Alternative Text in Web Pages and Other Online Documents



In February of 2006 the Information Resources Coordinating Council at East Carolina University approved a policy statement that stipulates that any faculty web page which is designed to deliver course-related information is an “official university web page.”  With that designation comes a number of requirements, including those associated with accessibility.  See Accessibility Guidelines and Disability Support Services’ Accessibility Page.  While my first impulse was to remove all of my instructional documents from university servers, I have now decided to do my best to make them compliant.  One of the requirements is that every graphic in any document that can be displayed in a web browser must have alternative text associated with it.  Making my hundreds of web pages compliant with this requirement will take a helluva long time.  If I am busted for noncompliance in the interim, please visit me at the federal pen.  Thanks.


Ideally the alternative text would convey to a person with no or limited vision (like that I in my left eye, afflicted with NAION) the same information that is conveyed to a sighted person who looks at the graphic.  In actual practice the alternative text may be no more than a terse description of the graphic.  Whether or not such a terse description of the graphic satisfies the accessibility requirements is questionable.

For documents edited with Microsoft Word, it is simple to add alternative text.  For example, consider the image below.
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To add alternate text, right-click on the picture and select “Format Picture” and then just type in the alternate text and click OK.


Now you might be thinking that when a visually impaired person opens your Word document on the Internet the alternative text you provided will be displayed when e encounters the images, but that is not the case.  In my experience, to get the alternative text to display one must first convert the Word document to a web page and then tell Internet Explorer not to show pictures (Tools, Internet Options, Advanced, Multimedia, uncheck “Show pictures.”  I asked our assistive technology consultant (Mike Thompson in DSS) about this.  His response was “I believe you are correct, you must save the document as a Web Page to make the alternative text viewable.  As far as meeting accessibility requirements, where images are concerned it is only necessary to have the alternate text in the html tag.  You do not actually have to make it display in the document, that would be handled on the individual viewer’s PC.  Users with disabilities will already have their browsers and screen readers configured to find the alternate text.

Unfortunately, it appears that screen readers do not see the alternate text when the document is still in Word format, I believe that feature is intended to be used primarily for HTML export.  I would recommend either storing the documents as HTML, or adding detailed captions for the images in the Word document itself.  I would think that exporting the documents as HTML would be the preferable method, for users who might not have MS Word on their systems.”

If you are editing a web page with MS Frontpage, just right click on the graphic and select Picture Properties.  Select the General tab, check “Text,” enter the alternative text, and click OK.
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Return to “Creating Web Pages.”

