
flexiblelearning.net.au    

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Keys to Access 
Accessibility conformance in VET 
 
Reece Lamshed 
Dr Marsha Berry 
Laurie Armstrong 



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

© 2003 Australian National Training Authority 

This work has been produced with the assistance of funding provided by the Commonwealth 
Government through the Australian National Training Authority.  Copyright for this document vests 
in ANTA.  ANTA will allow free use of the material so long as ANTA’s interest is acknowledged 
and the use is not for profit. 

 

 

ISBN 1 920906 31 2   web edition  

 

An initiative within the Australian Flexible Learning Framework for the National Vocational 
Education and Training System 2000-2004 

Managed by the Flexible Learning Advisory Group on behalf of the Commonwealth, all States and 
Territories in conjunction with ANTA 



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

 

Australian Flexible Learning Framework                                                                                                              iii 

Keys to Access 

 

Contents 

 
List of tables and figures............................................................................................................vi 

 
Executive summary ................................................................................................................... 1 

 
Introduction ................................................................................................................................ 5 

Definitions of accessibility ..................................................................................................... 8 
Implementation framework.................................................................................................. 10 
Research questions and objectives .................................................................................... 11 

 
Methodology ............................................................................................................................ 13 

1. Interviews..................................................................................................................... 13 
2. Consultations ............................................................................................................... 13 
3. Testing techniques ...................................................................................................... 13 
4. Literature search.......................................................................................................... 16 
5. Project research blog................................................................................................... 16 
6. Reference Committee.................................................................................................. 17 

 
Findings ................................................................................................................................... 18 

State and Territory accessibility policies and guidelines..................................................... 18 
Australian Capital Territory ............................................................................................. 18 
New South Wales ........................................................................................................... 20 

TAFE NSW...........................................................................................21 

Department of Education and Training web management ...................21 
Northern Territory............................................................................................................ 22 
Queensland..................................................................................................................... 24 

The Department for Education & Training (DET) .................................25 
South Australia................................................................................................................ 26 
Tasmania ........................................................................................................................ 27 
Victoria ............................................................................................................................ 29 

Victorian Office of Training and Tertiary Education (OTTE) .................31 
Western Australia............................................................................................................ 32 

 
Web site Accessibility Conformance................................................................................... 33 

Why web sites fail testing procedures ............................................................................ 35 

 
TAFE Practitioners .............................................................................................................. 42 

Awareness and knowledge............................................................................................. 42 
Institutional policy and implementation........................................................................... 43 

Formal policy........................................................................................43 

Meeting accessibility standards............................................................43 

Priority level..........................................................................................44 

Policy responsibility..............................................................................44 



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

Australian Flexible Learning Framework                                                                                                               iv     

Keys to Access 

 

Quality Assurance ................................................................................44 

Training ................................................................................................45 
Impediments to accessibility conformance ..................................................................... 45 
Means to achieve accessibility conformance ................................................................. 47 

Independent providers ........................................................................................................ 48 
Online learning materials .................................................................................................... 49 

The Flexible Learning Toolboxes.................................................................................... 49 
TAFE NSW Online .......................................................................................................... 52 
OTEN .............................................................................................................................. 54 
TAFE frontiers................................................................................................................. 56 

 
Conclusions ............................................................................................................................. 59 

Institutional accessibility conformance................................................................................ 59 
Mapping accessibility conformance................................................................................ 60 
1.  Accessibility framework ............................................................................................. 61 

WAI Guidelines ....................................................................................61 

Legislation............................................................................................62 

State government policy and guidelines...............................................64 

Institutional policy and guidelines.........................................................65 
2. Accessibility awareness.............................................................................................. 67 
3. Knowledge of the WAI Guidelines .............................................................................. 68 
4. Capacity to implement techniques to comply with the WAI Guidelines...................... 69 
5. Capability to use appropriate tools and testing techniques to assure conformance .. 71 
6. Keeping up to date with new developments ............................................................... 73 

Web sites............................................................................................................................. 74 
Learning resources ............................................................................................................. 78 

 
Recommendations................................................................................................................... 85 

 
Appendices .............................................................................................................................. 87 

1. International approaches ............................................................................................. 87 
European Union .............................................................................................................. 88 

A Case Study of EU Policy Implementation: Republic of Ireland..........92 
USA................................................................................................................................. 94 

Section 508 ..........................................................................................97 

Case Study - University of Wisconsin-Madison....................................98 
 

2. Web site accessibility conformance; State and Territory TAFE web sites ................ 100 
Australian Capital Territory ........................................................................................... 100 
New South Wales ......................................................................................................... 101 
Northern Territory.......................................................................................................... 102 
Queensland................................................................................................................... 103 
South Australia.............................................................................................................. 104 
Tasmania ...................................................................................................................... 105 
Victoria .......................................................................................................................... 106 
Western Australia.......................................................................................................... 107 

 
3. RMIT experience: institutional accessibility implementation ..................................... 108 

Background on RMIT.................................................................................................... 108 



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

 

Australian Flexible Learning Framework                                                                                                              v 

Keys to Access 

 

A discussion about accessibility conformance ............................................................. 110 
Implementation analysis ............................................................................................... 121 
Copyright: does this provide a lead? ............................................................................ 122 

 
4. Canberra Institute of Technology experience ........................................................... 124 

Flexible Learning Solutions ................................................................125 

CIT web site .......................................................................................128 
 

5. The Institute of Design for Entertainment and Arts (i.d.e.a.) experience .................. 130 
6. Institutional reform: the WebAIM institution action plan ............................................ 133 
7. Accessibility awareness course................................................................................. 135 
8. IT Training Package web site accessibility competency unit .................................... 137 

 
9. Parallel projects ......................................................................................................... 138 

Project 1: Access and Equity .............................................................138 

Project 2:  Preferred Standards 2001 – 2002.....................................139 

Project 3:  What is Universal Design and how can it be Implemented?
...........................................................................................................139 

Project 4: Collaborative Interoperability..............................................139 
 

10. Selected resources................................................................................................ 140 
Australian products ............................................................................140 

International products.........................................................................142 
 

11. Accessibility research questionnaire........................................................................... 144 

 
References ............................................................................................................................ 146 

 



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

Australian Flexible Learning Framework                                                                                                               vi     

Keys to Access 

 

List of tables and figures 
Figure 1: Flowchart showing relationships between Guidelines, Checkpoints, Implementation 

and Conformance of the W3C Accessibility standards as presented in the WAI 
Guidelines - Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0. .................................................... 6 

Table 1: National TAFE web sites accessibility conformance................................................. 34 
Table 2: National independent provider web sites accessibility conformance........................ 35 
Table 3: ACT TAFE web site accessibility conformance....................................................... 100 
Table 4: NSW TAFE web site accessibility conformance ..................................................... 101 
Table 5: Northern Territory TAFE web site accessibility conformance ................................. 102 
Table 6: Queensland TAFE web site accessibility conformance .......................................... 103 
Table 7: SA TAFE web site accessibility conformance ......................................................... 104 
Table 8: Tasmania TAFE web site accessibility conformance.............................................. 105 
Table 9: Victorian TAFE web site accessibility conformance................................................ 106 
Table 10: WA TAFE web site accessibility conformance ...................................................... 107 

 



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

 

Australian Flexible Learning Framework                                                                                                                  1 

Keys to Access 

 

Executive summary 

Accessibility is the term used to describe the ease that a person with a disability 
(physical or cognitive) or with a technological or social disadvantage can access 
online products and services. 
 
It is estimated that 19% of the Australian population has some kind disability. If 
we include the number of people who have low speed Internet access, or use 
poor quality or old versions of computer technology, constructing inaccessible 
online products and services may be denying equal access to a significant 
proportion of the population. 
 
Vocational Education and Training (VET) has energetically embraced the 
Internet to promote and publicise its services, and uses it to deliver numerous 
online courses.  All TAFE Colleges and most independent providers have web 
sites.  Many teachers are utilising a range of online technologies to deliver their 
training.  Significantly, 39% of those people using the Internet from home use it 
for education and training purposes.   
 
In this research, we aimed to investigate what VET training providers have 
achieved in terms of  accessibility conformance; to reveal and understand the 
obstacles that may be blocking conformance and suggest strategies that will 
speed conformance.  
 
In May 1999, the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) agreed on a set of 
Guidelines for online products and services.  Called the Web Accessibility 
Initiative (WAI) Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0, these Guidelines 
specified a number of Checkpoints that an online product or service had to 
satisfy in order for it to be accessible. Most countries have adopted these 
guidelines as the standards around which to design and construct online 
products and services.  
 
In Australia, the Disability Discrimination Act 1992 makes it is unlawful to 
discriminate against people with disability. However, the Act is not specific 
about online accessibility. It does not, for instance, include reference to the WAI 
Guidelines as does the US Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act. Under the 
Disability Discrimination Act 1992, a complainant needs to inform the Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission (HREOC) of the issue, and 
HREOC investigates the complaint and may request that action be taken to 
rectify the situation before any legal action would be taken against the 
organisation for non-conformance.  
All Australian State Governments and Territories are actively promoting 
accessibility conformance for web sites managed by their departments and 
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agencies.  All have policies and guidelines in place, and some, such as the 
Australian Capital Territory, have very strict guidelines where they recommend 
or mandate all of the essential WAI Guidelines.  
 
There are numerous resources online about accessibility conformance created 
in Australia and overseas available to assist practitioners in achieving 
accessibility.   
  
However, according to tests conducted in this research, many TAFE and 
independent provider web sites are generally not conforming with the WAI 
Guidelines; some even at the most basic levels. Failure can be as simple as not 
providing alternative text tags for images which are necessary for the site to be 
navigated using assistive technologies.  We found that the majority of web sites 
have significant obstacles that would make it difficult for disabled people to use.  
 
This research revealed a number of reasons for this failure to conform, 
including: 
 

• the lack of specific accessibility policy guidelines and implementation 
strategies at the provider level;  

• insufficient identification and allocation of responsibility to staff to ensure 
accessibility conformance; 

• lack of professional development and training; 

• practitioners being unaware of the WAI Guidelines; 

• practitioners being unsure how to implement the WAI Checkpoints; 

• web sites using content and learning management systems that may not 
permit the creation of accessible pages; 

• web sites having many old (legacy) pages that were not made 
accessible; 

• the transitory and somewhat confusing nature of the WAI Guidelines; 
and 

• the use of invalid testing methodologies (tools and techniques). 
 

There is no technical reason why VET provider web sites should not meet the 
highest levels of accessibility. The accessibility standards need to be 
considered in the same way as building regulations. In this analogy, the W3C 
WAI Guidelines form the foundations of good design and programming on 
which attractive and informative web sites can be created.  
Unfortunately, it appears that accessibility implementation may often be 
considered on the basis of a risk analysis (is it likely a person will complain?), 



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

 

Australian Flexible Learning Framework                                                                                                                  3 

Keys to Access 

 

whereas it should be seen as providing an opportunity to open up training to 
people with disability or disadvantage.  
 
Some learning materials also fail to meet accessibility requirements, although at 
the commissioning level, there has been a determined effort to make them 
accessible. 
 
Accessibility conformance for learning materials is sometimes more complicated 
to achieve. Many learning materials require a high degree of interactivity, and 
depending on how these are developed, may conflict with the some WAI 
Checkpoints. There have been different approaches taken across VET to 
accommodate this conflict, from those who believe that conformance is 
mandatory to those who are inclined to tailor learning materials individually for 
students with disability, thereby skirting the accessibility requirements.  
 
This report suggests how specific conflicts that may arise between interactivity 
and the WAI Guidelines may be resolved.  It recommends that learning 
materials should satisfy the highest levels of accessibility, and developers justify 
which specific WAI Checkpoints they are unable to achieve if these should 
hinder the pedagogical approach required by the learning outcomes. 
 
In both web site and learning materials development, accessibility conformance 
is related directly to practitioner awareness and training.  The overwhelming 
demand by practitioners (revealed in this research) was for more professional 
development.  This report recommends a general accessibility awareness 
course and a specialised practitioner course that focuses on technical aspects 
in meeting the accessibility requirements. 
 
The process of accessibility implementation needs to be actively managed by 
the institution, particularly in the larger TAFE colleges.  Implementation has cost 
implications, particularly where there are legacy pages and non-conforming 
content management systems.  This implementation will require:  
 

• policy development and online accessibility guidelines built around 
access and equity policy; 

• independent audits of the current web sites and content management  
systems (and accommodating the consequent costs of rebuilding);  

• a cross-institution unit that monitors and supports accessibility 
implementation; 

• an awareness campaign for teaching staff and practitioners; and 

• professional development to ensure that they know how to develop 
online resources that meet the accessibility requirements. 
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By attending to principles of universal access, VET will increase the opportunity 
of those with disability and social disadvantage to participate in their training 
programs, and thereby, improve potential employment prospects for these 
people.  
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Introduction 

Accessibility is the term used to describe the ease that a person with a disability 
(physical or cognitive) or with a technological or social disadvantage can access 
online products and services.  (For a clear exposition of the disability issues, 
see http://ncam.wgbh.org/cdrom/guideline/tools.html) 
 
Accessibility of online products and services (web sites and learning materials) 
is very much a hidden feature in Internet usage. It is not easy to comprehend 
that when an online product is constructed and the practitioner does not follow 
certain specified design standards, some people will not be able to access it, or 
at least, access it in an equal way to others.  Similar to other social access 
circumstances, these users find another way around the obstacle – they find 
another path, they use another tool or technology, they seek another source, or 
they simply, give up. 
 
Organisations tend to use this hidden aspect of Internet usage to avoid or 
ignore standards conformance and continue to produce online products and 
services that are inaccessible. 
 
It took some time for the understanding of online usability to seep into the 
consciousness of online practitioners: for them to design and construct online 
products that are easy, effective and efficient to use.  The attention to this is not 
surprising as users complain when an online service is not usable. User 
feedback and expert criticism came back hard and strong, and the designers 
were forced to reconsider designs and make their online products and services 
usable.  It was not difficult for practitioners to argue for more time, additional 
training and extra funds when it was obvious that significant numbers of users 
were complaining, or were going elsewhere. It made good (economic and 
social) sense to make their online products and services usable. 
 
Online accessibility, it seems, is the poor second cousin of usability. It is more 
difficult to see the economic and social sense of expending the time and effort 
in constructing products and services that are accessible. What are the returns 
on investment? Are the demands of accessibility conformance too high?  Is it 
clear to practitioners what needs to be done to achieve accessibility?  Will other 
criteria be satisfied as a result of meeting accessibility requirements? Does 
meeting accessibility impact on or contradict other organisational objectives? 
Different to other media (radio and television), there is an inherent inequality in 
using the Internet as a publishing network.  In the main, if the listeners are in 
range of its signal, one person’s reception of a radio station is not much 
different from another’s.  For the Internet, there are many technological factors 
influencing user ‘reception’: computer, browser, modem and Internet 
connection.  As the tools to create online products and services became more 
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sophisticated in what can be published on the Internet (animation, audio, video), 
so too the difference between user’s ‘reception’ becomes even wider. 
 
With computer technology came a series of specific tools that could extend the 
experience of those people with some kind of disability who had been denied 
regular media access. These tools are called assistive technologies; screen 
readers (literally reading out loud what is on the screen), screen magnifiers, 
keyboard adapters, and so on.  However, these devices hit a technological 
obstacle: the very way in which online services and products were designed 
and constructed, prevented or made difficult, the effective use of the devices.  
 
In May1999, in order to come to terms with the issues of online accessibility, the 
World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) agreed on a set of Guidelines 
(http://www.w3.org/TR/1999/WAI-WEBCONTENT-19990505/) for online 
products and services.   
 
Figure 1: Flowchart showing relationships between Guidelines, Checkpoints, 
Implementation and Conformance of the W3C Accessibility standards as presented in 
the WAI Guidelines - Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0. 

 
 
These Guidelines specified a number of ‘Checkpoints’ that an online product 
had to satisfy in order for it to be accessible.  Some of these Checkpoints were 
very technical; they stipulated the way in which the code that allows a resource 
to be published on the Internet, is written.  Other Checkpoints were concerned 
with the way in which the user interface is designed (for example, colour 
differentiation addressing those who may be colour blind) and even the style of 
writing (to ensure that it is written appropriately for various levels of user 
comprehension abilities). 
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In August 2000, the requirement to meet accessibility standards was given legal 
impetus in Australia when a person with a visual disability brought a case of 
discrimination against the Sydney Olympics Games Committee for 
discrimination under the Disability Discrimination Act 1992, and was successful.  
This sent a liability message to every online service provider, and many 
Government departments and agencies created policies and guidelines to meet 
the W3C accessibility standards. In June 2000 for instance, ministers from the 
Commonwealth, State and Territory Governments agreed to a common 
minimum web site accessibility standard  
(http://www.dcita.gov.au/Article/0,,0_1-2_1-4_15092,00.html). 
    
Since that time, practitioners have had to come to terms with accessibility 
conformance. 
 
The objective of this research is to find out how far we have conformed to the 
W3C accessibility standards in Vocational Education and Training (VET). 
 
VET has embraced the online reality with a high degree of enthusiasm and 
resource investment.  In New South Wales for example, a capital expenditure 
program of $48 million was diverted into online training.  Every TAFE 
organisation and most private Registered Training Organisations have their own 
public web sites.  Thousands of online learning products have been developed, 
commissioned by agencies such as TAFENSW, TAFE frontiers (in Victoria), 
and the Australian Flexible Learning Framework Toolbox project.  Countless 
numbers of online learning resources have been published by VET teachers; 
some for their own individual students and others more generally across the 
faculty, department or campus. 
 
In this research, we aim to capture where VET is currently in achieving 
accessibility conformance, to reveal and understand the obstacles that may be 
blocking conformance and suggest some strategies that will speed 
conformance. 
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Definitions of accessibility 
 
This study adopts the broadest definition of accessibility – that of universal 
access.  This follows on from the important perspective provided by the 
Australian National Training Authority Access and Equity Project. 
(http://www.flexiblelearning.net.au/archive/accessequity/content/introduction.as
p) The project identified three user types and their relationships to accessibility: 
Aboriginal & Torres Strait Islanders, people with disability and people with low 
literacy.  This project confirmed that disability is only one component of the 
accessibility equation, and how important it is not to downgrade the continuing 
issue of technological access, as reflected in a number of studies, including the 
Digital Divide (Waddell, 1999).   
 
The inequality inherent in technology hardware, software and bandwidth is still 
apparent in Australia, particularly in regional and rural areas.  According to the 
Household Use of Information Technology published by the Australian Bureau 
of Statistics, there is a significant difference in Internet usage in metropolitan 
and non-metropolitan areas.   
 

 
Courtesy of Australian Bureau of Statistics, Household Use of Information Technology, 9/03 

 
However, it is the speed of access to the Internet that indicates real difference 
in user experience.  According to the Australian Bureau of Statistics report 
entitled Internet Activity March 2003: 
 

The vast majority of subscribers continue to utilise dial-up access technology 
with over 4.6 million subscribers (an increase of 10% or 403,000 subscribers 
from the end of September quarter 2002); this represents 91% of all 
subscribers. By contrast, the number of subscribers with a non dial-up 
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connection has increased by over 120,000 subscribers (34%) to 470,000 at the 
end of March quarter 2003; this encompasses 9% of all subscribers. This 
represents a slight slowing in the rate of growth seen in non dial-up connections 
since the end of September 2001 (p. 10). 

 
The World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) has had a consistent approach to 
accessibility, articulated by the founder of W3C, Tim Berners-Lee, who stated 
that,  “the power of the web is in its universality”. (1994) 
 
This principle is expanded formally in W3C’s objectives:  
 

Today this [web] universe benefits society by enabling new forms of human 
communication and opportunities to share knowledge. One of W3C's primary 
goals is to make these benefits available to all people, whatever their hardware, 
software, network infrastructure, native language, culture, geographical 
location, or physical or mental ability. 
(http://www.w3.org/Consortium/Points/, accessed 1/8/2003) 

 
These principles positively affirm the Internet as a means of bringing those with 
disability and disadvantage into a new way of communicating (and learning).  
The irony is that, in too many cases, the technology of delivery has become a 
vehicle of exclusion. 
 
It is on the basis of these principles that the Web Accessibility Initiative (WAI) 
Guidelines were framed. The often quoted and most apt description of the 
objectives of accessibility is provided in the WAI Guidelines, which state:  
 

For those unfamiliar with accessibility issues pertaining to Web page design, 
consider that many users may be operating in contexts very different from your 
own:  
 
They may not be able to see, hear, move, or may not be able to process some 
types of information easily or at all.  
They may have difficulty reading or comprehending text.  
They may not have or be able to use a keyboard or mouse.  
They may have a text-only screen, a small screen, or a slow Internet 
connection.  
They may not speak or understand fluently the language in which the document 
is written.  
They may be in a situation where their eyes, ears, or hands are busy or 
interfered with (e.g., driving to work, working in a loud environment, etc.).  
They may have an early version of a browser, a different browser entirely, a 
voice browser, or a different operating system.   
(http://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG10/, accessed 27/7/2003) 

 
Many other studies have also adopted this approach to universal access.  

http://www.w3.org/Consortium/Points/
http://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG10/
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In a paper entitled, “Dispelling the Myths - Web Accessibility is for All” (Arch, 
2002) for instance, Arch identifies that over half of the WAI checkpoints apply to 
a broader community of users – not just those with disabilities. 
 
The Australian Human Rights and Equal Opportunities Commission included 
the aged as a very important group with accessibility issues. “Accessibility of 
electronic commerce and new service and information technologies for older 
Australians and people with a disability, March 2000”  
 
Taking this broader view (that is not focussing on people with disability in the 
design of web sites and resources) establishes a different paradigm in which to 
understand and implement the accessibility standards.  This we will look at in 
more detail in other sections of this report. 

Implementation framework 
 
This Report is concerned not only with to what extent accessibility conformance 
has been achieved in VET, but also to provide a set of strategies that can assist 
in making accessibility conformance more achievable across the system.  
 
In researching accessibility implementation in VET, the project team 
constructed an investigation and implementation framework involving policy, 
awareness, knowledge and skills at various interlocking levels.  
 
This implementation framework can also be viewed as a process, although the 
order is not necessarily hierarchical or sequential, as the lead can come from 
one level and impact on others.  This process therefore is iterative and 
interdependent.  The six levels can be articulated as: 
 
1. Accessibility framework.  This includes the WAI Guidelines, Legislation, 
Government policy and institutional policy.  
 
2. Accessibility awareness.  This is at the level of administrator and practitioner 
- understanding the need and requirements of accessibility conformance.  
 
3. Knowledge of the WAI Guidelines.  This is at the level of practitioner to 
understand the implications for web sites and resources in complying with the 
WAI Guidelines.  
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4. Capacity to implement techniques to comply with the WAI Guidelines.  This is 
at the level of practitioner, to know how practically and technically to design, 
write and build learning materials and web sites that comply.  
 
5. Capability to use appropriate tools and testing techniques to assure 
conformance.  This is at the practitioner level in knowing how to effectively use 
a range of tools and techniques to demonstrate product conformance, and to 
develop an accessibility assessment methodology.  
 
6. Keeping up to date with new developments.  This is at all levels, and 
incorporates policy, new guidelines, developments in tools, techniques, 
assistive technologies and testing devices and the continuing ability to monitor 
progress in achieving access targets and changing strategies and emphasis.   
 
In this study, we have investigated both the public institutional web sites, and a 
selected set of online learning materials.   

Research questions and objectives 
 
The purpose of this research is to investigate the online accessibility 
conformance and policy implementation in VET, analyse the drivers and 
obstacles in conformance, and suggest implementation procedures that assist 
conformance.  
 
The research questions that have informed this project include:  
 
1. What is the level of understanding of accessibility conformance at the 

institutional level - administrators, managers and content developers?  
2. To what extent has policy formulation been actively developed and 

promoted in the organisation?  
3. What training in accessibility conformance does the institution provide?  
4. How does the policy formulation impact on the content development teams 

in the institution?   
5. What is the level of understanding of accessibility conformance in the 

content development teams?   
6. How do the members of content development teams see their responsibility 

in achieving accessibility conformance?  
7. How do administrators, managers and content developers believe that 

conformance levels can be achieved and maintained?   
8. How has accessibility conformance been addressed in similar training 

sectors in the UK, Canada and USA?   



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

Australian Flexible Learning Framework                                                                                                               12     

Keys to Access 

 

9. What is the level of accessibility conformance in the VET sector?  More 
specifically: How do conformance levels of VET institutional web sites and e-
learning materials rate against the Priority levels of the Accessibility 
Guidelines? 
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Methodology 

The methodology employed in this research comprised the following: 

1. Interviews 
A phone interview was conducted with one or two people from 54 TAFE 
institutes in Australia, totalling 65 people altogether.  The positions of these 
people varied: web administrators, online learning managers, etc.  The 
interviews were based around a questionnaire (Appendix 11) and generally took 
between 15 to 30 minutes.  We also conducted interviews with 10 people from 
the independent providers whose web sites passed a Bobby test.   

2. Consultations  
More than thirty face-to-face consultations were conducted – again with a range 
of people – managers, developers, web administrators and disability officers.  
These interviews were recorded and transcribed, and generally took between 
30 minutes to one hour.  

3. Testing techniques  
We tested every TAFE institute web site (65) across Australia using a variety of 
testing techniques listed below.  There is not one specific tool that will test for 
conformance (see below), so a number of tools were selected that provide 
different measures of accessibility. We tested at least three pages of each web 
site (the home page, course information and enrolment information).  
 
42 independent provider web sites were tested across Australia, with 5 or 6 
from each State and Territory.  Some were registered to provide training in 
more than one State and they all delivered the Business Training Package, with 
5 or 6 from each State or Territory.  We conducted a Bobby test, an Image-off 
test and a download speed test (see below) on each of these sites.  
 
The WAI Guidelines specify a range of conformance levels: Priority 1 (what a 
practitioner must satisfy, otherwise one or more user groups will find it 
impossible to access information); Priority 2 (what a practitioner should satisfy, 
otherwise one or more user groups will find it difficult to access information) and 
Priority 3 (what a practitioner may satisfy, otherwise one or more user groups 
will find it somewhat difficult to access information).   
 
In meeting all the WAI Checkpoints at Priorities 1, 2 or 3, it is deemed that a 
web resource conforms to an A, AA or AAA levels respectively.  The Guidelines 
may be found at: http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/ 
 

http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/
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The tools and techniques included:  
 
a) A standard browser (IE5) with images switched off to test for some 
Checkpoints at Priority 1. This is a quick test to see whether images and 
buttons have been provided with text alt tags allowing navigation and generally 
reading site content.  Borderline cases are those where images are not 
provided with text alternatives, but do not affect the ability to move through the 
site.  
 
b) A standard browser with the Cascading Style Sheet (CSS) switched off to 
test for some Checkpoints at Priority 2 and 3. This is a test to see whether the 
site is still viewable in lower version browsers and assistive technologies that 
have no capacity to render style sheets.  
 
c) A White on Black monitor to test for some Checkpoints at Priorities 2 and 3. 
This is a quick test to see that text is clearly readable on the screen with no 
interference from background colours.  
 
d) A Flesch Index test to test for a Checkpoint at Priority 1 (“Use the clearest 
and simplest language appropriate for a site's content”). This is a test that 
measures appropriate levels of readability. Several pages of each web site with 
information for a prospective student was tested, and the score for each was 
averaged. 
The Index applies a formula 206.835 – (1.015 x ASL) – (84.6 x ASW) where 
ASL = the average sentence length (number of words divided by the number of 
sentences) and ASW = the average number of syllables per word (the number 
of syllables divided by the number of words). 
The Flesch Index advises that for most general readers, one would aim to 
achieve a score of 60-70 (8-9).  In this test, a fail was determined at the level of 
a score of 40 (12.0) or less.  A pass was determined at 50 (9.4) and above.  A 
borderline result was defined within these two limits (40 – 50). 
  
e) Lynx - a text only browser - to test for some Checkpoints at Priorities 1, 2 and 
3. This is a thorough test to see whether a site or resource can be navigated 
fully using a text only browser and keyboard functions.   It also reveals whether 
tables and frames have been constructed correctly. It effectively replicates the 
navigation of a screen reader. Borderline in this category is indicated when it is 
possible to navigate and read the pages, but where blank tags are not provided 
for spacers, shims, dividers and lines making it difficult to read.  
 
g) Bobby to test for some Checkpoints at Priorities 1,2 and 3.  In this test, we 
used only its automated feature that reveals certain coding issues, such as alt 
tags, percentage values, script, event handlers, table and controls.  To validate 
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accessibility conformance at Priority 1, 2 or 3, Bobby needs to be supplemented 
by other manual and automated testing techniques.  
 
There are other commercial products used to test accessibility conformance 
such as Aprompt, InFocus or Cynthia Says that may be more versatile and 
accurate than Bobby. However, Bobby was used in this study because it is 
highly prevalent in VET sector as a testing tool, and in some States, resources 
are expected to be Bobby compliant.  Bobby has also been legitimised to some 
degree as it was used in the case of Maguire V SOCOG as the method to 
determine whether the SOCOG site was accessible.  
 
h) An HTML validator to test for some Checkpoints at Priority 2. These 
Checkpoints require that coding complies with an HTML standard, and this 
avoids propriety code that may not be read by some assistive technologies. 
 
This is a technical test to validate the HTML code to ascertain W3C 
conformance using the W3C MarkUp Validation Service.  The tool was used to 
check that HTML code corresponds to the HTML standard.  If a character set 
error was found, a setting was made to appropriate character type, and tested 
again. If a DOCtype wasn’t found, a setting was made to HTML 4.1 transitional, 
and tested again.  Version 4.1 transitional was selected as it allows presentation 
attributes and elements (that will be phased out as support for style sheets 
mature) which, it was assumed, developers would be currently using. 
 
i) Sighted navigation to test for some Checkpoints at Priority 2 and 3.  This is a 
manual test to check whether the page layout/navigation is consistent and 
whether a site map is provided. Borderline cases were those that had a 
consistent structure, but whose second and third level navigation hierarchies 
were overly complex.  
 
j) Check for a Site Map to test for some Checkpoints at Priority 2.  A site map is 
necessary to assist navigation. Borderline cases were those where the content 
hierarchy and linkages in the site may was poorly constructed.  
 
j) Vary text size to test for Checkpoints at Priority 2. This is a quick browser test 
to determine whether the site or resource allows the text on screen to be 
expanded (for users with visual impairment). Borderline cases are those using 
images for their navigation bars, where these cannot be expanded by the 
browser view mechanism, but the text content can be expanded.  
 
k) Keyboard controls to test for some Checkpoints at Priorities 2 and 3. This is a 
quick keyboard test to determine whether a non-mouse device would allow 
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navigation through the site or resource.  This is conducted using the tab, scroll, 
enter/return, up/down keys. (Most assistive technologies do not use a mouse). 
 
l) Download speed. (This is not related directly to the WAI Guidelines) This is a 
test to determine the speed of page download.  This provides an insight into 
users using slower Internet connections and modems. For this test, the online 
tool www.cyberjunkie.com was used. Download speeds were recorded for 28.8, 
56 and 128DSL/ISDN simulated connections.  
 

A note on testing techniques:  
In testing the web sites and resources for this study, we based our methodology 
on the W3C “preliminary review” guidelines. It was not necessary for the 
purposes of this study to conduct a W3C “comprehensive evaluation”.  A 
comprehensive evaluation is used as a guide when conducting a thorough audit 
on a particular web site or resource, to determine what precisely needs to be re-
engineered for the site to be compliant. (See http://www.w3.org/WAI/eval/) This 
study investigates the general level of conformance across the sector to advise 
national and institutional strategies to meet accessibility conformance.  

4. Literature search 
An extensive literature search was conducted to identify how accessibility is 
being considered in Australia, the European Union and the United States of 
America and to uncover examples of best practice within these countries.  
(Appendix 1, International Approaches).  We have also sourced a number of 
resources that may be helpful for practitioners in achieving accessibility 
conformance. (Appendix 10).   

5. Project research blog  
A project research blog was implemented to carry all documentation and 
collaboration.  A blog allows members of the research team to publish ideas, 
findings and documents directly to an Internet site, and these items can be 
edited or discussed by anyone in the team.  The project blog is available at: 
http://131.170.9.29/onlinelearning/stories/.   
 
Members of the Reference Committee were also provided with access to the 
blog and they participated in the discussion about the issues raised.  These 
comments were incorporated, where relevant, into the research findings and 
recommendations.  A project research blog is an excellent “action research” 
tool. 
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6. Reference Committee  
A Reference Committee was established to assist with the formulation of 
research conclusions.  The Committee was provided with all project 
documentation, and in particular, invited to comment on 19 theses proposed by 
the research team.  (See http://131.170.9.29/onlinelearning/stories/) They were 
also provided with drafts of the Report to comment on as it was being written. 
 
Members of the Reference Committee were: 
  
Ben Fennessey - TAFE frontiers 
Chris Edwards - Royal Victorian Institute for the Blind  
David Turner - Director, i.d.e.a.  
John Smith - Canberra Institute of Technology  
Pasquale Stella - Toolbox Projects  
Bruce Wallace - CCID Unit, Victoria University  
Izabella Bartosiewicz - Library, RMIT  
Melanie Sorensen - WestOne  
Leigh Blackall - ITALIC, Hunter Institute  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://131.170.9.29/onlinelearning/stories/
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Findings 

State and Territory accessibility policies and guidelines 
 
The context at the State level was examined to identify the factors that impact 
on the formulation and implementation of policy with regard to accessibility at 
the VET training provider level.  
 
In brief we found that: 
 

• States generally have policies underpinned by WAI Guidelines; 

• Universal access is an ideal expressed in some of the policies, but all 
subscribe to Access and Equity; 

• The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 is a key motivating driver the of 
policies; 

• Risk assessments are a strategy used to determine the necessity for 
levels of conformance; 

• Impediments to policy implementation exist and that these affect the VET 
sector; 

• States have different approaches to the implementation of accessibility; 
and 

• Professional development is conducted on an ad hoc basis. 
 

Australian Capital Territory 

 
The ACT Web site Guidelines were developed by the ACT Department of 
Information Management (ACTIM) and endorsed by the Chief Minister’s Office 
in mid-2001.  
 
All seven Government departments and 40 or so agencies are bound by its 
mandatory or recommended requirements.  According to the ACT Web site 
Policy, the Guidelines are also applicable to “organisations contracted to 
develop web sites on behalf of the ACT Government are also required to 
comply with this policy and associated guidelines”. 
(ACT Web site Guidelines, 30/11/01, p. 1) 
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There has been no Government-wide audit of the current levels of site 
accessibility conformance, but each agency is responsible to ensure that they 
monitor conformance, and to make appropriate corrections if necessary.  
ACTIM believes the level of agency attention to conformance by has picked up 
in the past 4 or 5 months.  As the Guidelines cover a whole range of design and 
construction issues, including accessibility, individual department audits have 
thus far concentrated on permissions, links to Government home page, rather 
than on accessibility as such.  
 
All department and agency IT people were informed of the Guidelines when 
they were promulgated, but no professional development or training was 
provided to support the Guideline implementation.  However, resources such as 
W3C and Bobby were referenced in the Guidelines where web administrators 
could seek advice and assistance.  
 
Although audits have not been conducted, ACTIM is confident that most 
Government department sites meet Priority 1 conformance.  The most likely 
facets to cause accessibility problems are the continuing use of PDF documents 
(which are required to secure documents) and alt tags for images.  ACTIM 
holds the opinion that Acrobat Reader 5 creates pages that are accessible to 
more recent screen readers. With respect to alt tags, they consider this to be a 
time and attention to detail issue. 
 
The current Guidelines are under review. 
 
The ACT Government is about to call for tenders to develop a program for 
usability and accessibility advice and education for departments and agencies. 
 
The full policy documents - ACT Government Web site Policy and Web site 
Guidelines- are available at: http://www.publishing.act.gov.au/pubserv/index.html 
 
The Guidelines state: 
 

11.5 Accessibility 
˛ MAXIMISE THE ACCESSIBILITY OF INFORMATION AND SERVICES. 
[REQUIRED] 
ACT Government web sites must support all users irrespective of their physical 
limitations (eg vision, hearing, mobility, literacy, or cognitive impairment), 
environmental limitations (eg noise), and / or technical limitations (eg slow 
modems, older browser versions, low resolution displays, and monochrome 
monitors). 
˛ COMPLY WITH THE WEB CONTENT ACCESSIBILITY GUIDELINES. 
[REQUIRED] 
The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines, developed by the World Wide Web 
Consortium, are aimed at making web sites accessible to all users – particularly 

http://www.publishing.act.gov.au/pubserv/index.html
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those with a disability. ACT Government web sites must satisfy all Priority 1 
checkpoints and where possible Priority 2 and Priority 3 checkpoints. 
References: 
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines: 
http://www.w3.org/TR/WAIWEBCONTENT/ 
World Wide Web Access: Disability Discrimination Act Advisory Notes, Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission: 
http://www.hreoc.gov.au/disability_rights/standards/www_3/www_3.html 
˛ PROVIDE A TEXT-BASED VERSION OF THE WEB SITE. 
[RECOMMENDED] 
Web sites often incorporate objects (eg graphics and multimedia) that are slow 
loading or inaccessible to text readers or browsers with graphics turned off. 
Consider providing a text-based alternative of the web site for users of slow 
Internet connections and text-only browsers. 
˛ PROVIDE NON-ENGLISH VERSIONS OF INFORMATION AND SERVICES. 
[RECOMMENDED] 
Consider providing access to non-English versions of information and services 
based upon demand and the ethnicity of the client base. 
Numerous translation tools are available that automatically convert material into 
various languages. Although these tools are capable of producing good results, 
they should not be relied in situations where a high degree of accuracy is 
required. 

 

(See full document: http://www.publishing.act.gov.au/pubserv/index.html) 
 
The Guidelines also allow for exemption: “Exemptions from the ‘required’ 
elements identified within this document will not be granted unless compelling 
reasons for taking an alternative approach can be demonstrated. Requests for 
an exemption must be provided in writing to ACT Information Management”. 
 

New South Wales 
 
The NSW Office of Information Technology determines the policy regarding 
Government web site conformance, and the policy is applied to all Government 
department and agency web sites.  The policy states: 

 
Accessible content should be developed as a standard feature of web pages, 
rather than being considered as a specialised feature for people with 
disabilities. Accessibility features improve access for all people not only those 
with disabilities. They can increase the effectiveness of the page for a variety of 
situations (slow modem speeds, graphics turned off, readability, etc). 
Development of alternative text based pages should be considered a last 
resort.  
 
The Disability Discrimination Act 1992  
 



Keys to Access: Accessibility conformance in VET 

 

Australian Flexible Learning Framework                                                                                                                  21 

Keys to Access 

 

The Disability Discrimination Act 1992 requires all government bodies to 
provide equitable access to people with disabilities. NSW government          
web sites (and others, including commercial sites) risk exposure under          the 
Act to complaints from anyone claiming disadvantage by lack of access.          
The Act requires equal access for disabled people, where it can reasonably          
be provided. (Internet Guideline Issue No: 3.1 First Published: October 1998 
Current Version: Feb 2003) 

 

TAFE NSW 

The TAFE sector in NSW is centralised under the state-wide body TAFENSW. 
Under this umbrella, there are twelve institutes that basically run their own 
business, and respond to local needs of their metropolitan, regional and remote 
communities. Within each institute, there may be a different number of 
campuses, as many as 10 in some cases. However, the curriculum, policies 
and processes are established centrally.  
 
TAFENSW has always had a strong policy and practice regarding access and 
equity.  For example, for more than 20 years it has had specialist consultants 
for disabilities including visual, learning, psychological, psychiatric, and 
physical.  The background for this stems from accommodating the deaf in the 
training sector, and this evolved to take into account people with other kinds of 
disability. 
  
The spark for online accessibility was the SOCOG incident where a person with 
a visual disability brought a case of discrimination before HREOC for an alleged 
non-accessible web site.  TAFENSW was doing the training for the Olympics 
volunteers, and implemented a program about disability, cultural and customer 
awareness – in this respect it was close to the legal action.   

 

Department of Education and Training web management 

 
With respect to their web sites, the Department of Education and Training 
provide an accessible content management system as a solution to accessibility 
conformance.  This system – called TeamSite – is being used for the DET web 
site at present, and it is envisaged that a template will be formed for all the 
NSW education institutions (including TAFE).  It is anticipated that they will all 
come into the system by the end of 2004. 
 
Initially, the content management system, developed by an external contractor, 
did not allow accessible pages, but this has now been rectified. Thus, using the 
TeamSite will provide more certainty over the navigation structure, the look and 
feel and the presentation issues (mandatory use of style sheets and control 
over placement of text alternatives for images), that is, its accessibility. 
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Currently, there are more than 100 sites, all managing their own systems using 
a variety of tools to do so.  The structure of the DET web site system is 
illustrated below: 
 

 
 
DET have also drafted specific policy on accessibility, but this has been held 
over whilst a restructure of the Department is in effect (September 2003). 
 

Northern Territory  
 
The Northern Territory Government, through the Department of Corporate and 
Information Services (DCIS), devised their Government Web site Guidelines in 
2001.  These Guidelines are for the departments and government agencies to 
observe, and currently they aspire to a Priority 1 level of the WAI Guidelines. 
 
The policy document is available at: 
http://www.nt.gov.au/dcis/it/it_policies/ntg_web_guide_2001_11.doc 
 
In 2004, the DCIS will be taking another look at the guidelines, and via Cabinet, 
most likely mandating a baseline closer to WAI Priority 2.  
 
As part of the eGovernment Master Plan 2002 / 2005, in June 2003, many of 
the agency web sites were audited (Bobby was used to check this), and it 
resulted in some sites being completely redesigned.  Several agency sites  are  
still  in  the  process  of rebuilding and are close to launching accessible sites. 
Agencies received a site report with detailed comments about where 
improvement was needed. 
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The Guidelines state: 

 

Accessibility 
Maximise the accessibility of information and services [RECOMMENDED] 
NT Government web sites must support all users irrespective of their physical 
limitations (eg vision, hearing, mobility, literacy, or cognitive impairment), 
environmental limitations (eg noise), and/or technical limitations (eg slow 
modems, older browser versions, low resolution displays, and monochrome 
monitors). 
Comply with the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines [RECOMMENDED] 
The Web Content Accessibility Guidelines, developed by the World Wide Web 
Consortium, are aimed at making web sites accessible to all users – particularly 
those with a disability.  NT Government web sites must satisfy all Priority 1 
checkpoints (Appendix B) and where possible Priority 2 and Priority 3 
checkpoints. 
References: 
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines:  
http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/ 
World Wide Web Access: Disability Discrimination Act Advisory Notes, Human 
Rights and Equal Opportunity Commission:  
http://www.hreoc.gov.au/disability_rights/standards/www_3/www_3.html 
Designing web sites for accessibility online Tutorial:  
http://www.parsons.lsi.ukans.edu/media/webaccess.html 
Bobby 
http://www.cast.org/Bobby/. 
Refer to Appendix B for Accessibility Checkpoints. 
Provide a text-based version of the web site [RECOMMENDED] 
Web sites often incorporate objects (eg graphics and multimedia) that are slow 
loading or inaccessible to text readers or browsers with graphics turned off.  
Where Flash is used, provide a text-based (non-flash) alternative of the web 
site for users of slow internet connections and text-only browsers. 
Provide interpreter service contact information [RECOMMENDED] 
Provide contact information to the interpreter services from the web site home 
page.  This information is available at:  http://www.nt.gov.au/ntg/interpret.shtml. 
Consider providing access to non-English versions of information and services 
based upon demand and the ethnicity of the client base. 
(http://www.nt.gov.au/dcis/it/it_policies/ntg_web_guide_2001_11.doc, accessed 
4/9/2003) 
 
 

http://www.w3.org/TR/WAI-WEBCONTENT/
http://www.hreoc.gov.au/disability_rights/standards/www_3/www_3.html
http://www.parsons.lsi.ukans.edu/media/webaccess.html
http://www.cast.org/bobby/
http://www.nt.gov.au/dcis/it/it_policies/ntg_web_guide_2001_11.doc
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Queensland 
 
Like NSW, Queensland takes a mainstream approach to web accessibility. In 
response to the WAI Guidelines and universal access, the Queensland 
government through the Department of Innovation and Information Economy 
(IIE) has developed a set of mandatory principles: 
 

Internet (IS26) 
Version 4.00.00 of the Internet Standard has recently being reviewed by a cross-
agency working group. The new version of the Standard now incorporates the 
"Consistent User Experience in the Online Environment" (CUE) Standard to facilitate 
consistency across Government Internet web sites and also raises the level of agency 
requirements to meet the World Wide Web Consortium (W3C) Accessibility Guidelines 
for equitable access to the web. 
(http://www.iie.qld.gov.au/informationstandards/default.asp, accessed 23/9/2003) 

 

The guidelines may be accessed at: 
http://www.iie.qld.gov.au/informationstandards/standards/IS26.asp 
 
Internet (IS26) standards are now mandatory under the Financial Management 
Standards of the Financial Administration Act of Queensland. Toolboxes are 
provided with the guidelines accessible from the web site. They apply equally to 
large agencies and small statutory bodies. 
 
The process for policy and implementation of standards is the same as for all 
information standards - the policy must add value to the ‘Whole of Government 
standards, and be clear and concise.  
 
The agencies are left to implement the standards according to risk; they do a 
risk assessment of not implementing standards. 
 
Guidelines were first mandated in 2002 at Priority I on the main web site pages, 
whereas they are now (2003) expected to meet Priority 1 & 2 on all pages.  All 
agencies were consulted in preparing the Guidelines, and no agencies objected 
to implementing the standards.  
 
The Department of Innovation and Information Economy (IIE) recently had 
Vision Australia conduct a workshop for all the web managers from Queensland 
government agencies and statutory bodies. 150 people attended and the 
workshop was considered as very useful, particularly in raising awareness that 
accessibility was not just about screen readers.  For example, it was pointed out 

http://www.iie.qld.gov.au/informationstandards/default.asp
http://www.iie.qld.gov.au/informationstandards/standards/IS26.asp

