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What is 508 compliance?

Why is it important?

How to write alt-text

Creating accessible documents

Videos: closed captioning and audio description

508 Compliance Discussion Topics



What is 508 
compliance?

In 1998, Congress amended the Rehabilitation 
Act of 1973 to require Federal agencies to make 
their electronic and information technology 
(EIT) accessible to people with disabilities.

The law (29 U.S.C § 794 (d)) applies to all Federal 
agencies when they develop, procure, maintain, 
or use electronic and information technology.

Under Section 508, agencies must give disabled 
employees and members of the public access 
to information comparable to the access 
available to others.
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Accessible 
Design 
Benefits 
Everyone

Accessibility ensures all 
users can access the product 

or service, regardless of 
their capabilities.

Examples:

Closed captioning on 
television programs

Curb cutouts and ramps for 
wheelchair users

Audiobooks



What is Assistive Technology?
Assistive Technology (AT) is any item, piece of equipment, or system that is commonly used to increase, maintain, or improve 
functional capabilities of individuals with disabilities.

Some AT devices are well-known: 

• Eyeglasses 
• Hearing aids
• Canes
• Wheelchairs

AT software includes the following: 

• Text-to-speech converters
• Screen magnifiers
• On-screen keyboards
• Speech-to-text converters

AT relies on proper use of the delivery format.



What needs to be described?

• Photos
• Website
• Documents
• Forms
• Videos



Social Media 
Accessibility Tips

• Don’t overuse caps
• Use camel case for multi-word 

hashtags
• Put hashtags and mentions at the 

end
• Limit emoji use
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Twitter Example



Tips for Writing Alt-Text

Keep it concise and accurate.

Convey the content: There’s a 
huge gap between “Image of a 
chart,” and something like, “A 
bar chart illustrates that there 

has been a year-over-year 
increase in forest fires, peaking 

at 100 this year.”

Skip saying “image of” or 
“photograph of.”

Transcribe text. If the image has 
copy that is central to its 

meaning, make sure you include 
it in the description.

Use proper grammar.
Need not be redundant (should 

not be the same as adjacent 
body of text).



Writing Alt-Text for Maps

Start with macro description, then offer expanded description.

Appropriate to write 'a map of..'

Depending on where you are writing it the alt text may have a character 
limit. Provide additional information in caption, body of adjacent text, or text 
of social media post.



Map example



Creating Accessible 
Documents

• HTML and PDF are preferred, but starting with accessible 
word documents makes it easier

• Use built in formatting tools



Creating 
Accessible 
Documents
• Add alt-text for images: right 

click, select edit alt-text

• Use tables wisely



Run an Accessibility Check



Convert to PDF

Go to File > “Save As…” and select PDF from the choices provided. By default this produces a PDF 
that preserves the document’s accessibility features.
When saving, select Options and be sure that “Document structure tags for accessibility” is 
checked. This is checked by default, but could become unchecked under certain circumstances.

Windows

Go to File > “Save As…” and select PDF from the choices provided. By default this produces a PDF 
that preserves the document’s accessibility features.
When saving, be sure the radio button labeled “Best for electronic distribution and accessibility” 
is selected.

Mac



PDF example



Videos

Closed captioning that is accurate and synchronus: 
• The audio parts of your video appear as text at the 

appropriate time and give access to people who are hearing 
impaired or deaf.

Provide audio descriptions or adequate narration:
• A description of a video’s visual elements, gives access to 

people who are blind or visually impaired.



Video captioning



Closed Captioning



How to Provide Audio Description

Add Add an extra audio track—your video can have more than one audio 
track attached to it, and the user can choose which one to play.

Make Make another video—one with audio descriptions and one without.

Build Build the descriptions into the video—The easiest way. Speakers identify 
themselves and their surroundings, describe what is happening in video.



Build it into the video

Verbally cover 
all displayed 
visual 
information

1
Identify the 
speaker and 
speaker changes

2
Explain any 
participation by 
audience 
members

3
Take frequent 
pauses

4



Takeaways

Images must have alt-text: be clear, concise, and accurate.

Utilize tools such as formatting, accessibility checker, auto-
captioning.

Bake it in, don't bolt it on! When creating content, start making it 
accessible from the beginning.



Resources

• Refer to agency policy, accessibility coordinators
• Accessibility training and workshops: https://webaim.org/
• Audio description training and tools: https://unidescription.org/

https://webaim.org/
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