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Module 1: Introduction

As more of the world's tools of communication, commerce, education and 

information move to virtual environments, challenges emerge for individuals with 

disabilities. While protocols and protections exist in the physical world to protect and 

enable these people, many developers in the online arena are unaware of steps they 

can take to make their work useable by all people. Sites and utilities are frequently 

difficult to navigate, hard to read, improperly formatted for use with a screen reader, 

and lack sufficient alt text to provide information for the visually impaired. Although 

the Americans with Disabilities Act has begun moving in the past year to include 

access to virtual spaces along with physical spaces as a right of all Americans, 

guidelines and policies are still being developed.

The Web Accessibility Initiative, commonly referred to as WAI, is an organization 

that aims to increase the accessibility of the internet for all people, with a particular 

focus on those individuals with disabilities. WAI exists as a division of the World Wide 

Web Consortium (W3C). While its main office is based at the Massachusetts Institute of 

Technology in Cambridge, Massachusetts in the United States, it also has operations 

within the European Research Consortium for Informatics and Mathematics in France 

and Keio University in Japan, and it is open to web-based participation by anyone in 

the world.  

The W3C describes the mission of the WAI as follows:



“The World Wide Web Consortium's (W3C) commitment to lead the 

Web  to  its  full  potential  includes  promoting  a  high  degree  of 

usability for people with disabilities. The Web Accessibility Initiative 

(WAI)  develops  its  work  through W3C's  consensus-based process, 

involving different stakeholders in Web accessibility. These include 

industry, disability organizations, government, accessibility research 

organizations, and more.” (Henry, 2011, para. 3)

WAI supports this mission by pursuing the fulfillment of a set of goals.  According 

to their website, on an ongoing basis they strive to coordinate with the creation of 

new technology tools and applications in order to influence the accessibility of 

developing technologies. They conduct research, provide training, and attempt to 

raise awareness of accessibility issues. WAI works to develop tools such as evaluation 

applications and patches to remediate existing, inaccessible applications. They also 

create guidelines, recommendations, and authoring tools to assist organizations and 

developers in making their sites accessible and compliant with the Americans with 

Disabilities Act. All of this works toward their long-term goal of ensuring that “the core 

technologies of the Internet support accessibility” (Henry, 2011, para. 4).

Module 2: Membership 

While the WAI has a small staff of coordinators and engineers, much of its work 

is accomplished by its membership, which is open to anyone interested in furthering 

the cause of internet accessibility. The organization divides itself into a number of 

“working groups” and “interest groups” that provide members a space within which 

to focus on a particular aspect of the organization's goals. For example, the 



Education and Outreach Working Group creates educational materials about 

increasing the usability of web resources, while the WAI Interest Group is an open 

group for discussion on any accessibility-related topic of interest (WAI Working Groups, 

2011). There is no cost to participation, and anyone who is interested may participate 

in some way.  

The WAI is funded through a combination of contributions from government 

agencies and disability groups and donations from other individuals and 

organizations, which include Hewlett Packard and IBM. While individuals with 

disabilities in particular benefit from the work of the WAI, it includes all internet users 

among its constituency. Organizations that represent people with disabilities have an 

interest in the research, resources, and advocacy provided by the WAI, while all 

individuals benefit from the web having been made more accessible. Following 

design protocols to make websites flexible (for example working on multiple 

platforms, or allowing the user to adjust font size), ensuring content is understandable 

to screen readers, and attention to visibility (by using clear fonts and colors with good 

contrast) makes the web more useable for all.

Module 3: Agenda

The WAI concerns itself with all areas of policy relating to the design, 

implementation and enforcement of internet accessibility. They cooperate and 

collaborate with the Americans with Disabilities Act, providing recommendations and 

research to support the policy, and provide materials to assist developers with 

compliance. While the creation of a set of standard protocols for web development 

is not overseen by the government, the government does enforce the provisions of 



the ADA (ADA Enforcement, 2011). The Web Accessibility Initiative has created the 

only universally standardized set of guidelines for websites to be not only compliant 

with ADA, but consistent across geographic and technological borders. WAI's work 

not only influences ADA and other policies that impact people with disabilities, but 

assists developers and users with compliance through the creation of guidelines and 

authoring tools.

WAI's interactions with the ADA are just one example of how it works with 

accessibility policies, both government-enforced and organizational, throughout the 

world. WAI's overall objective is to guarantee that information provided through the 

internet, which over time is becoming a larger and larger percentage of the overall 

information people have access to, is presented in such a way as to be useable for 

all, regardless of physical or technological limitations. A well-designed website should 

be able to convey its information in some form to any user, whether that user is 

partially-sighted or blind, deaf, using an alternative pointing device to 

accommodate a physical disability, or using a slow connection or a mobile device. 

The WAI's goals uphold the original intent of the web – to facilitate the spread of 

information.  

Although the implementation of the ideas promoted by the WAI would benefit 

all internet users, it is worth noting that according to the census, as many as 20% of 

Americans have some form of disability, as well as a large elderly population, within 

which the percentage of the disabled rises as high as 80% (Pucci, 2011).  These 

citizens have no less right to use the internet independently, particularly when the 

adoption of basic authoring protocols makes accommodations fairly simple. As such, 



the WAI works to support any and all initiatives that promote good website design, 

the adoption of web standards, and the creation of comprehensive organizational 

accessibility standards.

Module 4: Benefits

Although those individuals who choose to become involved with WAI most 

likely have a personal interest in seeing developers adopt standards for greater 

usability, the benefits of their work and the policies supported by the WAI have clear 

benefits for anyone who uses the internet. Were the WAI's guidelines universally 

adopted, most people would be able to access all of the information on the internet 

without assistance from another person. The most obvious benefit is of course to those 

who are unable to fully access the information on the internet as it is currently 

presented, but implementing the policy changes the WAI advocates would facilitate 

the exchange of information for all people. This would have implications for all areas 

of life, from education to recreation to commerce.  

Although some may argue that the time and expense involved in implementing 

and ensuring compliance with WAI's preferred policies is a barrier to adoption, there 

are clear benefits to doing so. All people, regardless of ability or technological 

capability, will be able to utilize the rich resources available online, perform tasks that 

may be especially difficult for disabled individuals to complete in person or by phone, 

and participate fully in the life of their society, even as things such as job applications 

become available only online.  

Businesses in particular stand to benefit from optimizing their websites for 

accessibility. By doing so, they instantly enlarge their customer base, grow goodwill, 



comply with ADA, and assist individuals who may struggle to conduct business in 

person. By adopting the standards that the WAI has developed, they also stand to 

gain business from anyone using adaptive or mobile technology to access their 

online presence. 

All web users benefit from accessibility standards ensuring a consistent 

experience, and WAI members benefit by being part of a positive social change.
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