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1.0 Executive Overview

Title: 

The A-Prompt Project: Adding Accessibility-Awareness to Web Authoring Tools
Key Partners: 

Adaptive Technology Resource Centre (ATRC), University of Toronto 

TRACE Center, University of Wisconsin
Timeline:

May 98 to October 98 (6 months)

Budget: 

$71,465.60 CAD or $49,975.94 USD (conversion rate: 1.43)
Summary:

The ATRC will develop a software module that can be integrated into software applications to support authors in the creation of accessible HTML documents. This software module is directed towards developers of HTML editor programs and takes the form of a Windows DLL (Dynamic Linked Library), called the Accessibility Validation DLL (AVDLL), which may be easily called by programs written in ‘C’ or ‘C++’ languages.  The AVDLL will also be ported to an Accessibility Validation Java Bean (AVJB).  

The software module performs 4 basic functions:

1) HTML element checker

2) Attribute dialog modifier

3) Accessibility utilities

4) Accessibility user interface model

Both systems will include supporting documentation, guidelines and examples of accessibility validation user interface design.  

Deliverables:

· A freely-distributed Windows DLL that application developers can easily integrate into Windows-based HTML authoring tools. 

· A freely-distributed Java Bean that application developers can easily integrate into Java-based HTML authoring tools. 

· Exemplary models of accessibility support user interface design.

· A comprehensive set of user-help files on the HTML element checker, attribute dialog boxes, accessible HTML guidelines and proper HTML markup.

· A web "storefront" for distribution, developer-support, documentation and module updates. 

2.0 Project Background
Many Internet users have disabilities and rely on an adaptive technology system in order to access web pages.  Over the last few years there have been many advances in improving the web compatibility of client-side access technologies such as screen readers, magnifiers, and alternative mouse systems.  However, server-side information, the web pages themselves, need to adhere to HTML standards and may need HTML accessibility provisions in order to optimize access to users with disabilities.

The Internet has evolved into a system where the general consumer can easily create and post their own web pages.  The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) has taken steps in the right direction by adding accessibility provisions within the HTML, but this isn't necessarily enough.  Many web designers use HTML editors such as Microsoft Front PageTM, Adobe PageMillTM and SoftQuad HoTMetaL ProTM and are unaware that HTML standards exist, let alone provision for accessibility.  

One method of increasing the accessibility of the millions of web pages designed each year is to integrate HTML accessibility validation technology into commercial HTML authoring tools.  This technology would be analogous to spell checkers and grammar checkers found in today's word processors.  It would prompt users with pertinent information regarding HTML grammar and accessibility and offer suggestions for improvement.  Many repetitive tasks would be automated, such as the addition of ALT-text or the replacement of server-side image maps with client-side image maps.  The mere presence of such a system would increase general consumer awareness of access issues, regardless.  Authoring tools with accessibility support will also help companies and academic institutions publish electronic information that comply with ADA and other disability legislation.

A Windows DLL and Java Bean will be created by the ATRC for developers of HTML editors for all popular platforms to easily integrate accessibility validation with little change to their existing programs.  The nominal effort that developers will have to put into integrating the HTML access support module will greatly benefit people with and without disabilities.  Sidewalk curbcuts were originally installed to accommodate people in wheelchairs but they are now taken for granted by everyone, including mothers with baby carriages, shoppers with carts and rollerbladers.  Electronic curbcuts also exist for technology.  Accessible HTML lends to grammatically correct HTML which generate pages that are displayed properly regardless of browser or platform.  Accessible HTML also ensures pages load quicker and transfer more easily between modalities, for user-agents other than desktop computers.  Validation technology will enforce universal design principles that will benefit all web users.

3.0 Program Specifications

A system will be created that can be used by software application developers for validating the accessibility of HTML documents. The validation system is directed towards developers of HTML editor programs. At the heart of the system is a software module that can be executed by HTML editor applications. This software module takes the form of a Windows DLL file, called the Accessibility Validation DLL (AVDLL), which may be easily called by programs written in ‘C’ or ‘C++’ languages. .  The AVDLL will also be ported to an Accessibility Validation Java Bean (AVJB).  Both modules will include documentation, guidelines and examples of accessibility validation user interface design.

HTML editor developers may wish to integrate only parts of the AVDLL and provide similar functionality themselves. Or the AVDLL may be used as a model and the HTML editor programs will provide all the accessibility validation themselves.

1. The validation software module performs 4 basic functions:

2. HTML element checker

3. Attribute dialog modifier

4. Accessibility utilities

5. Accessibility user interface model

The software module will follow the design and reflect the validation logic stated in Version 1.0 of the Accessibility Validation DLL Specifications Document (This was forwarded to TRACE earlier).  This detailed, 45-page document is subject to changes and additions during the project.  

3.1 HTML Element Checker

An HTML editor program can validate HTML elements by passing them to the AVDLL. Elements can be sent to the AVDLL as they are entered by the user or when the user selects to validate the entire document. The AVDLL will return a code that indicates the accessibility of the element and a text string that describes the accessibility problem. Inaccessible HTML elements can be highlighted by the HTML editor program once they have been noted by the AVDLL. The AVDLL uses a simple API for transferring data to and from the host application.

Accessibility problems with an HTML element can be handled by the AVDLL or by the host HTML editor. The AVDLL can display its own dialog boxes and allow the user to modify the HTML element. After the element has been edited it will be returned to the HTML editor. The HTML editor may wish to handle user modification of inaccessible HTML itself and can use the AVDLL dialogs as a model. 

3.2 Attribute Dialog Modifier

Dialog boxes in the HTML editor program that are used to enter and change HTML element attributes will be modified to contain accessibility prompting. Prompting may be displayed directly on the HTML editor dialog boxes or these dialog boxes may contain buttons for calling up the AVDLL prompting. Developers of HTML editor software can model their own prompting on the AVDLL techniques.

3.3 Accessibility Utilities

A series of utility programs will be provided for converting inaccessible HTML elements to more accessible elements. These utility programs perform such actions as:

a) Converting server side image maps to client side image maps
b) Converting forms to text-only versions
c) Creation of site-specific ALT text registry
d) Provide a mechanism for Descriptive text entry
3.4 Accessibility User Interface Model

Along with the AVDLL software is a set of guidelines and suggestions for implementing accessibility validation. These guidelines will include working demonstrations of dialogs and models for highlighting invalid HTML elements.  A set of user-help files based on the Accessibility Validation DLL Specifications Document (see Appendix I) will also be available to developers to base their respective help files on.

5.0 Operational Plan

5.1 Development Schedule

See Gantt Chart for Project Schedule – Appendix I
5.2 Distribution of Software Modules

A web site will be designed and maintained for the duration of the project.  Both password protected areas and public areas are available.  The web site will be administered through a Silicon Graphics Origin 200 WebFORCE system running IRIX 6.4 and Netscape Enterprise Server 3.0.

The project will be widely publicized in related on-line forums and industry groups.  Companies that develop HTML editors (i.e. Microsoft, Adobe, SoftQuad, Macromedia) will be sent information about the project on a regular basis.  HTML Editor Program Managers and Accessibility Directors of the companies will be contacted personally.  All modules and related support documentation will be available on the project web site.

5.3 Developer Support

Detailed documentation for integrating the validation software modules into existing web editors will be distributed along with the modules themselves.  Further developer support and document updates will be available through the web site.  A web-based discussion board will be available for developers to share ideas and strategies and an email address will be available for general help.  Specific technical help and consultation may be available to software companies on a cost basis.  Any revenue generated from such consultations will be used to sustain the project.

5.4 Performance measures

The ATRC will keep in close communication with companies wishing to implement the AVDLL / AVJB.  Their feedback will be used to make improvements to the underlying software modules.  User testing of the HTML element checker, accessibility utilities and help files will be measured through formal and informal user testing sessions.  As the project progresses, beta versions of the software module and model interfaces will be available through the web site for critique and suggestions by developers and the access community. 
6.0 Operational Issues

6.1 Longer than anticipated development time

This project has an allotted timeline of 6 months.  The ATRC has had previous experience in many related projects including implementing Accessibility Prompting Technology into SoftQuad's HoTMetaL Pro.  Based on previous work, the ATRC believes the project goals are attainable.  Progress checks and meetings will be held on a regular basis to ensure the project is completed on time.

6.2 Upcoming Changes in HTML standards specifications

The HTML Validation Rules are based on current W3C HTML 4.0 specifications and accessibility guidelines.  Because the ATRC and TRACE are involved in the standardization process through the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) of W3C, both groups will proactively monitor and incorporate any changes into the validation rules.   Other technologies such as Cascading Style Sheets (CSS), Extensible Markup Language (XML) will be monitored regularly if they are related to the project.

6.3 Market Prevalence

The Windows platform has the majority of market share for HTML editors and therefore the initial deliverable will be a native Windows AVDLL.  However, there is a large constituent of HTML editors for other platforms including Macintosh, UNIX, Java OS, etc.  The translation of the AVDLL into a Java Bean will follow shortly and ensure that application developers can integrate the accessibility validation system into software for these platforms as well. 

Some web pages are designed in standard text editors (i.e. Notepad, SimpleText), without the use of an HTML editor.  The AVDLL and AVJB will not reach this market segment.  However, awareness will be raised by offering the help files and accessibility guidelines as stand-alone items on the web site.
7.0 Respondants Qualifications

Adaptive Technology Resource Centre, University of Toronto

· The Adaptive Technology Resource Centre (ATRC) Information Commons, University of Toronto is an internationally recognized centre of expertise on barrier-free access to computers, software and the World Wide Web.  The activities of the ATRC can be divided into three areas: service, education, and research and development. The ATRC has been involved in a number of research projects including:

· Development of AdaptAble Technologies for SoftQuad's HoTMetaL Pro 4.0 - Integration of an assistive technology (Visual Dynamic Keyboard) into a commercial software product.  Integration of Accessibility Checker / Prompting technology into HoTMetaL Pro 4.0

· Consultation for Sun Microsystems on the Accessibility API for the Java Foundation Classes (JFC).

· Development of several related Java Access Applications including: Java On-screen Keyboard, Java Morse Code, Java RSVP Viewer, Java Word Prediction and a JFC Audio-Look and Feel.

· Completion of an extensive web information resource on how to configure adaptive technology to work with various Web browsers

· Beta-testing and reviewing of new adaptive technologies before they are publicly available (various companies).

· Special Needs Opportunity Windows (SNOW) - Creation of a provincial-wide distance education web infrastructure for special needs students and teachers. 







