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1. Introduction

1.1 Situation

The Disability Discrimination Act comes into force in October 2004. This is based upon European Union guidelines, the essence being that users with disability are able to access the same web services as ‘able-bodied’ users. It is worth noting here that ‘disability’ has a broad definition, encompassing, for example, elderly users who may have trouble using standard browser technology.

As a highly visible and diverse brand, it is essential that Virgin aims to meet or exceed the guidelines specified by the Act – and in effect increasing the size of the Virgin target market. In addition there is the chance to enhance usability for all users, which in turn has the potential to increase sales overall.

1.2 Targets for an Accessible Website

· Meet and/or exceed requirements of Disability Discrimination Act. This is the most important objective, and the reason for designing a new site. At a minimum, Virgin Mega should look to comply with level 2 of the WAI Guidelines ie ‘AA Status’ to be sure of meeting requirements. Taking a proactive approach, however, may enable Virgin Mega to reach the AAA standard for the accessible site.

· Create positive image for Virgin Mega. Depending on the market, Virgin Mega may then be able to use the achievement of the standard (verified by an agency such as the Royal Blind Society, for example) as a positive marketing and public relations tool. 
· Creation of a single site. This option is preferred to that of creating a separate, ‘accessible’ site to sit alongside the current version. Besides issues of maintenance, improvements to the existing version will have benefits for all users.

· Enhance usability for all Virgin Mega users. Many of the improvements required for accessibility also fall under the banner of usability – which affects all users of the site. This in turn will lead to easier usage, and more satisfied customers.

1.3 Sample pages

As a template for testing the current site, the following pages have been selected:

Home Page

URL – http://www.virginmegastores.co.uk/pws/GetHomePage.vms 
Path to page – starting page for site

MUSIC SECTION HOME

URL –  http://www.virginmegastores.co.uk/pws/GetHomePage.vms?f=MUSIC&origin=pwstopnav.jsp&event=link(pwshomemusic) 
Path to page – home > music

PRODUCT PAGE – WILL YOUNG

URL –  http://www.virginmegastores.co.uk/pws/ViewObject.vms?origin=pwshomemusic.jsp&event=link(pwsviewobject)&o=61280&ot=review 
Path to page – home > music > Review page

NEWS STORY – OUR BEST SALE EVER

URL –  http://www.virginmegastores.co.uk/pws/ViewObject.vms?origin=pwshomevideo.jsp&event=link(pwsviewobject)&o=62333&ot=news 
Path to page – home > video > best sale ever

2. Site Overview + Considerations

2.1 Site Structure

Currently the content for the Virgin Mega site is fed from a Content Management System – maintaining a database in excess of 180,000 items of news and reviews. Rather than attempt to modify the content, a site redesign should aim to rearrange or “tweak” where necessary to ensure that accessibility is achieved.

One key consideration in this instance is the home page of the site. At present this page is largely identical to other templates on the site, containing four columns (Left hand navigation, News, Reviews and Offers) capped by a large Flash advertisement. 

Another approach may be to distinguish the home page as a ‘flagship’ page that serves as a starting point for users to find general content, rather than the very specific choices offered at present. Whilst this will increase the average clicks required to reach specific content, usability will be enhanced with the large volume of users (and variation in interests) recognised and catered for at an earlier stage.

2.2 Branding Issues

The current look and feel of the site has come from extensive research in a relatively recent timeframe. As such, changes should remain directed toward ‘massaging’ this design, which will keep the strong branding presently on the site.

The result will be that the accessible site will feature similar if not identical fonts, colours and layout wherever possible. 

3. WAI Checklist – Priority 1 (A Standard)

3.1 Introduction

This checkpoint states criteria that must be satisfied for a website to be accessible. Otherwise, one or more groups will find it impossible to access information in the document. 
3.2 Text equivalent for non-text elements (Checkpoint 1.1)
For all non-text elements such as images and audio files, a text equivalent or description (for example, an alt tag) must be given – this is particularly important for users with text browsers, who will not be able to see the elements in question. Failure to meet this requirement may result in each image title being read out to a user.

All pages tested on the Virgin Mega site had a number of images that were lacking text equivalents. Owing to the large number of graphical elements used, the best way to meet the requirements of this checkpoint would be to automate the addition of alt tags to each image used on the site – for example a product description automatically updating the alt tag for each new release.
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3.3 Conclusion 

The Virgin Mega site meets other Priority 1 requirements – correcting 3.2 will enable the ‘A’ Guideline to be reached, which is the minimum criteria for an accessible website.

4. WAI Checklist – Priority 2 (AA Standard)

4.1 Introduction 

This checkpoint states criteria that should be satisfied for a website to be accessible. Otherwise, one or more groups will find it difficult to access information in the document.
4.2 Use relative sizing and positioning values (Checkpoint 3.4)

Page elements such as text can use relative or absolute size units. Absolute sizes are units like pixels or points, which are relative to an absolute measurement and cannot be scaled. By contrast, relative units, such as percentages, are automatically scaled when the base unit is scaled. This allows the text to change size and the page layout to flow without creating extra whitespace or running off the edge of the screen or paper.

This issue is important to visually impaired users who may use a browser or browser settings that are large than the standard formats used on the web. At present, the templates used on the Virgin Mega site set absolute units, usually less than 10px. This is likely to create difficulties for the above users.

Below is an example of a site using relative sizes, and how this allows text to be resized by the user’s own browser settings:

Normal font size setting:
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Increased font size:
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4.3 Create documents that validate to published formal grammars (Checkpoint 3.2)
The primary requirement of this checkpoint is for the broswer to be able to detect the language and version of code used to make the site. With this information, browsers can interpret accessibility features in the coding correctly.

The Virgin Mega site does not specify a DOCTYPE at present, which means it does not meet this requirement. This should be added to each template used on the site.

4.4 Associate labels explicitly with their controls (Checkpoint 12.4)
Whenever a form is used on a site, most often used for obtaining personal information from users, labels should be attached to each element, which enables all browsers to be able to identify the information required.

The Virgin Mega site does not meet this requirement at present.
Clearly identify the target of each link (Checkpoint 13.1)
If more than one link on a page shares the same link text, all those links should point to the same resource. Equally, links pointing to different resources should have different link text.  Non-visual users will then be able to differentiate between different targets and thus make an effective decision as to which link to click.

The Virgin Mega site has a number of identical links at present, most obviously the ‘MORE’ and ‘ADD TO BASKET’ links, all of which link to different resources. As in 3.2, an automated solution should remedy this, most likely through either title text or an alt tag (depending on the format) being added to each link.
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4.5 Conclusion

There are a number of amendments that need to be made to the site to ensure it meets the ‘AA’ standard, defined by Priority 2 of the WAI. On the whole these would be resolved through automation of key functions rather than a manual process, which will reduce the scope for error in implementation.

5. WAI Checklist – Priority 3 (AAA Standard)
5.1 Introduction

This checkpoint states criteria that may be addressed for website accessibility. Otherwise, one or more groups will find it somewhat difficult to access information in the document. As noted in the introduction, achieving this standard may create opportunties for positive marketing and public relations.
5.2 Identify the language of the text (Checkpoint 4.3)

The HTML element at the beginning of each page should use the HTML 4.0 "lang" attribute to help specify the main language of the text on the page, such as English, French, German, Japanese, etc. This will be especially useful for Virgin Mega in that the brand name and offerings are likely to attract a number of international users to the site, particularly throughout the EU.

There is no language specified on the site at present.

5.3 Provide a summary for tables (Checkpoint 5.5)

Like "alt" text for images, each TABLE element should contain a "summary" attribute that briefly describes the table structure and purpose. For example, the table cell including the navigation for the Virgin Mega site could include a ‘main navigation for site’ summary. This will aid users on the site for the first time, as well as those moving through the site who wish to skip the nav, or get to a particular point.

5.4 Include default, place-holding characters (Checkpoint 10.4)

Placeholder text appears in the form control before the user has made any changes. The user can type over that text when entering data into the form, or change the input where appropriate. Examples include:

· Drop-down lists and list boxes 

· Radio button groups 

· Placeholder text for text input boxes
5.5 Conclusion

Again, there are a number of amendments to be made for the Virgin Mega site to reach the ‘AAA’ WAI standards, but these are certainly achievable. It is recommended that this be set as the benchmark for an accessible site.

6. Functional Elements

Aside from WAI recommendations, other issues impact on the accessibility of the site. Below are a number of elements that merit consideration in setting out the project scope.

6.1 Visual Layout
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Suggestions for the template above apply across much of the Virgin site:

1. Small graphics – users with poor motor skills (and even some without) will find it difficult to be able to click these buttons. 
2. Use of “Real Estate” – at present most pages use a four-column layout, with little horizontal linkage in a visual sense. Separating content into more specialist areas may help to make pages more concise.
3. Floating elements – the existing colour scheme is effective in a brand sense though the placement of text on a white background (given the amount of content) means it tends to get lost somewhat, as well as looking cluttered. Extending the existing colour scheme, for example creating grey panels as a background, may improve this.
4. Tabbed sections – the use of tabs does not at present provide visual differentiation. A visual change when a tab is selected will help users to identify where they are at a glance.
5. Use of colours, headers, organisation – all of these features should enable users to see groupings of information, which will help them to process information more easily than at present. 
6.2 Navigation

· ‘Storefront’ header. The section at the very top of each page contains two small graphics (linked to the home page of the site) and a large header. This is similar to the common web standard of linking the logo to the home page, but the logos are quite small – meaning that users with poor motor control would find it difficult to click on the target area.


· Tabbed Sections for major business areas. Whilst the use of tabs is an effective idea overall for organising navigation, there is no indication of which tab is active at the present time, nor a differentiation between the tabs, so that the users know where to click. The area is in fact quite small, again diminishing the chances of those with poor motor skills to use the feature effectively. 


· Shopping Basket functionality. This area of the site is close in proximity to other clickable areas of the page, making it difficult to select for those with poor motor skills. 
 
· Online Search Facility. From an accessibility standpoint, the ‘Go’ button is quite small, again raising motor skills issues. Inconsistent terms used (e.g. ‘CD’ as compared with ‘Music’ on the tabs) may create confusion for users.  
 

· Current Location. At present, users are aware of their location in the site via a small (180 x 60 pixels) image in the top right hand corner of the screen. Given the vast content on the site, users could easily get lost. A clear pointer in the navigation, or breadcrumbs, may assist in making the site location obvious.

6.3 Access Keys

People with limited mobility may have a hard time controlling a mouse to click on links. W3C introduced the accesskey attribute to enable users to select the appropriate key on their keyboards and navigate to a particular link.
Web standards could be used as follows:

1
Home Page
2
Skip Nav (or What's new)
3
Site Map (or Printer Version)
4
Search
5
FAQ
8
Terms Of Service
9
Feedback
0
Accesskey List
7. Other Performance Measures

7.1 Lynx Viewer

The Lynx viewer is a text-based browser that also approximates tools used by users with disability, for example blind users who may have each line of the site read out to them by a computer-based reader such as JAWS.

Running this browser on the Virgin Mega home page produces the following result:
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· Users of this and similar browsers will need to read each link of the navigation with every page accessed. The length of the Left Hand Side navigation makes this particularly difficult. CSS could be used to enable users to skip over this navigation.


· The organisation of the content is often inconsistent, with each page relatively unstructured in terms of standard HTML markup. This makes it difficult for users of non-standard browsers to interpret the organisation of each page easily.

Colour Blindness tests

The screenshots below are from a test called Vischeck, which simulates the view that users with colour blindness will have of a web page. As demonstrated, the current colour scheme that Virgin Mega uses should not negatively affect these users.

Deuteranope (a form of red/green colour blindness)
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Protanope (a form of red/green colour blindness)
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7.2 HTML & CSS Coding

Potential issues to be addressed include:

· Conformity to W3.org standards. Virgin Mega should aim to maintain code that is both CSS & HTML valid, as confirmed by the validators on the W3.org site.

· Reduce usage of tables on site. The site design at present has a structure that is reliant on tables for layout. Greater usage of CSS will enable this to be reduced, in turn making site downloads faster for all users. 

For example, the options on the left hand side are presented in individual table cells, increasing the cells required and the download time for each page. Usage of CSS for formatting will lessen the coding required.

· Reduce Spacing. As above, removing spacing in the code will make site downloads faster for all users.

Resolution of the above issues will not only help to create an accessible website, but enable faster downloads and better usability across all devices.


8. Case Studies

8.1 BBC.co.uk

Like Virgin Mega, BBC has a lot of content and sections to organise. BBC approaches this through organisation visually on each page, with panels separating out each section to guide the eye. 

This site has A approved status.
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URL: http://www.bbc.co.uk 
Manchester United

Even though it has been created as a separate site, the accessible site for Manchester United still aims for a visual approach. An impressive feature are the choices offered when first logging into the site. Users can select either a graphical version or one optimised for a screen reader, as well as being able to choose the colour scheme of the site they see – matching the “strips” used by the club throughout the season. 

The site is clearly aiming for a positive image and set the standard for accessibility. This site has A approved status.
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URL: http://www.manutd.com/access 
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