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“

Section 508 of the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973 requires that federal 
agencies make their electronic 
and information technology (EIT) 
accessible to people with dis-
abilities. In short, federal agen-
cies, which include the financial, 

healthcare, legal organizations, 
and other federal sectors, must 
give disabled employees and 
members of the public access to 
information comparable to the 
access available to others. Rel-
evant laws include:

We create for a very diverse set of people—our Veterans. So it’s important that we build sys-
tems that can adapt to their diverse needs and their interests. We should never be building 
with blinders on, we should be constantly asking how we can make it better at every step of 
the development process.

- MAGGIE NHAM, UX DESIGNER, VETSEZ

Section 508, WCAG, 
A11Y: What Do They 
Mean?

(Quality Assurance Surveillance Plan), and 
SAML (Security Assertion Markup Language), 
to name a few. In our professions, we may hear 
these acronyms as well: 508, WCAG, A11Y. What 

do they mean and how are they significant in 
our processes? These acronyms revolve around 
accessibility and equal access for users, ensur-
ing that all services are accessible to people 
with disabilities. Not only are 508, WCAG, and 
A11Y important to our processes, but it is the 
law to ensure that the criteria set by these pro-
grams are achieved.

What is Section 508?

 � Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA): prohibits discrimina-
tion against individuals with disabilities.

 � Section 255 of the Communications Act: requires telecom-
munications products and services to be accessible to people 
with disabilities.

 � 21st Century Communications and Video Accessibility Act 
of 2010: requires advanced communications services and prod-
ucts to be accessible by people with disabilities.

For federal software contrac-
tors, Section 508 compliance 
is a required deliverable. We 
must ensure that the software 
we develop provides easy 
access for our end-users. At 
the Department of Veterans’ 
Affairs (VA), guidelines and 
tools are provided to ensure 
that every team member can 
achieve this goal. We will take 
a closer look at these tools as 
we define the guidelines.

Why are accessibility pro-
cesses so important to our 
business? Accessibility no 
longer refers to just physi-
cal access (e.g., sidewalk 
ramps, braille on buttons), 
but extends to internet and 
intranet access using infor-
mation and communication 
technologies too. In software 
development, accessibil-
ity means enabling as many 
people as possible to use the 
applications, including those 
with limited abilities. For the 
Web in particular, accessi-
bility means removing bar-
riers to communication and 
interaction for people with 
disabilities. Unfortunately, 
when web sites, applications, 
and technologies are poorly 
designed, they create barri-
ers that exclude people from 
using the Web. This is where 
Section 508’s story began - 
requiring digital content to 
be accessible to all users, re-
gardless of limited abilities.

Businesses love acronyms and buzz-
words. At VetsEZ, we enjoy throwing 
around words such as PII (Person-
ally Identifiable Information), QASP

Every person that contributes to the development and management 
of the software lifecycle is responsible for Section 508 compliance, 
including document authors, file creators, supervisors, develop-
ment teams, sustainment teams, contract officers, and vendors. As 
society increasingly relies on technology to carry out its business, 
ensuring access gateways of interaction for individuals with disabili-
ties is a part of everyone’s job.
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What is WCAG?

 � Level A: Where all 
30 essential criteria 
defined in WCAG 2.1 
are met. At minimum, 
all web content should 
achieve this level of 
compliance.

 � Level AA: All of 
level A criteria are met 
and an additional 28 
accessibility objectives 
are satisfied. This op-
timized level achieves 
broader accessibil-
ity and is often the goal 
most development 
teams aim to meet.

 � Level AAA: The web 
page satisfies all levels 
of success criteria, in-
cluding 28 additional 
requirements. This lev-
el is typically reserved 
for specialist sites.

It was created because accessi-
bility acts, such as Section 508, 
does not have specific guide-
lines on how to ensure equal 
access. Since then, WCAG has 
become a globally recognized 
voluntary standard that many 
web sites and web applications 
comply with. WCAG 2.0 (now up-
dated to 2.1) contains 3 levels of 
success criteria:

If you read IT articles and 
attend software conferenc-
es, you may see A11Y occa-
sionally referenced. A11Y is 
short for “accessibility” and 
is used interchangeably to 
reference digital accessibil-
ity (see Figure 2). It is a num-
eronym, where the number 
11 refers to the number of 
letters omitted (for example, 
i18n and l10n means inter-
nationalization and localiza-
tion, respectively).

A11Y originally began as 
a metadata tag, such as 
a hashtag on Twitter. It is 
rarely referred to verbally 
(we just say the word Ac-
cessibility), but it is often 
used in online forums where 
short-hand is common. So 
although we may never see 
the numeronym in an official 
Request for Proposals docu-
ment, it does float around in 
public Slack channels, Stack 
Exchange, and Twitter de-
bates as a synonym for ac-
cessibility.

The WCAG levels of success cri-
teria are organized into 4 prin-
ciples: Operable, Perceivable, 
Robust, and Understandable. 
These components are the es-
sential definitions of what makes 
a product easier to use. If any of 
the principles are not met, those 
with disabilities will not be able 
to use the site. Consult Figure 1 
for a brief explanation on how 
each principle contributes to ac-
cessibility.

Specific to our line of federal 
projects, the Veteran Adminis-
tration has a department that 
focuses on Section 508 testing. 

This department refers to the 
WCAG 2.1 success criteria when 
it validates accessibility compli-
ance in new software. The level 
of compliance depends on your 
project conditions, and if there 
are no accessibility specifica-
tions in the contract, it is impor-
tant to determine the expecta-
tions as early as possible. 

W3C has a quick reference guide 
to help teams meet WCAG levels 
on their website. It can be fil-
tered to view the different levels 
of conformance, technologies, 
techniques, and more.

The World Wide Web Consor-
tium (W3C) created the Web 
Content Accessibility Guidelines 
(WCAG 2.0) as a single standard 
for international web content 
accessibility. 

All US-based websites and 
applications are now expect-
ed to comply with Section 
508, which usually means 
that they must comply with 
WCAG 2.1 level A at a mini-
mum, and aim to meet the 
additional criteria for level AA 
as soon as possible. All WCAG 
criteria are testable through a 
combination of machine and 

human evaluation. Although 
we can manually test each of 
the success criteria, this time-
consuming task can be easily 
automated with additional 
software. The VA’s Section 
508 department uses various 
software to test new and ex-
isting applications, some of 
which we will explore further 
on the following page.

What Can I Do 
to Achieve 508 
Compliance?

What is 
A11Y?

Figure 1: WCAG Principles Figure 2: Numeronym A11Y, Explained

https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG21/quickref/
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Software used by VA’s Section 508 
to test new and existing applications

Achieving 508 
Compliance

Consequences of Non-Compliance

Proper accessibility coding should be built into 
the software as you go, not as an additional step 
before software releases. Integrating accessible 
features requires full buy-in from the team; teams 
can ensure that requirements include accessibil-
ity criteria, developers should use good coding 
practices, and quality analysts should test re-
quirements with various tools (with the mouse, 
keyboard only, OS accessibility modes on). A good 
basis for accessibility best practices in web devel-
opment can be found here at MDN.

WCAG criteria is an important guideline to univer-
sal web access, but it is only affective if all applica-
tions adopt its standards. Government involvement 

may have catalyzed its acceptance under the 508 
compliance laws, but the tasks required in order to 
achieve each criterion is still relatively new to the 
software industry. As technology evolves, we can 
see how the increased awareness of accessibil-
ity impacts the broad community with improved 
speech recognition software, responsive mobile 
web access, and advanced navigation peripher-
als. Luckily for even a novice team, the small steps 
are achievable thanks to the bite-sized success cri-
teria that WCAG’s Level A requirements presents. 
The accessibility acronyms are becoming common 
words in the development industry, so this is an 
excellent time to sharpen your tools with the re-
sources provided in order to stay updated.

For new development projects that are kicking off, the consequence of Section 508 non-compliance is 
relatively simple: the release may be delayed until compliance is met. But outside of federal agencies, 
non-compliance can bring litigations.

VetsEZ is a leading provider of information technology services to commercial and government markets. We 
are a company of Subject Matter Experts that have a deep expertise in Healthcare IT and Benefits Delivery. 
Our services portfolio includes Program Management Office Support, Enterprise, System and Application 
Architecture, Software Design and Development, Data Management, Process Management, Health Data In-
teroperability, Standards Definition, Software Quality Assurance, Independent Validation and Verification 
and Operations and Sustainment Support.

Blind or visually impaired users can read text 
displayed on digital screens with a speech syn-
thesizer or braille display connected to a screen 
reading software. Users interact with the 
screen reader by sending commands through 
the keyboard or braille display, which then in-
structs the screen reader software to read cer-
tain text, announce the cursor location, locate 
a focused item, etc. The VA most commonly 
uses JAWS for 508 compliance testing, but NV 
Access provides a free screen reader called 
NVDA to promote universal equal access. It is 
important to note that all screen readers are 
not created under the same standards; for ex-
ample one software may read aria-label attri-
butes aloud, but another may skip them. 

Another commonly used tool for users with 
limited mobility and visual impairments is 
speech recognition software. These programs 
take the input of human speech and tran-
scribe it into text or actionable items for the 
computer. Dragon NaturallySpeaking and 
Windows 10 Speech Recognition are exam-
ples of this type of software, and our appli-
cations must be compatible in order to pass 
Section 508 testing.

To make the WCAG checklist more digest-
ible, evaluation toolkits are available in many 
forms for development teams to determine 
which specific items are not in compliance. 
These tools come as client-end software ap-
plications and as plug-ins for both web brows-
ers and mobile applications. Well-known 
plugins include WAVE by WebAIM and Axe 
by Deque. When you activate these plugins 
on a webpage, it will highlight the specific 
html code, css, and/or content that violates a 
WCAG criteria. Subscription-based software is 
also available with additional features to aid 
accessibility testing.

Did you know that federal documentation 
needs to be accessible too? Any type of digital 
documentation kept by the government are 
required to contain additional information so 
that a person with disabilities can read it with 
ease. For example, a screen reading software 
must be able to read aloud the contents of a 
PDF in a logical order, and document images 
must contain alternative text to describe 
them. The VA’s and Federal Government’s 
Section 508 departments recognize Microsoft 
Office as a good tool to use when creating ac-
cessible documents. In addition, Google Docs 
contain helpful guidelines to make files more 
readable.

Screen Readers1

Accessibility   Evaluation 
Toolkits3

Speech Recognition Software2

Documentation Compliance4

https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/Web/Accessibility
https://www.freedomscientific.com/products/software/jaws/
https://www.nvaccess.org/
https://www.nvaccess.org/
https://wave.webaim.org/
https://www.deque.com/axe/
https://www.section508.gov/test/documents
https://support.google.com/docs/answer/6199477?hl=en

