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Purpose and Intended Audience

This resource provides guidance for state and local education data stewards as they create
public reports and engage those with and without disabilities on matters related to Individuals
with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) data.

1. The Importance of Alternative Text

Alternative text, often referred to as alt text, is a text description of an image that will be read
aloud for someone using assistive technology. When working with IDEA data, this might mean
providing a text description for a bar graph showing the longitudinal trend in graduation rates
for students with disabilities. Learning how to write effective alternative text descriptions for
your IDEA data displays will help you create content that is accessible to everyone, including
people with disabilities who use screen readers to access content.

Ideally, IDEA data should be accessible to everyone, most of all, the people with disabilities
whose stories are captured in that data. Including alt text descriptions to explain the main data
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trends of a graph, or the relevance of the data to the surrounding text, can reinforce
understanding and learning, and improve outcomes for people with disabilities. When alt text is
added during the content production process, it forces authors and content creators to examine
why they chose a particular image, increasing their awareness of graphics and visuals. Greater
care and forethought put into universal design (e.g., designing products and environments to
be usable by all people, to the greatest extent possible, without the need for adaption or
remediation) allows for greater comprehension and retention of IDEA data for everyone.

2. How to Write Alternative Text for IDEA Data

The task of writing alt text is particularly challenging when it comes to IDEA data because
individuals may be asked to process information and terminology that is often both technical
and unfamiliar, requiring significant cognitive load, even before we consider image description.

The best way to start is by working from general to specific, so your first sentence provides an
overview of what the IDEA data image contains. First, name the type of image. Determine if it is
a bar graph, a line graph, a timeline, a pie chart, a scatterplot graph, a flow chart, etc. Then,
provide an overview in that first sentence of what is contained within the image and what
information the image conveys. Depending on your purpose, audience, or context, you can then
choose to continue with further detail in your next sentence. The goal is to convey the content
and purpose of the image concisely. This checklist provides a basic approach to any image:

Writing Alternative Text

1. Summarize what you see in one general informative sentence.

2. Work from general to specific to provide a framework for the listener.

3. Keep your description neutral and informative and avoid interpreting data. Simply
describe what you see.

4. Use proper grammar, spelling, and punctuation.

Avoid acronyms and symbols.

6. Try to reduce redundancy when possible. If the surrounding text describes the image,
avoid repeating the same information in your alt text.

7. Provide information in multiple modalities, if possible, such as adding captions for
figures and tables.

8. Always edit your alt text thoroughly and enlist another person to check your work if
possible.

U

Some common mistakes to avoid include starting off each description with “An image of,” or “A
photograph of,” or even “A black and white photo of.” The assistive technology will announce
that it is a graphic before it reads your alt text, so you can edit out these repetitive phrases and
skip straight to the content. Another pitfall is spending time describing the appearance of
symbols rather than their meaning. For instance, in a bar graph that breaks down state data on

Writing Alternative Text Guide | Page 2




>OX

various disabilities, the color of the bars is not important — what is important is what those
arrows or lines represent and measure.

3. Cognitive Load and Working Memory

Cognitive load is the amount of mental effort required to learn something. This effort is
composed of three parts: the inherent complexity of the concept, how many distractors must
be filtered out, and the individual’s ability to process information with their working memory.

Working memory is the amount of information that can be held in short-term memory at one
time. When trying to understand or learn new information, the average person can only handle
about three elements at a time. This number is reduced for people with ADHD and reading
disabilities, due to decreased working memory.

Research in the field of cognitive load and working memory has informed this guide, including
how to both write and edit your alt text. Truly effective alt text organizes information to be clear
and concise and filters out unnecessary details so that the person hearing the alt text being read
aloud can easily process and retain the information. The goal in creating alternative text is to
help the listener effectively process information with their working memory so that it is retained
by their long-term memory.

4. How Much Detail to Include

The best practice for image description is to limit your alt text to one or two sentences, if
possible. Think of your first sentence as the overview that explains the type of image and a
summary of its content. The second sentence can then provide further detail or context.
Keeping alt text as concise as possible also reduces cognitive load for listeners.

The best practice for alt text is to keep descriptions between 125 and 250 characters. Screen
reading software like Job Access With Speech (JAWS), NonVisual Desktop Access (NVDA), and
VoiceOver may have default settings to pause after a certain number of characters, so alt text
that is longer than this may be cut off or skipped entirely if the user has not adjusted the
program’s verbosity settings. While some screen reader users prefer comprehensive image
description, most prefer that alt text be kept as simple as possible to avoid being bogged down
by extra listening time.

In some cases, you may need to go beyond one or two sentences, especially if the IDEA data
display is complex and/or contains multiple variables. Throughout this guide, we have described
all the sample images with both brief and comprehensive alternative text so you can see the
difference between the two. This allows for templates for both types of image description. If
you need to provide very detailed alt text for a complex graph, the best practice is to include
this information in a different format, such as a caption or a list or table provided alongside the
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image, so that the alt text can remain concise. Another option is to describe the data within
your narrative or the main body of the text.

A final consideration in determining the appropriate length of your alt text is determining the
context of publication, purpose, and audience of your IDEA data presentation, document, or
website.

The map below includes IDEA prevalence data for all 50 states and U.S. entities. We have
provided examples of ways to describe this map, including some or most of the data points. We
recommend that if your audience needs every percentage, then including a comprehensive list
or table of percentages for each state alongside the graphic would allow you to write brief alt
text that just describes the trends.

A map that indicates a brief caption and detailed state-specific data:

FIGURE 7.

Students ages 3-21 served under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), as a percentage of
public school enroliment, by state or jurisdiction: School year 2022-23

U.S. average: 15 percent

[] Not available
yd ¥ = | f-—- ‘_i"‘h n Less than 13 percent
3 i = - o [ 13 to less than 15 percent
PW GU AS kR wi B M 15toless than 17 percent

- 37 9 15 B 17 percent or higher

— Mot available.
NOTE: The U.S. average is for the 50 states and the District of Columbia. Data for California and Oregon include imputations for nonreporied prekindergarten

enroliment. Figures are plotied based on unrounded data.

Source: Irwin, Vicki, et al. "Report on the Condition of Education 2024.” NCES 2024-144, U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2024, Fig. 7.
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Brief Alternative Text: Figure 7 is a map of the United States that depicts the percentage of
students aged 3 to 21 served under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) for the
school year 2022 to 2023. States in the Northeast and parts of the Midwest, such as Maine and
New York, show the highest percentages. Hawaii and Idaho show the lowest percentages.

Comprehensive Alternative Text: Figure 7 is a map of the United States that depicts the
percentage of students aged 3 to 21 served under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act
(IDEA) for the school year 2022 to 2023. The U.S. average is 15%. Percentages for each state
range from less than 13%, 13 to 15%, 15 to 17%, and 17% or higher. States in the Northeast and
parts of the Midwest, such as Maine and New York, show the highest percentages. Hawaii and
Idaho show the lowest percentages.

5. Strategies for Editing Alternative Text

Translating a visual graphic into language takes quite a bit of mental focus, and even the most
careful writers will find misspellings and grammar errors creeping into their writing. This section
includes several helpful editing techniques for refining and optimizing your alternative text.

The following checklists provide further information about what to look for when you are
reviewing your alternative text, along with specific strategies for editing your writing:

Editing Tips
e Enlist another person to read over your work.
e Wait at least a day before editing your own alt text.
e When revising alternative text, look for ways to:
o make your description clear and concise,
o make your syntax more organized and easier to follow, and
o avoid repetition.

Use Clear and Concise Wording
e Edit for clarity.
e Simplify word choice.
e Spell out acronyms or symbols.

Organize Information
e Work from general to specific to provide a framework.
e Organize information in predictable ways.
e Group like items and describe relationships.
e Describe images by their similarities first, differences second.
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6. How to Insert Alternative Text

In this section you will find brief instructions for how to insert alt text in Microsoft Word, Excel,
PowerPoint, Adobe Acrobat, and Adobe InDesign. We have also included links to the
instructional pages for these programs, as these programs are frequently updated and how you
access the alt text field may change.

Before you begin adding alternative text in either Microsoft Word, Excel, or PowerPoint, please
make sure that you deactivate the setting that auto-generates alt text for you in Microsoft
programs. Auto-generated alt text is often inaccurate and incomplete. You will need to disable
this feature within all three Microsoft programs to ensure that all your figures are described
manually and accurately.

To disable auto-generated alt text for your images, please do the following:

e Click on File.

e C(lick on Options.

e Select Accessibility.

e Uncheck “Automatically generate alt text for me.”

To add alternative text in Microsoft Word, Excel, or PowerPoint:

e Right-click on the image and choose “View Alt Text.”

e If you do not see the View Alt Text option in the menu when you right-click, select
“Picture” and then click on the Alt Text tab.

e Type your alt text in the description field.

e Do not use hard line breaks to create separate paragraphs.

e Additional instructions for adding alternative text: Microsoft Support.
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A screenshot of the Alt Text field in Microsoft Word:

File  Home |Insert Draw Design Layout References Mailings Review View Help StyleGuard Turnitin  ABBYY FineReader PDF  Acrobat  Picture Format \E‘Hﬁv\

Alt Text v X
How would you describe this object and its
o O O context to someone who is blind or low
DATA PARTNERSHIPS AND THEIR BENEFITS e

- The subject(s) in detail

- The setting

- The actions or interactions

- Other relevant information

(1-2 detailed sentences recommended)
PART C s il ©)
and/or . [ Generate alt text for me

PART B 619

["] Mark as decorative ©

Early Childhood Integrated

Statewide Longitudinal Data

DaS)"

The Costarfr 064
ary Chithoed Duta Systems o

Source: The Center for IDEA Early Childhood Data Systems (DaSy). "Data Linking Toolkit: Part C and Part
B 619 Data Linking Partners."

Brief Alternative Text: Infographic titled “Data Partnerships and Their Benefits.” At the center is
“Part C and/or Part B 619,” surrounded by icons and text showing ten types of data partnerships
with a brief description of each.

Comprehensive Alternative Text: Infographic titled “Data Partnerships and Their Benefits.” At
the center is “Part C and/or Part B 619,” surrounded by icons and text showing the following ten
types of data partnerships: Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA) Agencies, Quality
Rating and Improvement Systems (QRIS), Early Hearing Detection and Intervention (EDHI),
Maternal, Infant, and Early Childhood Home Visiting (MIECHV), Statewide Longitudinal Data
Systems (SLDS), Early Childhood Integrated Data Systems (ECIDS), Child Abuse Prevention and
Treatment Act (CAPTA), Finance Supports, Personnel Supports, and Other Agencies or Programs
Supports.
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To add alternative text in Adobe Acrobat:

If you need to add alt text to an image in Acrobat, first click on Tools, and select
Accessibility.

Select the Reading Order tool and scroll through your file looking for images. With this
Reading Order tool enabled, all images will have a large X drawn over them for easy
identification.

Right click on each image and select Edit Alt Text to write your description using proper
grammar, spacing, and punctuation.

If you are proficient in editing Portable Document Format (PDF) structure tags, you can
also add your alt text in the tags tree by right-clicking on a Figure tag and opening its
Properties.

List of accessibility features available in Adobe Acrobat.

A screenshot of the Alt Text field in Adobe Acrobat:

E] Percent of Population Birth through Age 2 served by IDEA Part C
2022-2023

Alternate Text X

Alternate Text:

OK Don't Add Alt-Text

To add alternative text in Adobe InDesign:

If you need to add alt text to an image in InDesign, right-click on an image and select
Object Export Options. This will open the dialog box shown below.
Select the Alt Text tab at the top and then select “Custom” as the Alt Text Source in the

dropdown menu.
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e Type in the description field using proper grammar, spacing, and punctuation, and click
Done.

e [f you have prewritten alt text in Adobe Bridge or in the description field in Photoshop,
right-click on the image and select Object Export Options. Select “From XMP
Description” as the Alt Text Source in the dropdown menu to import this alt text.

e |If there is a decorative background image that does not need alt text, right-click on the
image and select Object Export Options. Select the Tagged PDF tab at the top and select
“Artifact” in the dropdown menu. This will ensure that the image is ignored by assistive
technology.

e List of accessibility features available in Adobe InDesign.

A screenshot of the Alt Text tab in Object Export Options dialog box in Adobe InDesign:

Alt I[\.:" Tagaed PDF EPUB and HTML

Alt Text Source: From Structure

Done

Brief Alternative Text: The Object Export Options dialog box. There are three tabs available for
Alt Text, Tagged PDF, EPUB, and HTML. Alt Text is currently selected, and there is a dropdown
menu to select the Alt Text Source.
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7. How Alternative Text Is Read Aloud

When alternative text has been inserted properly, the assistive technology will read it aloud as it
encounters the image in the document or website. Most assistive technology reads from top to
bottom, left to right. The user will often hear the word “Graphic” before the alt text is read
aloud, and for this reason we advocate not starting your alt text with “A graphic” or “A
photograph” as it is repetitive for the listener.

There are many different programs, apps, and screen readers that people with disabilities use,
and therefore we advocate that people spell things out fully instead of relying on acronyms or
abbreviations. That way, if symbols or acronyms are spelled out, such as percentage instead of
the percent sign, or Least Restrictive Environment instead of LRE, there is a much greater
chance they will be pronounced accurately and heard the way they were intended. Once the alt
text has been read, the screen reader will immediately read the next text on the page. This is
another reason we advocate for proper punctuation. This creates a natural pause between your
image description and the subsequent text content. For example, using a period provides a full
stop at the end of an alt text description.

Screen readers often shift their tone and pitch to indicate capital letters or bold text, and they
pause for punctuation such as commas, dashes, semi-colons, or periods. An experienced JAWS
user can process these tiny shifts in tone even while listening to content at rates much higher
than normal human speech. A JAWS expert may prefer to listen to content at 500 words per
minute, compared to the normal speaking rate of around 150 words per minute. Below are
some helpful videos showing a person using JAWS to access different types of media to give you
an idea of how content is read aloud:

e Navigating in Word Using JAWS
e Navigating Web Pages with JAWS
e Working with Emails Using JAWS
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8. Examples of IDEA Data Charts and Graphs

The following graphics are included to demonstrate a wide range of charts and graphs
representing IDEA data. Each example is followed by samples of brief and comprehensive
alternative text to give you templates for how you could approach describing similar images.

An example bar graph:

Number of Infants and Toddlers with Disabilities, Ages Birth Through 2, Served Under IDEA, Part C, in

the US and Outlying Areas: SYs 2010-11 through 2021-22
450,000

400,000

J < L
350,000 @
300,000
250,000
200,000

150,000

100,000
50,000

- | ! 1 I 1 1 °v 191 01

2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

@ Awesithtor Age1to2 @ Age2to3 @) Total AgesBirthto3

Source: U.S. Department of Education. "OSEP Fast Facts: IDEA Section 618 Data Collected on Children
with Disabilities Served Under IDEA, Part C During the Time of the COVID-19 Pandemic." 20 Jul. 2023.

Brief Alternative Text: A stacked bar graph titled, “Number of Infants and Toddlers with
Disabilities, Ages Birth Through 2, Served Under IDEA, Part C, in the US and Outlying Areas: SYs
2010-11 through 2021-22."

Comprehensive Alternative Text: A stacked bar graph titled, “Number of Infants and Toddlers
with Disabilities, Ages Birth Through 2, Served Under IDEA, Part C, in the US and Outlying Areas:
SYs 2010-11 through 2021-22.” Each bar represents the total number of children served from
2010 to 2021, divided by the following age groups: Age Birth to 1, Age 1 to 2, Age 2 to 3, and
Total Ages Birth to 3. A plotted line with data points shows total children served each year,
increasing from 350,000 in 2010 to 425,000 in 2019. Total children served decreases in 2020
before increasing again in 2021. Age groups 2 to 3 were the largest, and Age Birth to 1 were the
smallest.
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An example pie chart:

School Age Students with Disabilities
School Year 2022-23

All other categories* Autism

Emotional

disturbance
Speech/language

impairment Intellectual

S0 disability

- & Other health

Specific learning impairment

disability

School age students are students age 5 in kindergarten to age 21.
*All other categories includes Deaf-blindness, Visual impairment, Traumatic brain injury, Orthopedic impairment,
Hearing impairment, Multiple disabilities and Developmental delay (ages 6-9 only, not used by all states).

Source: The Advocacy Institute. “Number of School Age IDEA-eligible Students Increases 3
Percent in 2023.” Our Kids Count Blog. 27 Jan. 2025.

Brief Alternative Text: Pie chart titled, “School Age Students with Disabilities: School Year 2022
to 2023,” compares the percentages of seven categories.

Comprehensive Alternative Text: Pie chart titled, “School Age Students with Disabilities: School
Year 2022 to 2023.” The pie is split into seven sections: specific learning disability 34.2%,
speech/language impairment 18%, other health impairment 16.5%, autism 12.9%, all other
categories 7.7%, intellectual disability 6%, and emotional disturbance 4.6%. A note at the
bottom reads: school age students are age 5 in kindergarten to age 21. All other categories
include deaf-blindness, visual impairment, traumatic brain injury, orthopedic impairment,
hearing impairment, multiple disabilities, and developmental delay (ages 6 to 9 only, not used
by all states).
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An example Population Pyramid graph:

US, Outlying Areas, and Freely Associated States

Visual impairment 24,243
Traumatic brain injury 24,993
Speech or language...
Specific learning disability
Other health impairment

Orthopedic impairment

Multiple disabilities 127,126

Intellectual disability 419,196
Hearing impairment 64,311

Emotional disturbance 345,782
Developmental delay 194,919
Deaf-blindness 1,553

Autism 717,716

Source: U.S. Department of Education. “OSEP Fast Facts: School Aged Children 5
(in Kindergarten) Through 21 Served Under Part B, of the IDEA.” 26 May. 2021.

Brief Alternative Text: A population pyramid graph titled “United States, Outlying Areas, and
Freely Associated States.”

Comprehensive Alternative Text: A population pyramid graph titled “United States, Outlying
Areas, and Freely Associated States.” Values listed include: Visual impairment 24,243; Traumatic
brain injury 24,993; Speech or language impairment 1,090,207; Specific learning disability
2,379,448; Other health impairment 1,079,301; Orthopedic impairment 31,361; Multiple
disabilities 127,126; Intellectual disability 419,196; Hearing impairment 64,311; Emotional
disturbance 345,782; Developmental delay 194,919; Deaf-blindness 1,553; and Autism 717,716.
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An example line graph:

IDEA-eligible Students Ages 3-21

8,000,000
7,892,433

7,900,000

7,800,000

7,700,000 7,630

7,600,000

7,500,000

IDEA-eligible Students

7,400,000 7,352,816
7,278,380

7,300,000

7,200,000
2019 2020 2021 2022 2023

Source: The Advocacy Institute. “Number of School Age IDEA-eligible Students Increases 3 Percent
in 2023 Our Kids Count Blog. 27 Jan. 2025.

Brief Alternative Text: Line graph titled “IDEA-eligible Students Ages 3 to 21.” It Shows the
number of students eligible for IDEA services from 2019 to 2023. The line decreases slightly in
2020, then increases steadily through 2023.

Comprehensive Alternative Text: Line graph titled “IDEA-eligible Students Ages 3 to 21.” It
Shows the number of students eligible for IDEA services from 2019 to 2023. The line decreases
slightly in 2020, then increases steadily through 2023. The years and corresponding number of
eligible students are: 2019, 7,278,380; 2020, 7,214,401; 2021, 7,352,815; 2022, 7,630,445; and
2023, 7,892,433.
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An example flow chart:

Phase 1: Recognition
Student exhibits atypical nlﬂclis as compared to peers.
< L

Phase 2: Pre-referral
Student is provided interventions developed by the parents and a school-based team. Response to Intervention (RTI) is tried at this

point.
] [
== = _=
Successful intervention Interventions not successful
Process stops Move to’ﬂei\ferral

Phase 3: Referral
Student is officially referred for evaluation for special education services by an adult with intimate knowledge of the student's ability.
!

Phase 4: Evaluation
With consent of the parents, the student is evaluated with a variety of assessment tools and strategies. The assessments must not
discriminate and should provide information to help determine the unique needs of the student.
1

Phase 5: Eligibility
IEP team determines if the student is eligible for special education services. The student must have a disability that negatively
impacts his/her educational performance and the child needs special education services in order to benefit from education.

| i
No disability is noted that impacts educational Determination that a disability impacts
performance. Special education not required. educational performance and eligibility is
Process stops. Student referred for determined for special education services.
interventions again.

1=

Source: The University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. "The IEP Process Flowchart."

Brief Alternative Text: Flowchart diagram with five phases. 1. Recognition. 2. Pre-referral. 3.
Referral. 4. Evaluation. 5. Eligibility.

Comprehensive Alternative Text: Flowchart diagram with five phases for a special education
referral process. Phase 1. Recognition. Student exhibits atypical needs compared to peers.
Phase 2. Pre-referral. Student is provided interventions developed by the parents and a school-
based teams. Response to Intervention (RTI) is tried at this point. If intervention is successful,
the process stops here. If interventions are not successful, move to referral in phase 3. Phase 3.
Referral. Student is officially referred for evaluation for special education services by an adult
with intimate knowledge of the student’s ability. Phase 4. Evaluation. With consent of the
parents, the student is evaluated with a variety of assessment tools and strategies. The
assessments must not discriminate and should provide information to help determine the
unique needs of the student. Phase 5. Eligibility. IEP team determines if the student is eligible
for special education services. The student must have a disability that negatively impacts his/her
educational performance and the child needs special education services in order to benefit from
education. If no disability is noted that impacts educational performance, then special
education is not required and the process steps.
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9. Captions for Figures, Graphs, and Tables

If you look at the image examples throughout this guide, we have provided alternative text
underneath each image, and they function much like a figure caption would in a textbook.
Including captions for images, figures, graphs, and tables is best practice for all users, because
that content will be read aloud via a screen reader, and visible for sighted people. In this way,
including captions is a way to incorporate elements of universal design in your documents and

websites. A well-written caption can explain the purpose and content enough so that image
description is not necessary.

The image below includes a caption that describes the content so well that very little image
description is necessary.

A computer screen showing someone using the Accessible Data Analysis and Publishing Tool
(ADAPT). The figure is accompanied by a caption.

ic
Disabilities Race, Ethnicity

hishien wth Sasdnen ty
Tha Sollowing shiws the dathutionl <
n e
There are 27,238 children with various disabilities n your race, 0ges 32

= -
WOhea  Swe Oligse OOy Hoar "
© Explain "

ngres: Autise
he reported cats, Deaf-bld s (\\,‘:s;m
ol 1tiple disapilities (8.21%). e
by s (8.19%) and Specific Yearning

4njury (8. b e
b('t.:;\) represent the 109 catege’

A computer screen shows the ADAPT product with data on students with disabilities, categorized by type and
race/ethnicity. On the left, the 'Explain’ toggle offers plain-language data explanations, while the 'Glossary' toggle, in
focus, provides definitions for each disability type, accompanied by corresponding horizontal bar charts.

Brief Alternative Text: A computer screen displaying the ADAPT Tool.

Writing Alternative Text Guide | Page 16




>OX

Comprehensive Alternative Text: A computer screen displaying the ADAPT Tool. A caption
below reads: A computer screen shows the ADAPT product with data on students with
disabilities, categorized by type and race/ethnicity. On the left, the ‘Explain’ toggle offers plain-
language data explanations, while the ‘Glossary’ toggle, in focus, provides definitions for each
disability type, accompanied by corresponding horizontal bar charts.

For graphs, a caption that offers a summary or overview of the data will help interpret the graph
for individuals, pointing out key data points or explaining the importance of the data trends. In
this example of a bar graph with many data points, the caption sums up the key ideas and
allows the person writing an alt text description to focus on the title, what is on the vertical and
horizontal axes, and the overall visual impact of the graph.

A bar graph with a distinct visual impact that should be described in the alt text:

Figure 2. Among students ages 3-21 served under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), percentage
distribution of selected disability types: School year 2022-23

Meodify figure Bar | Table

Disability type

Specific learing disabil ily1
Speech or language,

impairmeant®

Other health impairmenta'
Autism

Developmental delay4

Intellectual disakbility

Emoficnal disturbance

Multiple disabilities

Hearing impairment

Percent

Source: National Center for Education Statistics. “Students with Disabilities.” Preprimary, Elementary
and Secondary Education Annual Reports, May 2024.
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Brief Alternative Text: Figure 2 is a bar graph plotting data for students ages 3 to 21 served
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), percentage distribution of selected
disability types from the school year 2022 to 2023. Specific learning disability had the highest
percent by a wide margin and hearing impairment had the lowest percent.

Comprehensive Alternative Text: Figure 2 is a bar graph plotting data for students ages 3 to 21
served under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA), percentage distribution of
selected disability types from the school year 2022 to 2023. The disability types and their
approximate percentages are: specific learning disability, 32%; speech or language impairment,
19%; other health impairment, 15%; autism, 13%; developmental delay, 7%,; intellectual
disability, 5%; emotional disturbance, 4%; multiple disabilities, 2%; and hearing impairment, 1%.

Table captions are incredibly beneficial to help provide an overview of the table’s contents and
describe the relevance of trends in the data. Although it is common to find notes below a table,
a descriptive caption that is read before the table would be most helpful for people using screen
readers to access content. They would also be available to everyone. They could provide a
helpful summary of the table data or call attention to particular trends or correlations.

The table below is an interesting example because it places the title of the table inside the first
column header. The first column should be “Disability Type,” as all the cells in this column refer
to a different category of disability. The table’s title would be more helpful if placed before the
table. That way, someone listening with a screen reader would not need to enter into table
mode to hear the data and could decide whether to listen to or skip the table data. Table mode
refers to a special navigation feature of a screen reader that allows a person to move through
the cells of a table on a webpage or document by using specific keystrokes. Including a figure
caption would also help to preview the contents of the table and explain its relevance. Placing
the table’s title before the rows begin and including a descriptive caption would benefit sighted
users, as well.
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This table hides its title in the first row, and needs a more accurate header for the first
column:

In school In school Out of school Out of school Total student
suspension less suspension suspension less suspension suspensions
than orequalto greater than 10 than orequal fo greater than 10 expuisions by
10 days count  days count 10 days count  days count type and length
Autism 309 * 626 * 958
Deaf-Blind - - - - *
Developmental Delay 102 : 205 - 310
Serious Emotional Disability 688 * 1260 * 2139
Hearing Impairment, Including Deafness 38 * 43 * 84
Intellectual Disabilities 53 * 129 * 191
Multiple Disabilities 45 * 150 * 205
Other Health Impairment 1263 * 2030 ® 3462
Orthopedic Impairment " * " * *
Specific Learning Disability 2413 17 3782 255 6467
Speech or Language Impairment 179 * 262 * 450
Traumatic Brain Injury 29 * 30 * 65
Visual Impairment, Including Blindness * * * * 16
Total Student Suspensions/Expulsions by length 5128 43 8538 652 14361

Source: Colorado Department of Education. “Colorado Children with Disabilities (IDEA): Discipline
Special Education School Year 2023-2024"

Brief Alternative Text: Table 1 shows data on removal length, discipline method, and disability
category. The table has 6 columns and 15 rows.

Comprehensive Alternative Text: Table 1 has counts of suspensions and expulsions for students
with disabilities, categorized by removal length, discipline method and disability category. The
total student suspensions or expulsions by length for the following are: in school suspension
less than or equal to 10 days count, 5,128; in school suspension greater than 10 days count, 43;
out of school suspension less than or equal to 10 days count, 8,538; and out of school
suspension greater than 10 days count, 652.

Writing Alternative Text Guide | Page 19



https://cdestatecous.finalsite.com/fs/resource-manager/view/b214a8d9-30aa-4cd5-a058-cd48338d44a5
https://cdestatecous.finalsite.com/fs/resource-manager/view/b214a8d9-30aa-4cd5-a058-cd48338d44a5

Schools with Schools with 0 students with Students with disabilities
outcome disabilities experiencing each experiencing each
Academic year Outcome measurements (n) outcome (%) outcome (M %)
2011-2012 Expulsions 85,053 91.7 6.7
Physical restraints 84,799 86.1 6.9
Seclusions 84,808 95.9 93
In-school suspensions 84,540 46.6 17.5
Out-of-school suspensions 84,644 30.1 17.0
2013-2014 Expulsions 87,692 929 83
Physical restraints 88,070 87.8 7.6
Seclusions 88,084 96.0 10.2
In-school suspensions 87,431 48.4 16.2
Out-of-school suspensions 87,446 332 16.3
2015-2016 Expulsions 88,627 922 6.8
Physical restraints 88,540 85.3 7.6
Sedlusions 88,614 95.2 9.8
In-school suspensions 88,435 46.9 16.0
Out-of-school suspensions 88,453 31.0 15.9
Note. The number of districts ranged from 14,755 to 16,000 and included districts from all 51 U.S. states (counting Washington, DC, as its own state).
Table 3. Descriptive Information About Exclusionary Discipline (Outcome Variables) for Students With Disabilities
by Academic Year.

Source: Simonsen, Brandi, et al. “An Exploration of the Relationship between PBIS and Discipline
Outcomes for Students with Disabilities.” Remedial and Special Education, vol 43, no. 5, Dec 2021,
pp 287-300.

Brief Alternative Text: Table 3 shows descriptive information about exclusionary discipline
(outcome variables) for students with disabilities by academic year. The table contains 5
columns and 16 rows.

Comprehensive Alternative Text: Table 3 shows descriptive information about exclusionary
discipline (outcome variables) for students with disabilities by academic years 2011 to 2012,
2013 to 2014, and 2015 to 2016. Columns show outcome, schools with outcome measurements
(n), schools with 0 students with disabilities experiencing each outcome (%), and students with
disabilities experiencing each outcome (M %). Data points for the last column include: 2011 to
2012 there were 6.7% expulsions, 6.9% physical restraints, 9.3% seclusions, 17.5% in-school
suspensions, and 8.3% out-of-school suspensions. 2013 to 2014 there were 8.3% expulsions,
7.6% physical restraints, 10.2% seclusions, 16.2% in-school suspensions, and 16.3% out-of-
school suspensions. 2015 to 2016 there were 6.8% expulsions, 7.6% physical restraints, 9.8%
seclusions, 16% in-school suspensions, and 15.9% out-of-school suspensions. Note: The number
of districts ranged from 14,755 to 16,000 and included districts from all 51 U.S. states (counting
Washington, DC, as its own state).
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10. Using Artificial Intelligence (Al) for Alternative Text

Emerging Artificial Intelligence (Al) tools can aid in writing alt text. Al has the potential to
improve the speed and efficiency of writing tasks. This makes it tempting to outsource the
writing of alt text descriptions to Al entirely. Microsoft Word even has a built-in feature that
autogenerates alt text for images.

However, these descriptions often lack context or the appropriate level of detail. To pinpoint the
relevance and intended purpose of an image, we recommend always including a human when
generating alt text. Having at least one person review or edit the alt text for accuracy and
context is key.

It is important to weigh the benefits and risks when using Al to write alt text. There can be a risk
of overreliance on Al. Additionally, potential inaccuracies can occur if prompts are incomplete or
missing context. Be sure to verify that any Al generated alt text is accurate.

For simple images needing brief descriptions, manually writing alt text is often faster than using
Al. For more complex images, Al is excellent at generating image descriptions quickly. Al can also
be especially helpful when describing a high volume of images. When Al is used to create a first
draft of alt text, it allows more time for editing and refinement of the final output.

Data privacy considerations are also a factor when using Al to generate alt text. Images that
contain sensitive or personally identifiable information must be kept secure. Such images should
only be described manually by humans. For security purposes, make sure to use your
institution’s approved Al tools and recommended settings. Check to see if your workplace has a
policy on Al for further guidance.

11. Alternative Text Resources

e Section 508: Universal Design and Accessibility

e Weiss Center: Document Accessibility: A Basic Overview Incorporating Universal Design

e The Diagram Center: Image Description Guidelines

e The Diagram Center: POET Image Description Training Tool

e W3C: Web Accessibility Initiative Images Tutorial
e W3C: Alt Text Decision Tree

e WebAIM: Guidelines for Alt Text

e NN/Group: Article on Alt Text: What to Write

The contents of this document were developed under a grant from the US Department of
Education, H373Q220002. However, those contents do not necessarily represent the policy
of the US Department of Education, and you should not assume endorsement by the
Federal Government. Project Officers: Juliette Gudknecht and Eric Caruso.


https://www.section508.gov/develop/universal-design/#:~:text=Universal%20design%20is%20a%20concept,more%20than%20compliance%20with%20standards.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iIGQkKPiu7c
http://diagramcenter.org/table-of-contents-2.html
http://diagramcenter.org/poet.html
https://www.w3.org/WAI/tutorials/images/
https://www.w3.org/WAI/tutorials/images/decision-tree/
https://webaim.org/techniques/alttext/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/write-alt-text/?utm_source=Alertbox&utm_medium=email&utm_campaign=content&utm_content=articles
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