Guidelines and Examples for
Determining the Suitability of an NIH
Categorical Accommodation

Issued January 2015
[See HHS Standard: Accessibility (508) Accommodation]
An accommodation is a means or method outside of Section 508 standards

designed to assist users with disabilities in cases where the application of
current Section 508 standards is neither feasible nor helpful.
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7. Handwritten material or other material submitted by members of
the public and then scanned and posted to a website (internet, intranet,
or SharePoint site).

8. Password-Protected Sites - the front page is accessible and Section
508-conformant but the pages encountered after the password are the
basis of this request.

9. Presentations from Non-Government Employees, e.g., researchers
who are not obligated to comply with Section 508. (If the NIH re-
distributes these files, they shall be remediated by the NIH.)

10.Scanned Historical Materials that are hand-written or in poor quality
such as historical publications/materials that are scanned to a digital
archive.

a. Example: Virtual Historic Books

b. Example: Historic Handwritten Laboratory Notes and Related
Laboratory Historical Materials

c. Example: Film footage that is being converted to digital (from
reel-to-reel) for the preservation of the film content.

11.Third-party licensed PDF documents from medical and scientific
journals and conference proceeding documents) (if no-cost accessible
versions cannot be linked to elsewhere on the Web).

12.Virtual Environments Sites and programs that model and simulate the
manipulation of objects in virtual space are in another category of images
best served as accommodations.

13.Website under renovation or due to be decommissioned within six
(6) months of request.

Introduction:

Note: This guidance will be re-evaluated annually! to take into consideration
the impact of new technologies.

This document was created as an adjunct to the HHS Web Standard titled
“Accessibility (508) Accommodation”, which the NIH has adopted. The
content focuses primarily on visual disabilities, with the exception of visual
content that could promote seizures. There is no acceptable accommodation
principle that would allow for pulsing and fast-flicker graphics. If there is a
risk that users could be exposed to hazardous displays, a warning screen

! This document was first prepared January 2015.



should be deployed first, allowing a computer user sufficient time to redirect
their computer from such a risk of hazard.

It is impossible to catalog every instance of NIH Electronic and Information
Technology (EIT) suitable for an accommodations approach. This document
is a guide to the types of NIH Electronic and Information Technology (EIT)
that can appropriately utilize an accommodation when the information
cannot be made accessible using conventional accessibility techniques. An
accommodation is a means or method outside of Section 508 standards
designed to assist users with disabilities in cases where the application of
current Section 508 standards is neither feasible nor helpful. An
accommodation only applies to specific items, collections, or applications
that fall within the range of EIT types outlined herein. However, the
occurrence of an accommodation-worthy item does not justify avoiding 508
responsibilities for associated content that can reasonably be made
accessible.

The Office of the Chief Information Officer (OCIO) of the NIH proposes to
make the vast collection of NIH Electronic and Information Technology (EIT)
accessible to everyone. Over the past decade, the progressive use of the
Internet has led to the creation of millions of pages, countless files, and
sophisticated, interactive EIT This collection touches on almost every aspect
of the HHS mission and its programs. As we move forward with the process
of finding accessibility solutions for this diverse body of information, staff
from across the Department has raised questions about the application of
Section 508 standards to information, posing special accessibility
challenges.

Questions arose because people recognized that applying Section 508
standards has limited effect on producing accessible content. In particular,
there were concerns that the rote application of Section 508 standards would
fail to achieve accessibility and could confuse information, which would be a
disservice to disabled users. Frequently, accessibility can still be achieved
(“equivalent facilitation”) even if “the Standards” are not achieved.

This document recommends the use of an accommodation strategy as the
most effective means of serving the needs of disabled users. To illustrate
this point, consider a digital image of a roadmap, such as a roadmap for a
large federal facility like the National Institutes of Health (NIH). While this
image can be tagged using <alt text> as “"Map of NIH”, there is little value in
the text for someone who cannot see the map. Even if one extracted all the
text from the map, its linear presentation would be meaningless.

In this case, an accommodation should be provided to help a person with a
disability use information in the map to complete a task. For example, a


https://ocio.nih.gov/ITGovPolicy/NIH508/Pages/default.aspx

person might ask questions such as: How many buildings are there at

NIH? What's the closest building to the metro stop? Where are the
cafeterias? How close is the clinical center to the conference center? These
are questions which the map owner may not be able to predict. Other uses
of maps may be predictable. If there is an employee walk around campus
with water stops at strategic or predetermined places, then a descriptive
alternative text (‘alt-text’) can be provided, along with a link or reference to
a text-based explanation (e.g., Employees will begin at Bldg. One, turn left
and walk north on Center Drive following the road as it bends to the west
behind Building Three, etc.).

Even if a sophisticated application was created to support the map, itis
unlikely that any IT solution could successfully anticipate the goals of
everyone who accesses the map. A far more elegant solution would be to
direct disabled users to a point-of-contact who can field their question(s)
and provide answers in a form that best meets their needs.

In other instances, an accommodation would be the optimal solution when
EIT has been designed to interact with the user based on specific sensory
user-input and interaction. For example, an on-line tool intended to gauge
color blindness cannot be made accessible to someone who is completely
blind or even a person with dichromacy without ‘giving away the answer’! An
<alt-text> tag might read “color blindness test images”, but that alone
would be of little value. A similar case can be made for simulations that
model physical objects. Again, one could create tags for such a system, such
as <an interactive 3-D molecular protein modeling tool>. However, the user
needs to interact with the visual output of the modeling tool in response to
the variables being tested. A conventional 508 standard does little to provide
accessibility in this situation.

Return to Table of Contents

Rationale



The use of an accommodation is not intended to relieve organizations of
their responsibility to make electronic information accessible. In some
instances, an effective accommodation is an accessible statement that
acknowledges there is an accessibility issue and offers to help determine the
needs of users with disabilities. Organizations that employ accommodation
statements must establish priorities, assign their resources appropriately,
and monitor communication channels to ensure that accommodation
requests are processed quickly (typically completed in no longer than 48
hours). Ideally, they will need a dedicated line operated by a trained
responder. Organizations that fail to provide adequate services should not
use accommodation statements.

When considering the use of an accommodation, one also can make a
determination based on level of effort, document priority, document
longevity, and audience availability. Documents that require a high level of
effort to make them accessible, yet have a limited readership among a group
with no disabilities, would not have the same priority as documents of
interest to a broad, unknown audience. Information that is written for the
wider, general public should be assumed to be required to be fully accessible
and Section 508-conformant, by default, whereas content intended strictly
for a group of known employees might be left for remediation when needed.
For example, expending valuable resources to apply accessibility standards
to documents of limited value (such as an office announcement inviting a
small group to a retirement party) is not a prudent use of resources. Staff
capable of creating and remediating content should be considered a valuable
resource.

Return to Table of Contents

Exclusions and Limits

The use of an accommodation approach is limited when access to Web-
based content is business related. This is particularly true when timeliness of
access is critical to the principle of equal and fair treatment. For example, if
content is posted that provides an opportunity for an award, and the
submission for the award must be completed by a specific date, such content
cannot be handled by an accommodation if it would place disabled users at a
disadvantage.

General categories and examples of content that may be appropriate for an
Accessibility Accommodation include:

Return to Table of Contents



Categories of Possible Use in Requesting a Categorical
Accommodation:

Atypical Tables and Chart Formats

Often in scientific and technical publications, data is represented in unique
methods. Attempting to apply standard 508 solutions to these “tables” can
result in an unintelligible string of data. While the caption for the first table
could be read after applying Section 508 success criteria, it is of
questionable value to someone who cannot see the table. These examples
suggest an accommodation would be preferable to a conventional tagging
approach. Moreover, the caption of the table may be confusing.




Return to Table of Contents

Complex PDF Tables

While it is technically possible to make a data table 508 compliant in a
portable document format (PDF), a 508 accommodation is needed for
specific types of PDF documents that have long data tables.

It is unreasonable to expect a person using a screen reader to sit through
the audible reading of a long table. Examples of long data tables include
when:

o The table in the PDF is longer than one page
« The document exceeds 10 pages and most of the content is tables
« The data table has multiple header columns and layered elements

« The table has over 1,000 different variables, cells, and footnotes, and
columns that span more than 50 pages



There is no logical methodology to create an alternate description that will
make the long table understandable to the user. The following is an example
of a normal table that can be interpreted and read in a meaningful manner.

National Institutes of Health
{ dollars m mulhions)

FY 2007 Change from
FY 2006 | President's | FY 2007 FY 2008 FY 2007
Actual Budget Estimate Estimate Estimate
LaborHHS Discretionary

Budget Authority (B.A.) 818,287 528,190 518,389 §28.621 5233
Interior B.A 579 578 579 578 -51
Total Discretionary B.A, 518,366 528,268 518,468 S28,700 52321
Tvpe I Diabetes Initiative 5150 5150 5150 5150 50
Towal B. A 528.516 S28.418 528018 528.830 5232
NIH Program Level 528324 528.427 528.626 528.858 3232
Number of Competing RPGs a.j20 0144 0622 10,158 566
Tatal Number of RPGs 38313 37,566 38,080 38,063 =26
FTEs 16,550 17,456 17,216 17,459 +243

The next image is an example of a complex table that reads poorly. Because
of the length and depth of data on the table, the logic does not flow well and
processing the information requires a long time. This type of table also
places an undue burden on the cognitive limits of disabled users to correlate
the data thread and cross reference columns and rows.
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Complex Static Images

The majority of electronic information relies on text and images to convey
information. In most cases, an accessible version of these documents can be
created. Nevertheless, there are categories of documentation and software
tools and services that resist conventional approaches to providing a
meaningful equivalent accessible text version. A picture of a tree, a car, a
pair of shoes, and a telephone can be described as easily as can a pie chart
showing the distribution of operating funds for an organization. A chart
showing a recipe or rates of return can be handled in ways that let a user
extract meaning whether they can see the table or not. However, the
conventional approaches do not work well in the following instances:

» Data is displayed in non-linear, unconventional, or analog patterns

« The image captions refer to images meant to show the relationship of
parts that exist in three dimensions



o Color coding is the only feasible method of compacting large amounts
of data into a representation

o "“Exploded” [provide link to example 2 - this is a term of art] technical
drawings are used to pin-point parts within a complex machine

« Maps represent an analogue to physical space
« Non-linear flow charts and pathways are displayed

o Scatter plots in which a collection of small data points are used to
create patterns

In the following illustrative examples, static images - rather than standard
captions - are well suited to an accommodation:

Example: Anatomy Chart of Wrist and Hand. In this example, one could
provide alt-text that reads “chart showing anatomy and injuries to the hand
and wrist”. However, the text would offer little substantive value to the user
who cannot see the detail. Converting all the text in the chart would not
help because it refers to specific regions on the images. In these cases, an
accommodation approach offers a far better solution than attempting an
alternative text. Moreover, it is critically important that medical information
be conveyed correctly. Equally, it would better ensure that such critical
information is provided to persons with vision impairments when required.
Within the context of the webpage or digital document, including the image’s
alternative text, there should still be sufficient textual description to enable
the reader/end user to understand the concept conveyed, if not the details.

10



ANATOMY AND INJURIES OF THE HAND AND WRIST
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Example: Exploded Views. The same is true for technical drawing. For
example, an exploded view image can be described as “an exploded view of
a laptop”, but that provides little help to someone unable to see the
relationship of the parts to the parts listing. In this case, offering assistance
in the form of an accommodation seems to be a far more useful approach. A
similar problem occurs in detailed abstractions of biological phenomena
(shown below.) There is no single logical flow and some events branch
depending on variables. Without an overall appreciation of how the parts
relate to the whole, simply converting text to accessible text is of little value.
Within the context of the webpage or digital document, there should still be
sufficient textual description to inform the reader/end user to understand the
concept conveyed, if not the details.

11



Example: Scientific Diagrams. In the example below, an <alt text>
statement such as "metabolic pathways” conveys very little information of
value. The substantive value of the image relates to the interrelationship
between specific components. A user may be interested in only a portion of
the overall diagram. Even if one extracted all the text and presented it in a
screen readable format, the logical flow would not capture the complex cyclic
nature of metabolic processes. Also, in some cases the chemical pathways
can change direction. Within the context of the webpage or digital document,
there should still be sufficient textual description to inform the reader/end
user to understand the concept conveyed, if not the details.

12
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Example: Maps. Maps, which convey spatial relationship and distances as
well as location and direction, often require accommodations if written
directions do not convey the full range of information available. Maps of
general information may be appropriate for such an accommodation. Maps
which indicate a specific route can typically be made accessible by text-
based way-finding instructions being provided, in a combination of
alternative text and web-based content.
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Complex Images

In this example, both the images could be tagged with a simple tag such as
<microscope>, <basic optical microscope>, or perhaps <basic electron
microscope>. Section 508 standards require that the text in complex images
be made accessible. However, the text in complex images refers to the
location of parts within the device. There is little likelihood that expending
time and resources to bring such an image into Section 508 compliance
would be of value to anyone. While both images should be tagged, an
accommodation approach would be a far better solution to the latter image.

14
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If complex images are used in association with substantive descriptive text
narratives, detailed <alt text> statements are not necessary. In essence,
these images are used to supplement and reinforce the written content and
were not intended to “stand on their own” as the sole means of conveying
the key points of the article. The image’s alt-text should simply give a
general description and then link to or refer to the more substantive text
within the overall body of the document.

15
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Dynamic Simulations, Models, and Maps

Another broad class of applications and Web-enabled software involves tools
to manipulate data in a dynamic fashion, or simulate events or objects. Such
applications are used often in medicine, science, and technology. Examples
include dynamic models of weather patterns, online geographic information

16



systems, and computer assisted design tools, including those used to design
drugs and investigate events at the molecular level and mapping tools used
by epidemiologists and other researchers. Due to the dynamic and
interactive nature of the display, there is no way to label or tag the event in
advance. Typically, investigators would enter experiment variables. The
resulting displays have no alpha numeric equivalent. Accordingly, having an
expert to use the tool and interpret the results would be the only feasible
method of making such tools useful to someone with a visual disability.

There are many applications designed to allow one to model, manipulate,
and measure molecular models.
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Again, simply providing text that reads “dynamic 3-d model of a molecule” is
not a suitable alternative to the experience of using the tool to investigate
the properties of the compounds.

This is also true for tools that allow one to enter data and display the results
using advanced custom visualizations.
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Excel Computational Spreadsheets

Excel computational spreadsheets, which are often designed by subject
matter experts (SMEs) and non-programmers, provide complex formulas
within the documents. They usually lack any sort of 508 programming. As a
standalone document, the spreadsheets normally are not Section 508-
conformant. Below are some reasons for a 508 accommodation request for
Excel computational spreadsheets (interactive forms and fields):

17



« HHS agencies are providing Excel computational spreadsheets for other
organizations for their own use. HHS has no need to collect the data
and should not gather such information because of various privacy and
security issues. These spreadsheets are being provided as an
optional tool only.

o Example: http://www.cdc.gov/healthyweight/assessing/bmi/chil
drens_bmi/tool_for_schools.html

o (click on the "Children's BMI Group Calculator")

o Itis inappropriate, due to limited audience size and data and
security concerns, to develop a complete web application to achieve
Section 508 conformance for a single complex Excel computational
spreadsheet. Web applications take significant time to develop and
require extensive security analysis. An accessible CSV file that can be
produced and exported from the web application may be sufficient if it
meets the business need for use of the data.

Any additional content provided in an Excel computational spreadsheet that
can stand alone from the Excel spreadsheet ought to be provided in a
Section 508 conformant version (HTML preferably but a properly formatted
Microsoft Excel or a CSV file will also suffice).

Return to Table of Contents

Handwritten material or other material submitted by members
of the public (who are not bound by Section 508-conformance)
and then scanned and posted to a website (including, but not

limited to, the internet, intranet, or SharePoint site)

Members of the public are often asked to submit comments from the public.
However, the federal government imposes no requirements on the format in
which those comments are delivered. Often, this means that they are hand-
written and not easily read by Optical Character Recognition (OCR) software
which would support screen readers. Machine reading of handwritten content
could lead to misinterpretation of the text, undermining the integrity of the
material. At best, the Agency could read or transcribe the contents upon
request, affording the opportunity to reinforce the possibility that it may not
be 100% accurate or equivalent.

Handwriting Example #1
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Handwriting Example #2
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Password-Protected Sites

A password-protected site may be added as a Section 508 accommodation
request if it meets a humber of criteria:

» A legitimate, justified business case for using a password-protected
site that:

o The home page, in which a user can log-in, is accessible such
that a user with a disability knows the intent of the page and is
informed of who to contact should they need to either access the

protected site or, at least, request an accessible rendering of the
content.

o Is online for a limited time
o Has restricted, limited access to a known set of users, and

o Has non-compliant content that will not be reproduced or
published elsewhere.
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« The Business Steward (site or content owner) controls access to
specific areas of the content.

« We can verify that none of our users require Section 508-conformant
or accessible content, and limited content will be delivered in an
accommodated format.

« We understand that none of the content on the secure site may be
published/released to the public (Internet or Intranet) unless it is
Section 508-conformant.

« We agree that the non-compliant content will be on the password-
protected site only, and for a limited time.

« We understand and agree that posting materials on a password-
protected website is not a work-around for posting non-508 compliant
content.

Return to Table of Contents

Presentations from Non-Government Employees

Presentations may be submitted by researchers who are not government
employees and thus not obligated Section 508. (If the NIH re-distributes
these files, they shall be remediated by the NIH.)

Lecturers and presenters who are guests of the US Federal government are
not obligated under Section 508 (to be clarified as not being contractors).
This is common in preparation of conferences held at or by the NIH, and
where the presentation materials (e.g., PowerPoint files, Word files, etc.) are
made available to a limited, participant body of persons but is not otherwise
made widely or generally available.

As the NIH goes more and more green, and cost effective, conference
materials are often distributed electronically, such as on thumb drives,
handed to conference participants as they arrive in person. While it is the
responsibility of the participant to convey their specific, required reasonable
accommodation, it is also the responsibility of the Federal agency to offer
Reasonable Accommodations, such as accessible documents, if attendance is
by registration only. If there is no affirmative or positive response to the
Agency’s offer of Reasonable Accommodations, the IC may rely on the Use
of an Accommodation to provide accessible material upon request if the
conference material remains available after the event.

Return to Table of Contents
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Scanned Historical Publications/Materials and Optical

Character Recognition

Organizations responsible for the care and preservation of rare and historic
books and manuscripts must limit access to the actual physical material. For
educational and research purposes, some HHS libraries make available
scanned versions of historical materials found in archival manuscript
collections. In most instances, scanned historical textual materials cannot
accurately be interpreted by current optical character recognition (OCR)
engines, similar to the category of Handwritten Material, above. While the
invention of Gutenberg’s movable type allowed for the creation of
standardized mechanical printing, even today many printed texts cannot be
interpreted for text extraction by OCR technology. Reasons can be font
styles lacking modern OCR libraries, non-Roman languages, ink bleed
through (haloing), degraded paper stock, editorial marginalia, etc.
Handwritten texts offer these same issues, in addition to the fact that OCR
technology cannot interpret handwriting.

Materials that OCR technology may not be able to interpret include, but are
not limited to:

o Rare books

o Handwritten correspondence

o Diaries

o Laboratory notebooks

o Carbon copies and photocopies
« Antique font types

While OCR technology continues to evolve and can better interpret machine-
printed text, it is unlikely that any technology will be able to interpret
handwritten materials. An accommodation should be offered for digitized
items that are not suitable for optical character recognition, such as rare
books, handwritten items, or faded/smeared prints.

Return to Table of Contents

Example: Virtual Historic Books. Normally, rare books and manuscripts
created hundreds of years ago are carefully preserved in libraries and are
not accessible to the public. To address this problem, the British Library
initially created a system called Turning the Pages or TTP. The system allows
visitors to touch and turn the pages of virtual books displayed on a touch
screen monitor. Through a collaborative effort with the British Library, the
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http://ttp.onlineculture.co.uk/

National Library of Medicine became the first United States Website on which
books were made available using this format.

This example involves the use of advanced 3-D computer generated
imagery, digital image enhancement, animation, illumination models, and
software programming to simulate the act of easily flipping through virtual
books. In addition, TTP provides extra information about the authors of the
books and the subject matter in the form of curators' notes, captions, and
“tales”. Unfortunately, creating accessible content for TTP images using
conventional 508 standards is not feasible. This is not to say that such
‘virtual books’ should be accessible to no persons with disabilities - this
simply acknowledges that some disabilities or functional limitations may
have barriers in accessing such digital content.
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Example: Historic Handwritten Laboratory Notes and Related
Laboratory Historical Materials. For educational and research purposes

some HHS libraries provide scanned versions of historical materials found in

the archival manuscript collections of pioneering biomedical scientists. The
materials include:

o One-of-a-kind handwritten correspondence
e Diaries

o Laboratory notebooks

o Carbon copies and photocopies

o Audio clips, and

« Video clips
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Typically, archivists make the digitized versions of these items accessible by
providing a detailed metadata record with extensive information describing
each digitized item. The metadata records are available in accessible HTML
format on the Website and link directly to the digitized item (usually a
portable document format (PDF) file.) Through the use of detailed metadata
records, information about these historical archival materials is accessible to
people with disabilities in a way that the original materials alone cannot be
accessible. When feasible, text-based historical archival materials should be
processed through optical character recognition (OCR) technology to make
the content accessible to screen readers. For digitized items that are not
suitable for optical character recognition, such as handwritten items or
faded/smeared prints, staff should create transcripts as time and resources
permit. A couple examples are below.
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Example: Film footage that is being converted to digital (from reel-to-

reel) for the preservation of the film content. A library or organization may
convert film footage to digital (from reel-to-reel) for the preservation of the film
content. In this scenario, an organization is copying or moving the contents of the
reel-to-reel film footage to a current, more modern technology, strictly preserving
the contents but not making it available to the public. This category focuses on the
archiving of historical film footage, as an interim action. If and when a program
uses the digitized films or makes them available, they will be expected to address
the accessibility and Section 508-conformance of the content.

Return to Table of Contents
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Third Party Licensed PDF Documents from Medical and Scientific
Journals (and Conference Proceeding Documents)

Below are criteria for requesting a Section 508 accommodation for
documents in portable document format (PDFs) licensed from
medical/scientific journals:

« In some cases, by contractual agreement, OPDIVs are not authorized
to modify the files once purchased from a journal.

o The purchaser of the article or document does not own the copyright
on the purchased materials, and is therefore denied access to the
source files for remediation.

« These PDF articles are reproductions of journal articles as they
appeared in print format and are not designed for 508 compliance in
PDF format.

« We cannot maintain updates to a 508-compliant version of the
document on our server while the document may be updated multiple
times by a journal on their servers. This creates a discontinuity that
will be difficult to reconcile and maintain.

Return to Table of Contents

Virtual Environments

Sites and programs that model and simulate the manipulation of objects in
virtual space are in another category of images best served as
accommodations. In this example, a virtual space is used for research on
patients with physical balance disorders. If the balance disorder is related to
processing visual information, there is no equivalent for non-sighted users.

In this example, a virtual reality grocery store simulates the challenge of
shopping for people who have physical balance disorders.
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Website under renovation or due to be decommissioned within
six (6) months of request.

In many cases, an organization may have a website that is no longer being
updated or is, in fact, being replaced by a new website that is already under
construction. It makes no sense, practically or financially, to remediate a
site that is already scheduled to be decommissioned within a reasonable
period of time. Use of this Category should be invoked as soon as a website
is determined to be scheduled for replacement; an organization or program
area should not delay updating a site because of Section 508 implications
and then use this Accommodation as an justification not to remediate it.

Return to Table of Contents
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