued outreach with our 
component’s accessibility offices, we have 
been able to deliver technical support 
and training options to employees depart-
ment-wide,” according to the accessibility 
expert.

Social Security Administration
The Social Security Administration has 

become more customer-focused, providing 
modern technology solutions to meet those 
needs. As a result, SSA aims to understand 
the desired user experience for all users. 
Persons with disabilities play an import-
ant role in contributing to the agency’s 
understanding of user needs, along with 
the Section 508 standards, according to 
Robert Baker, Social Security’s Section 508 

federaltimes.com/wp/ITaccessibility

IT ACCESSIBILITY

“We don’t want 

to be wedded to 

a particular

type of 

technology and 

a particular 

moment in time. 

We want the 

standards to be 

as open-ended 

and flexible as

they can be.”

- Tim Creagan,  
the Access Board



Program Manager. 
“In order to deliver Section 508 compliant 

technology solutions, we address accessi-
bility needs throughout the development 
and acquisition process,” Baker said. This 
includes the early concept and planning 
phase, through solution design and product 
selection, development, testing, deploy-
ment, training, and ongoing enhancements.   

“While we train staff on how to remove 
accessibility barriers in each of these 
stages, we also use accessibility experts 
– including persons with disabilities – to 
provide comprehensive Section 508 com-
pliance reviews through hands-on testing.”   

SSA personnel also maintain a help desk 
to help identify and resolve accessibility 
issues once the technology is deployed. 
The majority of SSA’s internally developed 
IT solutions fully support the Section 508 
standards.

Testing processes
Together, the Social Security Adminis-

tration and the Department of Homeland 
Security developed the Harmonized 
Testing Process for Section 508 to provide 
all agencies in the federal government a 
systematic, proven approach to inspect-
ing code for 508 compliance issues. Their 
guide, “Harmonized Testing Process for 
Section 508 Compliance: Baseline Tests for 
Software and Web Accessibility,” provides 
a consistent approach to the evaluation 
of software and websites for Section 508 
compliance.

The Harmonized Testing Process is now 
a cornerstone of SSA’s Section 508 Testing 
Program. “This new approach is enabling 
our development teams to have greater 
confidence in compliance test results, and 
is dramatically improving our ability to 
troubleshoot accessibility issues and iden-
tify root causes,” Baker said.

In addition, the data the agency is 
collecting now through this process helps 
SSA create best practices to address 
common issues, which in turn contributes 
to increasing the speed of the development 
processes.

Federal agencies such as the Health and 
Human Services Department, Internal Rev-
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enue Service or SSA are more public-facing 
than the DoD, for instance, so someone 
from the public will let them know when 
they cannot access a system or website, 
Goist said.

The government has moved to an agile or 
modular contracting model where agencies 
might be purchasing IT systems or services 
every six months, which requires a differ-
ent way of thinking about procurements. 
“So if you have tech vendors giving you as-
surances that their products are accessible, 
there is no way to verify that unless you 
have ongoing hands-on testing,” Goist said.

The General Services Administration runs 
BuyAccessible.gov, which helps federal 
contract specialists working on bids that 
involve accessibility technology to include 
the proper contractual language to hold 
vendors’ accountable, he noted.

NIB offers the Section 508 Assurance 
Service, which provides conformance and 

   OVERCOMING ACCESSIBILITY  
   CHALLENGES

n Establishing clear interpretation of the 
accessibility standards is critical for success. 
Without such consistency, workforce devel-
opment has limited effects, the IT industry is 
unable to “know” their products are accessible 
for federal customers, and sharing Section 
508 conformance information among federal 
agencies to reduce redundant work is difficult, 
according to DHS’ Office of Accessible Sys-
tems and Technology  

n Implementing and integrating accessibility 
into IT governance, including content gover-
nance for public-facing websites, is an ongoing 
challenge but extremely important. 

n Developing new best practices for mobile 
devices remains a challenge in that the 
technology continuously and rapidly changes 
around us. Daily or weekly software releases 
require that developers fully understand IT 
accessibility because there isn’t time to wait 
on separate testers to provide the compliance 
information.

Source: DHS Office of Accessible Systems 
and Technology

usability testing, validation, and remedi-
ation services for websites, portals and 
applications; electronic documents; and 
legacy applications. The team uses auto-
mated testing tools, then manual testing is 
conducted by a team of blind and sighted 
IT accessibility specialists using assistive 
technology. NIB offers three levels of 
support, applicable not only to the federal 
government, but also to state and local 
governments, academic institutions and 
commercial companies.

Cloud and accessibility
As agencies move more applications to 

a cloud computing model, where software 
and computing resources are available 
on-demand via the Internet from a cloud 
service provider, accessibility specialists 
must consider any new difficulties that em-
ployees with disabilities could encounter.

As a result, the National Institute of Stan-
dards and Technology recently released a 
new draft publication for public comment, 
“Cloud Computing and Accessibility Con-
siderations,”  which examines the chal-
lenges, barriers and opportunities federal 
information technology managers face to 
comply with both the federal government’s 
Section 508 accessibility requirements and 
the federal Cloud First policy, according 
to Robert Bohn, NIST’s cloud computing 
technology program manager.

The draft publication provides eight 
known challenges people with disabilities 
encounter with new IT technology and bar-
riers that are specific to cloud-computing 
environments, such as a cloud provider au-
tomatically upgrading tis software and the 
new version is incompatible with products 
that help accessibility.

The NIST Cloud Accessibility Public 
Working Group analyzed popular cloud 
applications, such as email and calendars, 
to identify potential accessibility barriers 
and how to prevent them.  The group also 
developed a cloud computing accessibility 
taxonomy to provide a common language 
to discuss problems and solutions, and to 
use during procurement of information 
systems.

One promising approach the paper points 
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out is incorporating accessibility applica-
tion programming interfaces to enable easy 
integration of voice recognition software 
and other specialized tools into operating 
systems.

“I feel that those who consume services 
should learn to take more of a role in ask-
ing cloud providers to offer creative solu-
tions that are compliant with legislation or 
to explore avenues or opportunities that 
enable the services to be more inclusive 
and accessible,” Bohn said.

 For those who develop cloud services, 
“accessibility and usability should be 
considered throughout the design process,” 
Bohn said. “Much as one discusses building 
security in from the beginning, developers 
should consider designing accessibility in 
from the very beginning as well.”

There is still much more work to do 
to fully integrate IT accessibility best 
practices within IT organizations while 
keeping pace with the ever increasing rate 
of change within the IT industry overall, 
accessibility experts say.

“I see the largest challenge is ensuring 
that all stakeholders understand their role 
in providing equal access to electronic 
information and data, and that individuals, 
including contractors, have the appropriate 
skill sets to deliver Section 508 conforming 
products,” said Creagan. n

  SOCIAL SECURITY  
  ADMINISTRATION’S ACCESSIBILITY  
  BEST PRACTICES

n Inject 508 activities into your existing 
customer experience, investment manage-
ment, enterprise life cycle, acquisition, gov-
ernance, and risk management processes. 

n Build organizational knowledge around 
understanding how to acquire, design, 
develop, test, deploy and maintain acces-
sible IT.

n Require 508 compliance claims to be 
validated through testing performed by 
qualified testers.

 n Use the best practices recommended 
by the CIO Council Accessibility Communi-
ty of Practice.

Source: Social Security Administration


