Swansea University

Prifysgol Abertawe
General Guidelines on Accessible Information for All

May 2008
Contents

1. Introduction page 3
2. What do we mean by accessible information? page 3
3. How do visually impaired people access text? page 3

3.1 Daisy System – Digital Recording page 3

3.2 Screen Readers page 3

3.3 Refreshable Braille displays page 4
3.4 Screen Magnification page 4
3.5 Braille page 4
4. How to produce accessible documents in clear print and/or e-text page 5
5. What to do and what to avoid when providing photocopied handouts page 5
6. Ways in which Academic Departments/Schools should help visually impaired students page 6
6.1 Disability Link Tutors page 6
6.2 Extra Time page 6
6.3 Help and Guidance page 7
6.4 OHPs and PowerPoint page 7
6.5 Electronic Files page 7
6.6 Notice Boards page 7
6.7 Readings Lists and Priority Text page 8
6.8 Legible Photocopies page 8
6.9 Graphic Material page 8
6.10 Bibliographic Details page 8
7. Procedures for requesting transcription from the Recording Centre for the Blind page 9
8. Examples of good practice and suggestions of what to avoid page 10
9. How to make tables, charts, and diagrams accessible by providing a text version page 15
10. References page 20

[Page 3]

1. Introduction

By law, public authorities are required to make reasonable adjustments to provide information in an accessible format.  It is the responsibility of all departments, both academic and administrative to produce any information in an accessible format.  These guidelines have been created to assist you in producing any documentation in a format which can be accessed by all.

2. What do we mean by accessible information?

Accessible information is simply producing information such as letters, documents, reports, graphs in a way in which people with visual impairments can access it.
3. How do visually impaired people access their texts?

Many people with visual impairments like to use a variety of alternative formats, even though they might have a preference for one particular format. Much depends on what use they are likely to make of the text.  They might like audio CDs for longer books and material which they can read in advance of lectures but braille for close textual analysis in class or to enable them to participate in seminars without having to use their equipment.  They might want electronic text for material which they will need to reproduce in class exercises or write about in essays. Improvements in technology and the increasing availability of on-line texts and web-based learning, has meant that visually impaired people are now able to access a great deal of material via computers.
Below is a list of the different types of formats visually impaired students may access:
3.1. Daisy System – digital recording

The user will need access to a special digital audio player to be able to listen to DAISY books (Digital Accessible Information System). On one DAISY compact disc, listeners can have up to 42 hours of recording with six levels of navigation, allowing them to go straight to the page, chapter, heading or even phrase or footnote they need.  Alternatively, they can play back DAISY recordings on their PCs by means of specialist software such as Ease Reader
3.2. Screen readers

Most visually impaired students use screen readers with synthetic speech to ‘listen’ to whatever is on their computer screen, relying on keyboard commands to navigate around a page.  In other words, the screen reader reads out loud what a sighted person would see on the screen.  For a web page, this would include information about the contents of the page, toolbars, links and graphics.
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3.3. Refreshable braille displays
Students who read braille can also choose to use what is known as a ‘refreshable’ braille display, whereby a kind of braille keypad is attached to the length of a keyboard and small pins are pushed up to produce the content of the computer screen in braille.
3.4. Screen magnification
For students with partial eyesight there is the possibility of using screen magnification software, sometimes alongside a screen reader.  Screen magnification does just what it says and simply magnifies the screen, but it can be tiring to read long texts in this way with just three or four words on the screen at a time.  This is why partially sighted students might also like to have audio CDs and large print copies in addition to screen magnification.
3.5. Braille
Braille is a system of raised dots which enables blind and partially sighted people to read by touch.  It is made up of different combinations of six dots, arranged in two rows of three dots – rather like the dots on a domino.  The 63 possible combinations of dots correspond to letters of the alphabet, punctuation, letter groups and even whole words.
Grade 1 braille is letter-by-letter translation and can be read by all braille users, but it is usually only used for labelling. It takes up a lot of space and is slower to read than Grade 2 braille which uses contractions. Contracted braille uses different combinations of dots to represent common letter groups and whole words, rather like shorthand.
Although braille can be typed manually, using a special typewriter known as a Perkins brailler, it is much more common nowadays for computerised braille to be produced by means of a braille translator (a programme which reads word-processed characters and translates them into braille symbols) and a braille printer or ‘embosser’.
Braille is bulkier than print, as it uses thicker paper and the braille symbols take up more room on the page. One page of A4 printed in a size12 font usually corresponds to two or three pages of braille.  A large document or booklet might therefore not be practical to braille and it might be better to produce it in an electronic format instead.
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4. How to produce accessible documents in clear print and/or e-text

Wherever possible include a plain text version which can be e-mailed to the end user without further editing.  A plain text version has no boxes, borders, graphics, tables and columns. 

a. Avoid blocks of capital letters, underlined or italicized text.  Avoid highlighting key points by using a different font or colour, as the screen reader or scanner will ignore these. Use words and/or clear spacing rather than visual effects for emphasis. 

b. Have an English only/Welsh only version to avoid unnecessary confusion, especially for those using screen readers.

c. Use a clear sans serif font (e.g. Arial/Century Gothic) and a minimum size of 12-14 point.

d. Align text to the left margin rather than using full justification.

e. Employ a layout that is simple and uncluttered.  Leave a space between paragraphs and clear spacing for headings.

f. Use page breaks and continuous section breaks in long documents to facilitate navigation.

g. In forms and questionnaires avoid boxes for answers.  Leave sufficient space for readers to answer/sign on the line manually and, for electronic forms, keep each question on a separate line to allow readers to press END and fill in details quickly.

h. When sending email attachments, use easily recognised filenames and titles to allow for quick access to documents.

i. Avoid glossy paper and aim for good contrast, e.g. black on white.  Unless the student specifically requires it, avoid coloured backgrounds.

5. What to do and what to avoid when providing photocopied handouts

To make your handouts accessible to all readers, as well as to facilitate scanning and brailling or enlarging for visually impaired readers, please follow the guidelines below (and see section 8 for examples).

a. Check that the photocopies are clear and legible, with good contrast on a white (not coloured) background.
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b. Check that the text is not faded or darkened in places and that the left hand margin and bottom lines of the text are not missing.

c. Avoid hand-written notes scribbled in the margin or at the beginning or end of the photocopied text.

d. Never reduce A4 sheets to fit more onto a page.  The font size must be legible.

e. Avoid including irrelevant material in the photocopy (e.g. part of the previous page/section or unwanted footnotes and graphics etc).  Check that it is immediately obvious where the relevant text begins and ends.

f. Avoid handouts containing several extracts from different sources dotted about the page.  If this is unavoidable, check that the order in which the items should be read is clear and unambiguous.

g. If you have a visually impaired student in your class give extra thought to handouts containing graphs, charts and tables.  You will need to provide a description in a plain text version yourself rather than rely on support staff to transcribe the data for you.  This makes sense, as you know best what is important and how the data should be interpreted.

6. Ways in which Academic Departments/Schools should help visually   impaired students 

6.1. Disability Link Tutors
Academic departments should have a nominated person who acts as a Disability Link Tutor and liaises with the visually impaired students, the Disability Office, the Disabilities Librarian and the Recording Centre for the Blind.  The Disability Link Tutor should disseminate information about the students’ equipment and preferred methods of working to other colleagues in the department and should keep people informed of any changes in the students’ circumstances. 

6.2. Extra Time

Visually impaired students need more time for studying than sighted students.  In examinations they are often granted double time as a matter of course but, even for weekly assignments, it can take one third as much time again to read braille or listen to recordings.  Tutors should help by giving the student (and the Recording Centre) as much advance notice of reading lists and assignments as possible.  They may also need to grant extensions when students have had to wait a long time for recordings to be completed. 
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6.3. Help and Guidance

As visually impaired students cannot skim read or browse in the same way as sighted students, they may need more help and guidance with reading lists. Contents pages of books do not always reveal what is in each chapter and it can be frustrating to have a whole book transcribed only to discover that many chapters were unnecessary.  Students do not ask to be spoon fed but nor do they want to waste precious time having unwanted extracts recorded.  Tutors should help by suggesting which chapters might be more useful.

6.4. OHPs and PowerPoint

Tutors should send plain text versions of their OHP material and PowerPoint presentations to the end users well in advance of the lectures and ensure that guest speakers also provide the department with a plain text version in advance. This enables visually impaired students to be aware of the text which the sighted students have on the screen and to follow the lectures more easily.  Tutors should also give a verbal description of anything they write on the board during the class.  They should, for example, spell foreign or difficult words and describe diagrams. 

6.5. Electronic Files

If visually impaired students use laptops in class they need to be able to find their files quickly by means of their speech or braille software.  When tutors send files electronically in advance of the class it is useful to name the files in a way which will allow for rapid retrieval.  It also saves time if the tutor repeats the exact file name in class.  Above all the best way to help is to talk to the students about how they access their material and what procedures suit them best.

When returning assessed work, tutors should ask their visually impaired students how they prefer to receive comments.  Some students find it very helpful to receive comments electronically a day in advance of the class, so that they can participate more fully when they have had time to read them.  Other students and tutors prefer to discuss work individually during or after the class.
6.6. Noticeboards
Visually impaired students have difficulty in extracting information from displayed notices.  Departments should ensure that any information posted in this way is sent electronically or given verbally to students who cannot read the notice boards.
Always check that students can access their student email and the web without any problems.  The first few weeks can sometimes prove difficult if students are waiting to receive new equipment.  A text only version of the departmental web site is usually more accessible for visually impaired students.  
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6.7. Reading Lists and Priority of Texts

When sending reading lists electronically to students it is most useful if the information is also copied to the Recording Centre.  Books already available in braille or on CD can be ordered from RNIB, and the Recording Centre can immediately begin transcribing whatever else is needed.  Tutors should also keep the Centre informed when web-based course material is updated.

One of the best ways of helping the Recording Centre staff is to let them know the order and priority of texts to be read.  Students can be given transcriptions in batches if there is not enough time to record or braille the whole text in advance. A week-by-week schedule or list of key dates for the term is always very useful to help meet deadlines.

6.8. Legible Photocopies 

Scanning or recording can be done relatively quickly by the Centre if tutors send clear, legible photocopies on white (not coloured) paper.  It saves time if tutors check first that the top and bottom of the photocopy has not been chopped off and that the print is clear and large enough for volunteers to read.  It is also important to indicate where the recording or braille should start and finish by crossing out any unwanted text/diagrams.

6.9. Graphic Material

If handouts contain graphs, charts, diagrams, maps and illustrations the Recording Centre needs to know whether the graphic material should be transcribed in addition to the text.  It is important to be clear about what is essential and to avoid giving the Centre unnecessary work, as this will involve either re-typing the information in continuous text or recording a description of the graphic material (or possibly producing a tactile diagram for the visually impaired student).

6.10. Bibliographic Details

When sending material to be brailled or recorded it is always helpful (both for the student and for the Centre staff) to put as much information at the top as possible, for example the module number, title, source, bibliographical details and date of lecture or seminar.  This makes it easier for students to know what exactly to bring to each class if they receive a lot of braille in advance.  It also helps the Recording Centre staff know what to include in the opening announcements for recordings.

The Recording Centre for the Blind has produced separate guidance for departments requesting transcription into other formats, such as braille, audio, electronic format and tactile diagrams. These leaflets give detailed information about all the Centre’s procedures and are downloadable from the Centre’s web page at http://www.swan.ac.uk/lis/library/rcfb/
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7. Procedures for requesting transcriptions from the RCfB 

The Recording Centre should be given as much notice as possible of any documents, information leaflets, reading lists, handbooks and course material needed by the student.  This allows the staff to plan and prioritize their workloads to meet all the students' deadlines. They need time not only to produce the transcriptions (with the help of 100 volunteers a week) but also to notify the students that the texts are ready for collection/posting and give them time to listen to the recording or read the braille. 

Most visually impaired students, including braille users, are happy to receive electronic text, which they read by means of their screen reading software.  (See section 3).  It is therefore helpful to provide documents in clear print for all students from the outset.  This reduces the need for specialist transcription into a more accessible format.

If, however, documents do need to be transcribed into other formats please contact the Recording Centre staff on ext 5912 or email braille@swansea.ac.uk.

The Centre staff will be happy to provide advice and/or undertake the transcription.
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8. Examples of good practice and suggestions of what to avoid

Example 1

Use white paper as a background (unless an individual student has specified a different colour, such as yellow or cream).  This is especially important for material which needs to be scanned.  Text on coloured paper does not scan or photocopy well and would have to be re-typed.  Photocopies on blue, pink, green and red backgrounds look like this and cannot be scanned.
[Photo of illegible text on a dark background]
Example 2

Use the original text for photocopying handouts. Poor photocopies cannot be scanned and, if the print is illegible, it is not even possible (yet alone fair) to leave readers and transcription staff to guess what should be typed in its place.  Furthermore, if it is not essential for the student to read the whole page, then omit the unnecessary parts. Avoid handing out this kind of material:
[Photo of a poor photocopy with illegible text]
[Page 11]
Example 3

Below is an example of the same text in Arial 14pt font size:

[Extract of legible text]

12. ‘Student’ or ‘Students’ means an individual or individuals enrolled on a course of study at the University in respect of which fees are payable to the University. An individual who is the subject of an appeal shall be considered to be a student until the appeal is determined and thus shall be liable for payment of fees during the appeal period. Such a student may be assessed but the outcomes of the assessment shall be held in abeyance until the outcome of the appeal is known.

Example 4

Avoid stylised typefaces such as the ones below.

[Illustration of stylised typefaces]

Algerian

Bauhaus 93

Blackadder ITC

Broadway

Example 5

It is also better to avoid using capitals or italics for large blocks of text, since it is harder to recognise word shapes if the letters are all the same shape or set at an angle:

[Illustration of the following sentence in italics and capitals]]

‘Student’ or ‘Students’ means an individual or individuals enrolled on a course of study at the University

‘Student’ or ‘Students’ means an individual or individuals enrolled on a course of study at the University 

‘STUDENT’ OR ‘STUDENTS’ MEANS AN INDIVIDUAL OR INDIVIDUALS ENROLLED ON A COURSE OF STUDY AT THE UNIVERSITY
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Example 6

Avoid stretched or condensed text. Where possible align text to the left margin, rather than aligning to the right or using justification.
[Illustration of the following three sentences as left-aligned, right-aligned and stretched text]

Left-aligned text is easier to read. Avoid stretching text to fit the line.

Right-aligned or condensed text is not easy to read. 

Justified text is not always as easy to read if text is stretched 

Example 7 

Use features which make the layout clear to follow and information easy to find. For example, be consistent about where to place headings and page numbering, leave a space between paragraphs and use clear contrast. Avoid fitting text around or over images.

[Photo of illegible text fitted over a dark image]

Example 8

A photocopied extract without a heading and containing irrelevant paragraphs makes this handout difficult to read for people who have a visual impairment: Avoid adding hand-written notes in the margin. It is better to type in the source at the start of the extract and to include only the relevant passages.

[Illustration of page from photocopied handout with hand-written note on the side]
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Example 9

Check all photocopied handouts to see that there are no pages where the bottom lines of text are missing, and / or the central part of the text is darkened because of the book’s thick spine. This is not only confusing and difficult to read but is also impossible to scan and edit easily for electronic format.

[Illustration of page from photocopied handout with central part of text obscured]
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Example 10

Do not try to fit more text onto a page by turning some of the text around for it to be read sideways. This cannot be scanned or read by a screen reader. 

[Illustration of page from photocopied handout with text fitted sideways on page]
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9. How to make tables, charts and diagrams accessible by providing a text version

Example 1

When using charts and diagrams, mention briefly what kind of chart it is (e.g. pie chart) and then give figures/approximate figures.  For example if you wanted to produce a text version of the following diagram you would need to describe the pie chart using something along the lines of the following text:

Original version: [graphic of pie chart with precise data]

Text version:
 [Pie Chart]

School of Arts at March 2006

Disability = 3.15%

Not Disabled = 66.14%

Not Known = 30.71%

Example 2

Visually it is easy to see that the pie chart below shows that approximately 5% of people have a disability, not disabled 65% and 30% approximately are not known.  To produce this information in an accessible format you will need to produce a text version as indicated below:
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Original version: [graphic of pie chart with no precise data]
Text version:

[Pie Chart]

Disability = approx 5 %

Not Disabled = approx 65 %

Not Known = approx 30 %

Example 3 

Information presented in a graphical format will also need to be converted into a text version as it is impossible for a screen reader to read back information presented in this way.
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Original version: [graphic of bar graph]
Text version:

Disability Recruitment Statistics – Academic Staff

March 2005 – February 2006 and March 2004 – February 2005

[The following information is presented in a bar graph]

Applied 03/05–02/06:

Disabled = 2.25%, Not Disabled = 37.83%, Not Known = 59.92%

Shortlisted 03/05-02/06:

Disabled = 2.79%, Not Disabled = 40.03%, Not Known = 57.18%

Appointed 03/05-02/06:

Disabled = 2.70%, Not Disabled = 39.64%, Not Known = 57.66%

Applied 03/04-02/05:

Disabled = 2.62%, Not Disabled = 91.50%, Not Known = 5.88%

Shortlisted 03/04-02/05:

Disabled = 2.16%, Not Disabled = 92.18%, Not Known = 5.66%

Appointed 03/04-02/05:

Disabled = 1.52%, Not Disabled = 91.92%, Not Known = 6.57%

Examples 4 and 5

It is important when providing a text version that you also mention the number of columns and rows, headings and sub headings of the diagram or table you are describing. Then either repeat the headings, when giving the data in each column, or separate the columns by inserting tabs or semi colons (and explain how the separate columns are indicated)
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Example 4 Original version: [illustration of table set out in columns]
Text version:

[Table consisting of five columns headed, from left to right: OBJECTIVE; ACTION REQUIRED; RESPONSIBLE; TIMESCALES; EXPECTED OUTCOMES]

Objective 1: To fulfil the required statutory duty in relation to Governance, roles and responsibilities.

Action Required: The University to comply with the general and specific duties arising from the DDA 2005

Responsible: Council

Timescales: December 2006

Expected Outcomes: Fulfilment of statutory obligations and promotion of equality opportunity

Objective 1: To fulfil the required statutory duty in relation to Governance, roles and responsibilities.

Action Required: The disability equality scheme and action plan is implemented, monitored, evaluated and continuously reviewed according to the general and specific duties under the DDA 2005

Responsible: Council

Timescales: December 2006 (Scheme and Action Plan ratified March 2007) thereafter annually

Expected Outcomes: Fulfilment of statutory obligations and the General Duty.
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Example 5 Original version: [illustration of table set out in columns]
Text version:

8.7

APPLICATION SUCCESS RATE ALC and OTHER

[Table consisting of four columns headed, from left to right: Blank; 2003; 2004; 2005. Columns two, three and four are each further divided and sub-headed: Disability; No Disability; Not Known. Entries under subheadings are separated by tabs, with semi colons between years.]

Blank
2003
2004
2005

Blank
DISABILITY
NO DISABILITY
NOT KNOWN;
DISABILITY
NO DISABILITY
NOT KNOWN;
DISABILITY
NO DISABILITY
NOT KNOWN

Total Applications
2
27
16;
6
23
5;
2
30
8

Successful Applications
2
26
13;
4
15
5;
2
26
7

% Success Rate
100%
96%
81%;
67%
65%
100%;
100%
87%
88%
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