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Cause for Celebration!

• DOJ Mandates Accessibility on State, 
Local Gov Websites!

• State of NC Digital Accessibility and 
Usability Standards Adopted!



DOJ Mandate 5 Exceptions

1. Archived web content. 

2. Preexisting electronic documents unless currently in use to apply for, 
gain access to, or to use govt. programs and services. 

3. Content posted by a 3rd party, unless the 3rd party is posting on behalf 
of the public entity due to contractual, licensing, or other arrangements.

4. E-docs about a specific individual, property, or account and are 
password-protected 

5. Preexisting social media posts



What is archived content?

• Must meet all 4:

• Created before mandate

• Retained exclusively for reference, research, or recordkeeping

• Kept inside dedicated area(s) clearly identified as archived

• Unchanged since archived



Resources

• DOJ Mandate on Accessible State, Local Gov Websites

• Fact Sheet
https://www.ada.gov/notices/2024/03/08/web-rule/

• Rule
https://www.ada.gov/assets/pdfs/web-rule.pdf

• State of NC Digital Accessibility and Usability Standards
https://it.nc.gov/documents/digital-accessibility-usability-standard/open

https://www.ada.gov/notices/2024/03/08/web-rule/
https://www.ada.gov/assets/pdfs/web-rule.pdf
https://it.nc.gov/documents/digital-accessibility-usability-standard/open


Accessible Language
Jim Webb, UX Designer, Neiman Collaborative
DHHS
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Case Studies in
Accessible 
Writing
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Jim Webb
UX Designer/Developer
Working with NCDHHS since 2021
Through Neimand Collaborative (NCDHHS agency of 
record)
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Today:
Three approaches

to accessible writing
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Low effort          High effort

Ranging from “low effort” to “high 
effort”
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Included with each case study:

1. Tools
2. Process
3. Outcome 
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Accessible writing
Writing in an accessible way means:
• Clear, direct, no-nonsense prose
• Simple sentences and less jargon

It’s also called plain language or user-centered 
language. 
And in this presentation, it’s called good writing. 
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Good writing is an accessibility issue.
Clear, simple writing supports people with:
• Cognitive issues
• Screen readers
• Learning disabilities
• English as a second language (including Deaf)
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Good writing is an equity issue.
• 54% of North Carolinians read at 8th grade or lower
• 20% read at 6th grade or lower
• 5% report they don’t speak English well
• Poverty reduces a person’s cognitive capacity 

more than going a full night without sleep

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes

Reading grade level: https://nces.ed.gov/surveys/piaac/skillsmap/
Poverty and cognitive capacity: Poverty, by America by Matthew Desmond
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Good writing is crucial to 
making our work accessible.

Without it, not much else matters.
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But: accessible writing 
isn’t mandatory

(…yet)
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Plain Writing 
Act of 2010
• Requires Federal 

agencies to write in
“plain language”

• Offers guidelines, 
but no specific 
measures
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WCAG 2.1
Level AAA
• 9th grade reading

level or lower
• But: the Americans 

with Disabilities Act 
requires level AA
(less strict), not AAA

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Clarify AA vs AAA
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NCDIT standard 
(Newly published!)

• Plain language
• 8th grade reading 

level
• Avoid jargon
• Get user feedback
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In practice,
accessible writing is hard.
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Challenges
1. It’s not legally required.
2. It’s hard to measure.
3. Materials are often written by policy experts.

Their job is to be precise, not to be simple.
4. The user is far away. We don’t usually talk to 

them.
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Today:
Three approaches

to accessible writing
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Ranging from “low effort” to “high 
effort”

Low effort          High effort
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1. Reduce the grade level
2. Show it to someone
3. Test, prototype, measure

The approaches
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Today’s mantra:

Do what you can.
If it’s a little bit, do a little bit.



26

Approach #1
Reduce the grade level
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This approach: low effort

Here

Low effort          High effort
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Grade level measures are amazing

1. They’re easy to measure
2. They’re easy to advocate for
3. Free tools make them easier to work with
4. But: they’re not perfect



29

Example: Policy-style language

People needing unemployment benefits must file a 
biweekly claim certification demonstrating that they 
are able and available for work, actively seeking 
work, and have not refused suitable work during the 
period for which benefits are claimed.

This is a fictional example.                                                         Grade level: 
Postgraduate
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Rewritten to a 6th grade level

To get unemployment benefits, you must fill out a 
form every two weeks. You need to show that you 
are ready to work, you're looking for a job, and you 
haven't said no to any good job offers. This is 
needed to make sure you can get benefits.
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Steps in the process

1. Measure the reading grade level.
2. Revise the text.
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Tools
Microsoft Word can 
show grade level, 
but 
Hemingwayapp.com 
(pictured, right) is 
faster. And, it 
highlights parts that 
are harder to read.
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Reading grade levels
are imperfect
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Problems with grade level measures

1. They’re based on syllables and sentence length.
But fragments of sentences are common on the 
web: navigation, headers, forms, and lists. 
These trick the tools into lowering the grade level. 

2. Grade level is only a proxy for good writing.
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Grade level 
can be tricked
This page (pictured, 
right) is measured at 
a first grade reading 
level!
The measurement is 
wrong because…
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… the bottom of the 
page is filled with 
diagnosis codes 
(pictured, right). 
The tools see them as 
one-word sentences, 
lowering the grade 
level.
Website navigation, 
headers, and forms do 
the same thing.
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Reading grade level
is only a proxy
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Our example, at a 6th grade level

To get unemployment benefits, you must fill out a 
form every two weeks. You need to show that you 
are ready to work, you're looking for a job, and you 
haven't said no to any good job offers. This is 
needed to make sure you can get benefits.
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Still 6th grade, but easier to read
To get unemployment benefits, you must:

• File a claim every two weeks: Log in and choose “File 
Claim”.

• Show that you’re looking for work: Each time you file, you 
must share details of your job search.

• Accept suitable work: If you refuse a job offer that matches 
your skills and pays fairly, you might lose your benefits. 
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Still:
Do what you can.

If it’s a little bit, do a little bit.
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Bonus! You could also try these:
1. Read the page headings out loud to yourself.

Do they make sense? 
2. If someone read only the headings, would 

they learn what they needed to know? 
3. Repeat, but with just the hyperlinks.

Do they make sense on their own?
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Approach #2
Get user feedback
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Or, “show it to someone!”

Approach #2
Get user feedback

Show it to someone!
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This approach: medium effort
Here

Low effort          High effort
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How to DIY user feedback
1. Show it to anyone who’s not an expert.

2. If you can, find a non-native speaker, someone who’s not 
tech literate, etc. — but don’t let that stop you.

3. Ask them to explain it to you.

4. Fix the things they get wrong — but only change text. 
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Case study
We designed a new 
format to show 
Medicaid eligibility 
(pictured, right).

We thought: so 
clean! So easy to 
read!
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The feedback
What does this mean?

Why are the 
numbers 

different for 
each?

I think I know the 
answer but I’m 

not sure.
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What we learned

1. The table format we designed was visually clean, 
but it required readers to “connect the dots.”

2. Especially for our team member’s neighbor, who is 
a non-native speaker. 

3. Being a little more verbose made it easier to 
understand.
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Listen to confusion, not suggestions
Listen to these… Mostly ignore these…

I don’t get 
this at all. How does 

this work?

(confused 
silence)

Could this 
text be 
red?

This 
needs 

pictures!

Add a 
chatbot!
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What we changed
Explain

Explain

Repeat context

Use sentences 
instead of a grid
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Prototype vs. final
Prototype Final
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Takeaways

1. This was not a formal usability or accessibility 
test. We didn’t recruit of a target audience.

2. That didn’t matter. We got useful feedback 
fast, and the writing got better. 

3. Doing some testing was so much better than 
none.
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Do what you can.
If it’s a little bit, do a little bit.
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Bonus! If you don’t have time:

1. If you can’t find someone in real life, show it to 
someone in your mind.
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Approach #3
Conduct user testing,

build a prototype,
test the results
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This approach: high effort

Here

Low effort          High effort
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Case study: Food & Nutrition Services
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Process (six weeks)

1. Analyze
Website 

Data

2. Observe 
Users

3. Build a 
Prototype

4. Test the 
Results
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Step 1: Analyze website data

1. These pages are the most popular on ncdhhs.gov.
2. 85% of visitors are interested in applying or have a 

problem they need to solve.
3. 15% want something else (notices, press releases).
4. Most are using their phones.
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Mismatch

85% of visitors are 
interested in applying or 
solving problems, 
but most of the page
is devoted to notices and 
press releases.
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Step 2: Observe Users
• Five sessions with lower income North Carolinians 
• Conducted over Zoom (with screen sharing)
• $75 gift card
• Goal: Watch how each participant uses the pages, 

and have them explain how the program works.
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Participants had a hard time understanding 
the information on the landing page.
“Seems a little overwhelming… a 
lot to figure out.”

“It all kind of looks the same.”

“These big blocks… are harder 
to understand.”
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FNS eligibility charts are hard to understand.

“I’m not sure what the columns 
mean. How do you know which 
number you should be looking at?”

“I don’t understand this… I’m not 
sure what this means.”

“I guess I would just try to apply to 
see what happens.”
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Step 3: Build a prototype
• Our team rewrote the two most popular pages
• We dedicated most of the effort towards the 

85% (applying and solving problems)
• Staged it in Drupal without pushing it live, 

so we could test screenshots of the prototype



65

Prototype landing page
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Prototype “How to Apply” page
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Step 4: Test the results
• Online surveys with 160 participants
• Showing “before” and “after” pages (random 

order)
• Asked questions about comprehension, ease of 

use, and confidence
• Intended to show if the improvements were real 

and not just our opinion
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The revised text:
• Made it easier to find information about food stamps (72% 

increase)
• Reduced confusion about the benefit amount (64% 

improvement)
• Drove visitors to the “How to Apply” page (323% increase)
• Conveyed the application timeline and urgency (71% 

improvement)
• Increased confidence and a sense of preparedness (26% 

increase)
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Process

1. Analyze
Website 

Data

2. Observe 
Users

3. Build a 
Prototype

4. Test the 
Results
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Takeaways
• A research- and data-driven approach made it 

much easier for everyone to be on board
• This approach was fast and very thorough, 

but required dedicated resources
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1. Reduce the grade level
2. Show it to someone
3. Test, prototype, measure

Recap: the approaches
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Do what you can.
If it’s a little bit, do a little bit.



Thank You
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