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Alt text:
What it is, and why it matters.



Current state of website accessibility

WebAIM Million
• Top 1 million web sites
• Evaluated using WAVE

(automated web accessibility evaluation tool)
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https://webaim.org/projects/million/
https://wave.webaim.org/extension/


The results from Feb. 2024

56,791,260 distinct accessibility errors
56.8 = average # of errors per page
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Common types of accessibility failures

• Missing alt text
• Low contrast text
• Ambiguous link text
• Improper heading 

structure
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What is alt text?
• Added in the alt text box or attached to image metadata
• Imagine describing the image over the phone
• Be detailed, but succinct
• Include imperative information
• Context is everything
• What happens if I remove the image?

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
When writing alt text, ask yourself if you would picture an approximation of the image if it was described to you over the phone using the alt text you've written. Doing that exercise can be a good way to determine if you're on the right track.



Who uses alt text?
People: 
● Using screen readers
● Using speech input software
● Browsing speech-enabled websites
● Accessing a webpage that isn’t loading images 

Also, images become indexable by search engines (SEO).



WCAG 2.1 AA 1.1.1

All non-text content that is presented to the user has 
a text alternative that serves the equivalent purpose, 
except for the situations listed below.

https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG21/Understanding/non-text-content.html
https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG21/Understanding/non-text-content.html#dfn-non-text-content
https://www.w3.org/WAI/WCAG21/Understanding/non-text-content.html#dfn-text-alternative


Google doc
image 
options



Microsoft
alt text 
panes

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Interesting to note that the MS webpage that explains alt text, this is the alt text given for the screenshot above (the Alt Text pane): alt="The alt text pane showing an example of a good alt text."



Adding alt text in content creation tools

• Canva
• Microsoft tools
• Google tools
• Canvas

• Facebook
• Twitter
• Instagram
• Adobe Acrobat Pro

https://www.canva.com/help/using-alt-text/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-au/office/add-alternative-text-to-a-shape-picture-chart-smartart-graphic-or-other-object-44989b2a-903c-4d9a-b742-6a75b451c669
https://support.google.com/docs/answer/6199477?hl=en
https://community.canvaslms.com/t5/Instructor-Guide/How-do-I-manage-alt-text-and-display-options-for-images-embedded/ta-p/951
https://www.facebook.com/help/214124458607871?helpref=faq_content
https://help.twitter.com/en/using-twitter/picture-descriptions
https://help.instagram.com/503708446705527
https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/editing-document-structure-content-tags.html#add_alternate_text_and_supplementary_information_to_tags


Accessing alt text: screen reader

• Chrome OS: ChromeVox

• macOS: VoiceOver

• Windows OS: Narrator

https://support.google.com/accessibility/answer/7031755?hl=en
https://support.apple.com/guide/voiceover/welcome/mac
https://support.microsoft.com/windows/complete-guide-to-narrator-e4397a0d-ef4f-b386-d8ae-c172f109bdb1#WindowsVersion=Windows_11&ID0EBD=Windows_11


Accessing alt text: Chrome “Inspect”
• Right-click the image and select "Inspect."
• Look for the <img> tag in the Elements pane of the 

Developer Tools.
• Check for an alt attribute within the tag.
• Example: <img src="image.jpg" alt="Description of 

image">



Accessing alt text: Chrome settings  
Settings > Privacy and Security > Site Settings > Images



Writing effective alt text



3 types of images

1. Informative images 
2. Decorative images 
3. Functional images 



Informative images

• Provides content

• Need alternative text near the image
or in an alt attribute (alt=)



What to include when describing image

• Type of image (not “image of”)
• Text
• Who is in the image
• Setting of the image
• Color(s)
• Expression and emotions
• Item locations and descriptions
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Example

Photo credit

https://www.ncsu.edu/spirit-and-traditions/


Context: Howling Cow intro 

Alt text: A person in the 
Talley Student Union 
holds a waffle cone filled 
with cookies and cream 
ice cream.
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Context: Photography textbook 

Alt Text: Close-up photo of 
a hand holding an ice 
cream cone. The building 
in the background is 
blurred, demonstrating a 
shallow depth of field.  
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Alt text vs. caption

Harry Potter meme



Alt text vs. long description



Example tweet with image



Avoid images of text

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Some people with reading difficulties or visual impairments need to customize the display of text to make it easier to read. When text is presented as an image of text, that limits their ability to change the appearance of that text.



Example image with text



Decorative images

• No content, just visual 
appeal

• Alt text “Decorative.”

• Empty alt attribute  
alt=”“



Try it!

https://docs.google.com/presentation/d/e/2PACX-1vQqL5gzAbnV417zrQFAwXD6Tuyiqc090HTDCIzKi6vt9H_j2fOhS9mVIq7V03scbVVxBmLwUZhERe9c/pub?start=false&loop=false&delayms=3000


Functional images

• Initiate action rather than convey information
• Buttons, links, interactive elements

• Need alternative text nearby
or in an alt attribute 

• Include description of the image &
makes it clear where the link goes

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Most screen readers say "link" before each link, so links don't need "link" in the link text. For images used as links, the alt text for a graphic doesn't need to say "link" or "link to," as screen readers could say "link graphic link to Products," which is redundant.



Image used alone as a link

<a href="https://www.https://www.dpi.nc.gov/">
<img src="ncdpi logo.png" alt="North Carolina 

Department of Public Instruction home">
</a>

Alt text indicates where the link will take the user.

Alt text: North Carolina Department of Public Instruction home

https://www.dpi.nc.gov/


Logo image within link text

<a href="https://www.https://www.dpi.nc.gov/">
<img src="ncdpi logo.png" alt=""> NCDPI Home

</a>

NCDPI Home

Image is decorative. Alt text would be redundant.

Alt text: Decorative.

https://www.dpi.nc.gov/


Icon image conveying
information within linked text

NCDPI Twitter

Alt text coveys meaning of the icon.

<a href="https://twitter.com/ncpublicschools/" 
target="_blank">
NCDPI Twitter <img src="new-window.png" alt="new window">

</a>

Alt text: new window

https://twitter.com/ncpublicschools


Stand-alone icon image with function
Alt text conveys the purpose of the icon.

<a href="javascript:print()">
<img src="print.png" alt="Print this page">

</a>

Alt text: Print this page



Image used in a button
Alt text conveys the purpose of the button.

<input type="image" src="searchbutton.png" 
alt="Search">

Alt text: Search



Resources

• Images Tutorial

• Alt text decision tree

• Practice writing alt text for various image types
• WHEN to describe

• HOW to describe

https://www.w3.org/WAI/tutorials/images/
https://www.w3.org/WAI/tutorials/images/decision-tree/
https://poet.diagramcenter.org/when.html
https://poet.diagramcenter.org/how.html


Additional tips



Alt text for emoticons and gifs

Presenter Notes
Presentation Notes
Twitter has a large GIF gallery from which users can choose. If you select one of these GIFs and do not add alt text, the default alt text will be the name of the GIF. The GIF names are usually generic and won't describe what is actually happening in the GIF. Always add alt text.Don't use emojis to replace words. It increases cognitive load for everyone. You can't be sure people will interpret the emoji as you intended. Emoji alt text descriptions used by screen reading and text to speech software may not be what you intended the emoji to mean.



Hashtags/links in alt text

If you have a link or hashtag to share,
include it in the body text, not the alt text.



Automatic alt text

"May be an image of food and text.”
“May be an image of outdoors." 

Do not rely on the A.I.-generated alt text. The result is often 
vague and does not provide context or adequate information 
about the content of the image.



A11y Alt Text Assistant GPT

https://chatgpt.com/g/g-Kz6AELW5y-a11y-alt-text-assistant


Accessible math and data

• Accessible Math Editor: Word

• Video: Insert equations - Microsoft Support

• Digital Math Summary Page

• Data Visualizations, Charts, and Graphs

https://www.perkins.org/resource/accessible-math-editor-word/#:%7E:text=Word's%20robust%20math%20editor%20is,readers%20and%20paired%20braille%20displays
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/video-insert-equations-a12336a4-d56d-4260-b827-88a715385320
https://www.perkins.org/resource/digital-math-summary-page/
https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/data-viz-charts-graphs


Progress over perfection.



Resources

• NCDPI Digital Accessibility website
• Creating accessible digital content
• Procuring accessible digital content

• X: A11y Awareness

https://www.dpi.nc.gov/about-dpi/technology-services/digital-accessibility
https://www.dpi.nc.gov/about-dpi/technology-services/digital-accessibility/creating-accessible-digital-content#Addtextdescriptionstoimages-5801
https://www.dpi.nc.gov/about-dpi/technology-services/digital-accessibility/project-management-and-procurement
https://x.com/A11yAwareness


User experiences

• Veronica With Four Eyes

• How To Write Alt Text and Image Descriptions for the 
Visually Impaired

https://veroniiiica.com/
https://veroniiiica.com/how-to-write-alt-text-image-descriptions-visually-impaired/
https://veroniiiica.com/how-to-write-alt-text-image-descriptions-visually-impaired/


Designed with accessibility in mind
Perceivable

○ Alt text on images
○ High color contrast
○ Readable font

Operable
○ Distinct slide titles
○ Descriptive links

Understandable
○ Clear structure and layout
○ Consistent formatting
○ Effective use of images

Robust
○ Automated and manual

accessibility check
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Creative Commons license

Except where otherwise noted, this presentation content is licensed under a
Creative Commons Attribution-ShareAlike 4.0 International License.

Donna Murray, Digital Accessibility Specialist, NCDPI
donna.murray@dpi.nc.gov

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-sa/4.0/
mailto:donna.murray@dpi.nc.gov
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