Date: November 23, 2016

Subject: Internal Release of Pulse Website Accessibility Module
To: Agency Section 508 Coordinators and ACoP Members

The following message is sent on behalf of Dominic Sale, Deputy Associate Administrator, Office of Government-wide Policy, GSA 

Dear Agency Section 508 Coordinators and ACoP Members

Since our last official communication to you on the Pulse Accessibility module back in May 2016 we’ve made some adjustments as requested and given all more time. Please find updates below.

1. Several agencies have made significant improvements to website accessibility​ in response to PULSE pre-release metrics. GSA redesigned the tool to focus on “spot check” indicators of potential accessibility issues​after meeting with agency stakeholders and the government-wide Accessibility Community. This new module reports results from high-level spot checks of possible accessibility issues on federal second-level .gov domains (e.g., www.[agency].gov) that are easily detectable by automated tools, such as color contrast, missing image descriptions, and HTML tags.
2. On September 28, 2016, the CIO Council granted GSA approval to proceed with an ​ internal release, with a delay for public release to give agencies additional time to address issues.
3. Last week, the Pulse website infrastructure was migrated to cloud.gov to strengthen its back-end and provide better support for new reporting features. As a result, please note that we have ​a new URL​ for the Pulse Accessibility Module in our staging environment. 

Please read on for background on Pulse, a recap of progress made to-date, and next steps.

Background 

Pulse was developed to show how the federal government meets best practices on the web. The site initially launched with modules on HTTPS and DAP, and the latest release will add a high-level view of web accessibility.

Progress To Date 

On April 11, 2016, we shared the initial Pulse Accessibility module beta site with the Section 508 Coordinator Community to gather feedback. On May 3, we provided you an overview of the Pulse Accessibility module, and shared our original plan to release the Accessibility module in late May. However, in response to concerns raised by agency Section 508 practitioners and the CIO Council Accessibility Community of Practice (see below), we sent you a follow-up message on May 27, explaining our intention to delay the rollout until we could fully address the concerns. 

The principal concerns we heard include:

· Pulse was reporting on WCAG 2.0 Web Content Accessibility Guidelines rather than the current 508 standards;
· Some concerns were raised that Pulse might incorrectly cite errors, which could have impaired its credibility with agency staff and potentially undermined the support provided by mature 508 program teams to their agencies; and 
· Publishing these results publicly may have incurred unwarranted negative attention from advocacy organizations.

GSA’s Response 

To address stakeholder concerns, GSA recruited representatives from several agencies to compare the Pulse Accessibility module test results to results obtained from other automated accessibility testing tools currently in use across the federal government, as well as with manual test results using the Harmonized Testing Process for Section 508 Compliance: Baseline Tests for Software and Web Accessibility. GSA’s Section 508 team also worked closely with the U.S. Access Board and the Federal CIO Council Accessibility Community of Practice during development of the Accessibility module, to ensure the reports would be useful for agencies. 

Our goal is, and always has been, to ensure any checks provided through the Pulse Accessibility module have a high accuracy rate. We also re-evaluated the decision to include accessibility checks solely on the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG 2.0) prior to approval of the proposed Section 508 refresh by OMB. In addition, we reviewed the original goals of the Pulse Accessibility module, which are to raise awareness of accessibility concerns on existing .gov sites, to encourage agencies to resolve issues identified by Pulse, and to encourage more in-depth testing on .gov content. We believe that with the proper rollout approach and messaging, an independently produced, accurate public report will effectively raise awareness and increase support to quickly and thoroughly address accessibility concerns. After careful consideration, we will modify the Accessibility module rollout as follows:

· In the initial release​, the data will be limited​ to three issues that map to the current 508 standards.
· The data will be further limited to only those issues that have a high confidence of being accurate​ on an overall basis. 
· We will ​ only add additional checks​ based on the WCAG guidelines after the new Section 508 standards are approved by OMB,​ and the requirement for agency websites to conform to the WCAG guidelines has been communicated to agencies. 
· We maintain our commitment​ to ensure the tool​ itself is compliant with Section 508 prior to a future public release.
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● As of last month​, the website was undergoing infrastructure upgrades to provide a more robust, streamlined way to perform future scans and data updates. However, agency staff can view the Accessibility module now on the staging site and provide feedback, ask questions, suggest changes, or report a problem by using the project issue tracker.

● By November 2016​, we will have completed all development and testing on the Accessibility module (including 508 testing and remediation) and publish a new scan report for agencies on the staging site. Agencies will have the opportunity to review and repair issues prior to any future public release.

The GSA Government-wide 508 Team is available to assist agencies during this process, and we look forward to working with you to continue to improve web accessibility across the federal government. 

For any questions or problems, please contact GSA Government-wide Section 508 Accessibility Program at section.508@gsa.gov



John Sullivan, Government-wide Section 508 Program Director 
Office of Government-wide Policy 
U.S. General Services Administration
1800 F St., N.W., Washington, DC 20405
