
VRA Accessibility Support for Digital
Collections
This doc compiles a variety of accessibility resources relevant to visual resources and cultural
heritage digital collections. There are several other such compilations, including the notable
Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 and the guides maintained by the Digital
Library Federation (DLF) Digital Accessibility Working Group, but this selection is maintained by
the VRA Core Subcommittee of the Visual Resources Association Cataloging and Metadata
Standards (CaMS) Committee. We are indebted to all the presenters and to Franny Gaede and
Kate Thornhill, organizers of the November 2021 virtual conference, Digital GLAM Spaces:
Building a Community of Practice for User Experience and Accessibility, hosted by the
University of Oregon and The Andrew Mellon Foundation.

The VRA Core Subcommittee plans to update the VRA Core metadata standard (and XML
schema). Among other changes, it is our intention to identify specific places/elements in the
schema for alt-text.

This document is a work in progress. If you have any questions or suggestions, please write to
Susan Williams and Bridget Madden. [Last updated 3/22/2022]
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https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/
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https://glamalliance.uoregon.edu/ux-and-accessibility-conference/
https://glamalliance.uoregon.edu/
https://glamalliance.uoregon.edu/
mailto:williams.susanjane@gmail.com
mailto:bridgetm@uchicago.edu


2

General Resources
Digital GLAM Spaces (Conference recordings and resources)
Higher Education Accessibility Online Resources Center, National Federation of the Blind
Digital Accessibility Group, Digital Library Federation
The A11y Project
Understanding the Four Principles of Accessibility (WCAG)
Carnegie Museums of Pittsburgh Web Accessibility Guidelines v1.0
Vox Media Accessibility Guidelines
Accessible digital documentary heritage: guidelines for the preparation of documentary heritage
in accessible formats for persons with disabilities (UNESCO, 2020)
Distributed DIY: A Consortial Accessibility Cohort in New York State, Resources and Further
Reading

Policies
Below we have collated a variety of accessibility policies at the institutional and departmental
level, as well as the accessibility policies of different major digital collections management
systems.

Institutional Policies
Block Museum of Art, Northwestern University Accessibility
SUNY Electronic & Information Technology Accessibility

SUNY Library Procurement Accessibility Toolkit
SUNY Library Vendor Accessibility Repository

OCLC Accessibility Statement
Example Policies in Higher Education (compiled by the University of Washington)

Departmental Policies
Digital Repositories at Duke - Policy for Accessibility
University of Chicago Visual Resources Center

Content Management System Policies
Artstor Accessibility
JSTOR Accessibility
LUNA Accessibility Information
Omeka Accessibility Statement

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JokNfWYadFvW1tBDmmteKmX61RFNHBGeqSgXLCBwB_c/edit
https://nfb.org/programs-services/center-excellence-nonvisual-access/higher-education-accessibility-online-resource
https://wiki.diglib.org/Digital_Accessibility_Group
https://www.a11yproject.com/
https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG21/Understanding/intro#understanding-the-four-principles-of-accessibility
http://web-accessibility.carnegiemuseums.org/
https://accessibility.voxmedia.com/
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374995
https://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000374995
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JokNfWYadFvW1tBDmmteKmX61RFNHBGeqSgXLCBwB_c/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1JokNfWYadFvW1tBDmmteKmX61RFNHBGeqSgXLCBwB_c/edit
https://www.blockmuseum.northwestern.edu/about-the-block/accessibility.html
https://www.suny.edu/accessibility/eit/
https://slcny.libguides.com/slss-accessibility/procurement-toolkit
https://slcny.libguides.com/vendor_accessibility
https://policies.oclc.org/en/accessibility.html
https://www.washington.edu/accessibility/requirements/example-policies/
https://library.duke.edu/using/policies/repository-accessibility
https://vrc.uchicago.edu/vrc-accessibility-statement
https://www.artstor.org/accessibility/
https://about.jstor.org/accessibility/
https://doc.lunaimaging.com/display/V75D/Accessibility+Information
https://omeka.org/classic/docs/GettingStarted/Accessibility_Statement/
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Identifying the Supported User and Their Needs

Inclusive Language Resources
Although not a technological solution to accessibility barriers, the use of inclusive language and
critical cataloging principles may further help make your digital collections and other web
content more broadly accessible.

SEI Inclusive Language Guide
Inclusive IT Language Guide, Office of Information Technology, University of California at Irvine
Inclusive Language Guide, University of Washington Information Technology
Inclusive IT Language: Replacement Terms, University of Guelph
Inclusive Language Resource, University of Chicago Campus Health Needs Assessment

Best Practices for Media and Web Content Elements

Images

Guides to Writing Alt-Text for Images
Describing Visual Resources Toolkit
Art Beyond Sight Guidelines for Verbal Descriptions
Writing Alt Text at the Block (Northwestern University)
Harvard University Digital Accessibility, Write Good Alt Text to Describe Images
The Diagram Center has guidelines and training tools for description, with specific submodules
for art:

Standards: http://diagramcenter.org/specific-guidelines-final-draft.html
Training: https://poet.diagramcenter.org/how.html

The Cooper Hewitt Guidelines for Image Description (article on process)
Museum of Contemporary Art Chicago Guidelines for Describing

Part of the Coyote software

Text
Make your Word documents accessible to people with disabilities
Create accessible documents, spreadsheets, or presentations with Pages, Numbers, or
Keynote
Accessibility for Google Docs editors

PDFs
Create and verify PDF accessibility (Adobe)

https://www.seiworkshop.org/inclusive-language-guide
https://www.oit.uci.edu/wp-content/uploads/Inclusive-Language-Guide.pdf
https://itconnect.uw.edu/work/inclusive-language-guide/
https://guides.uoguelph.ca/guides/style-guide/inclusive-language/
https://voices.uchicago.edu/healthyuchicago/chna-action-teams/diversity-and-inclusion/inclusive-language-resource/
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://describingvisualresources.org/__;!!BpyFHLRN4TMTrA!uHjsJTOQZWXz7Pb5BfWux2qE2ce-mCV0l1XorKQMKN2EUtXXHoHMtmksQpkICSE9Fg8$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__http://www.artbeyondsight.org/handbook/acs-guidelines.shtml__;!!BpyFHLRN4TMTrA!uHjsJTOQZWXz7Pb5BfWux2qE2ce-mCV0l1XorKQMKN2EUtXXHoHMtmksQpkIeMeoTY4$
https://nublockmuseum.blog/2021/06/15/productive-constraints-writing-alt-texts-at-the-block/?mc_cid=7b7f0a715b&mc_eid=4bb0812cb6
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/describe-content-images
https://urldefense.com/v3/__http://diagramcenter.org/specific-guidelines-final-draft.html__;!!BpyFHLRN4TMTrA!vVvJiEUdDGPgIs50XJ42Bt47ukXY8SmIq9DJEefvKR7qPNWt2tKAG0LldsngxYvKqIo$
https://urldefense.com/v3/__https://poet.diagramcenter.org/how.html__;!!BpyFHLRN4TMTrA!vVvJiEUdDGPgIs50XJ42Bt47ukXY8SmIq9DJEefvKR7qPNWt2tKAG0LldsngvUg1OJM$
https://www.cooperhewitt.org/cooper-hewitt-guidelines-for-image-description/
https://www.aam-us.org/2020/05/13/prioritizing-image-descriptions-and-digital-equity-at-cooper-hewitt/
https://live.coyote.pics/support
https://coyote.pics/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/make-your-word-documents-accessible-to-people-with-disabilities-d9bf3683-87ac-47ea-b91a-78dcacb3c66d
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT210563
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT210563
https://support.google.com/docs/answer/6282736?hl=en&co=GENIE.Platform%3DDesktop
https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/create-verify-pdf-accessibility.html
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● Creating accessible PDFs (Adobe, with sections on tagged PDFs)
● Reading Order tool for PDFs

Note: Identifying the document language is important for PDF files to be read properly. You can
specify the document language in Adobe Acrobat Pro and other PDF editors.

Presentations and Slide Decks
Make your PowerPoint Presentations Accessible to People with Disabilities
Create accessible documents, spreadsheets, or presentations with Pages, Numbers, or
Keynote
Make your Google document or presentation more accessible (Google Slides)

Audio and Video
Making Audio and Video Media Accessible by W3C
Captioning, Transcripts, and Audio Descriptions by WebAIM
Captions and Transcripts and Audio Descriptions, Oh My! by TPGi

Links
Link Contrast Checker, WebAIM
Links, Buttons, and Other Clickable Elements, Carnegie Museums

Social Media
Social Media Accessibility Guidelines, Princeton University Digital Accessibility
How to be More Accessible on Social Media (Site Improve)

Facebook
Facebook Accessibility

Instagram
How do I edit the alternative text for a photo on Instagram?
How do I add a caption on Instagram?
Instagram Accessibility for Vision Impairments and Hearing Loss

Twitter
How to make Twitter images accessible

https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/creating-accessible-pdfs.html
https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/touch-reading-order-tool-pdfs.html
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/make-your-powerpoint-presentations-accessible-to-people-with-disabilities-6f7772b2-2f33-4bd2-8ca7-dae3b2b3ef25
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT210563
https://support.apple.com/en-us/HT210563
https://support.google.com/docs/answer/6199477?hl=en
https://www.w3.org/WAI/media/av/
https://webaim.org/techniques/captions/
https://developer.paciellogroup.com/blog/2019/07/captions-and-transcripts-and-audio-descriptions-oh-my/
https://webaim.org/resources/linkcontrastchecker/
http://web-accessibility.carnegiemuseums.org/content/buttons/
https://accessibility.princeton.edu/guidelines/social-media
https://siteimprove.com/en/blog/how-to-be-more-accessible-on-social-media/
https://www.facebook.com/help/accessibility
https://help.instagram.com/503708446705527
https://help.instagram.com/236245819849257?helpref%3Dfaq_content
https://help.instagram.com/308605337351503?helpref=search&sr=1&query=accessibility&search_session_id=cc34efec30f81ef8e985d70efae37436
https://help.twitter.com/en/using-twitter/picture-descriptions
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Technologies and Coding for Implementing Support
WebSchemas/Accessibility, W3.org

Language Tagging
Language Tags in HTML, Accessibility and Usability at Penn State
Language Tagging, Accessibility and Usability at Penn State

Screen Readers and Languages
Screen reader users can customize the text-to-speech (TTS) synthesizer voice and other
settings, including the speed, verbosity, and elegance of their screen reader depending on what
features the screen reader brand offers. Users can also choose from select languages.

The majority of TTS support is for European and Asian languages. There is currently no support
for any Indigenous language in the western hemisphere. We would like to raise awareness of
the Canadian Indigenous Languages Technology Project, which seeks to collaboratively create
“new speech-and text-based resources for Indigenous language students, educators,
translators, transcribers, and other language professionals, and have helped increase the
accessibility of audio and video recordings.”

For more information about which languages are supported by different screen readers, please
see the Screen Readers section of this document.

Punctuation and other Typographic Symbols
Why Don’t Screen Readers Always Read What’s on the Screen? Part 1: Punctuation and
Typographic Symbols

Testing Your Accessibility Efforts
DLF’s Accessibility Auditing Resources is an excellent compilation of resources, standards
documentation, checklists, tools, and more. In the sections below, we have collated a few
resources into specific categories.

Website Evaluation Tools
Section 508 Checklist, WebAIM
WAVE Browser Extension
Check Keyboard Accessibility

https://www.w3.org/wiki/WebSchemas/Accessibility
https://accessibility.psu.edu/foreignlanguages/langtaghtml/
https://accessibility.psu.edu/foreignlanguages/langtag/
https://nrc.canada.ca/en/research-development/research-collaboration/programs/canadian-indigenous-languages-technology-project
https://www.deque.com/blog/dont-screen-readers-read-whats-screen-part-1-punctuation-typographic-symbols/
https://www.deque.com/blog/dont-screen-readers-read-whats-screen-part-1-punctuation-typographic-symbols/
https://wiki.diglib.org/Accessibility_Auditing_Resources
https://webaim.org/standards/508/checklist
https://wave.webaim.org/extension/
https://webaim.org/resources/evalquickref/#keyboard
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Screen Readers
WebAIM’s Testing with Screen Readers Q&A and their Screen Reader User Survey #9 a good
starting point to understanding how and when to manually test your web content with a screen
reader.

Because screen readers have different interaction models for testing, it’s important to conduct
screen reader testing with more than one screen reader. For information on how to test PC-only
screen readers such as JAWS and NVDA on a Mac, please refer to advice from AssistivLabs on
Testing Any Screen Reader on a Mac and Deque University on Using Windows Screen Readers
on a Mac.

For more information on how screen readers interact with languages other than English, please
see the resources listed in the Additional Languages section.

PC
According to research done by WebAIM, the majority of screen reader users use PC machines
and the JAWS screen reader.

JAWS
JAWS (Job Access with Speech) costs $90/year for single users at educational institutions and
$95 for at home users.

JAWS Settings offer users to select their preferences for how content like forms and tables
should be read. JAWS also has a new Voice Assistant feature, which provides a way to use
JAWS using spoken commands rather than keyboard shortcuts.

Synthesizer and Language Downloads

JAWS Inspect is a companion tool for accessibility testing.

NVDA
NVDA (Non-Visual Desktop Access) is free to install. After installation, it will prompt you to
select a special “NVDA” key—either (or both) the Caps Lock key or Insert key, thereafter
referred to as the NVDA Key.

To start NVDA, press Ctrl + alt + n
To access NVDA menu while running: NVDA + n
To stop/exit NVDA: NVDA + q

NVDA can also be configured to work with touch screens and can be set to read Braille via
Bluetooth or USB when it is displayed on a screen.

https://webaim.org/articles/screenreader_testing/
https://webaim.org/projects/screenreadersurvey9/
https://assistivlabs.com/use-cases/testing-any-screen-reader-on-mac
https://dequeuniversity.com/mac/windows-screen-readers
https://dequeuniversity.com/mac/windows-screen-readers
https://www.freedomscientific.com/products/software/jaws/
https://support.freedomscientific.com/Downloads/synthesizers
https://www.tpgi.com/arc-platform/jaws-inspect/
https://www.nvaccess.org/download/
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Extra Voices for NVDA

Narrator
Narrator: free, built-in to Windows 10 and up

To start or stop Narrator, press Ctrl + Windows logo key + Enter

Supported languages and voices

ChromeVox
ChromeVox: free, built-in to Chromebook

Mac OS and iOS
Apple VoiceOver: free, built-in to MacOS and iOS. Apple recommends Safari is the preferred
browser for use with VoiceOver. Our testing confirms that VoiceOver in Safari works better than
in other browsers.

To start or stop VoiceOver: Command + F5

Instructions to Change VoiceOver Language Settings on a Mac

Contrast and Color Checkers
WAVE Web Accessibility Evaluation Tool from WebAIM
WebAIM Contrast and Color Accessibility
Vischeck (simulates colorblind vision)

Data Standards
WikiData Property Proposal for alt-text

https://github.com/nvaccess/nvda/wiki/ExtraVoices
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/windows/complete-guide-to-narrator-e4397a0d-ef4f-b386-d8ae-c172f109bdb1
https://support.microsoft.com/en-au/windows/appendix-a-supported-languages-and-voices-4486e345-7730-53da-fcfe-55cc64300f01
https://support.google.com/chromebook/answer/7031755?hl=en#:~:text=You%20can%20turn%20ChromeVox%20on,then%20ChromeVox%20will%20start%20speaking.
https://www.apple.com/voiceover/info/guide/_1121.html
https://support.apple.com/guide/voiceover/change-voice-settings-unac009/10/mac/11.0
https://wave.webaim.org/
https://webaim.org/articles/contrast/evaluating
https://www.vischeck.com/
https://www.wikidata.org/wiki/Wikidata:Property_proposal/alt_text

