
Quick Guide: Using Graphics and Flash on Michigan.gov

1. General Guidelines

1.1 Page Background Images:

Background images are prohibited on any State Website. The color of the page must be white. On a rare occasion, an exception may be approved by the eMichigan Web Development Group. EWD will determine if the targeted site would benefit from an exception based on usability and other design standards.

Comments: 

Background images used improperly can impede readability on a Web page. In addition, large background images may increase download time.

1.2 Image Maps or "Clickable" Images

All image maps must be labeled and understood by users. Text alternative links must be included for users who do not understand image maps or are not able to see the image map.

Comments: 

Some users are not aware that an image is actually the link. Text links must be provided in addition to the linked graphic.  If a "clickable" map is being used, an equivalent listing in text must also be provided. This is especially important if the image is a geographic presentation of the state. 

Example: If a "clickable" county map of Michigan is displayed and the visitor needs to click on a county in order to access information, the author must provide either a county link listing in text or provide the visually impaired user with an alternative way to get the information (select list, secondary page, form).

1.3 Use Optimized Images

Make sure that you do not increase the user's download time by using large images. All images should download in a reasonable time frame: 10 seconds maximum.

Comments: 

Evidence exists that users rate page loading times over 10 seconds as "poor". Five seconds is "good".

Users also rate slow loading pages as less interesting and not easy to scan. Users will tolerate only so much delay. 

1.4 Best Practices for Using Images

Use several smaller images rather than one large image.

Use optimized images.

Use height and width attributes in the image tags 

Always use ALT attribute

Upload the image at the desired size for use

Do not size down a larger image using height and width attributes

1.5 Use of Multimedia

The use of multi media on the State Portal and Agency Web sites should be limited to those pages and content where the media element will support and not detract from the information. The media element should help to convey the intended message of the site and not BE the intended message.

Comments:

Used productively, multimedia can greatly enhance a Web site.  However, it is vital that the reasons to use multimedia are clear and useful. Some multimedia elements are large and require longer download times. It is important that the element be worth the wait. 

Media also must be accompanied by an accessible equivalent. Detailed requirements can be found under each media type.

If a plug-in is necessary to view the media, the user must be alerted and a link provided to get the plug-in if needed.

1.6 Inform the User

Include descriptive information about the site materials. Include the file size for materials that download. In addition, fully explain any special software requirements for accessing the materials and provide a download link. The user should have a clear idea of what the materials are before they begin to download. 

2. Using Graphics

2.1 Graphics Appear as Banner Ads

Do not make important images with links look like banner ads or fluffy decoration.

Comments: 

Often, users ignore graphics that look like banner ads or simple decoration. Images that carry a link should be recognizable as such.

2.2. Large Graphics

Do not use a large image above the fold if there is important text below it.

Comments:

Often, users will miss important information if they cannot see that it exists below a large graphic. If a large graphic keeps a user from scrolling, the information can be missed. Be sure that your page layout suggests to users that there is more information below the fold.

2.3. Use the Right Graphic

Make sure the images selected convey the proper message to the users.

Comments:

Sometimes designers will choose images that are more artistic and less supportive of the information. Select images the users would select. Also be aware that users are more able to find information on pages that are simpler and less graphic intensive.

2.4. Limit Image Usage

Only use images to insure the success of the Web site.

Comments: 

Every graphic used should add value to and increase the clarity of the site. Make sure the graphics do not distract the user from the information.  If images increase download time of a page, make sure the wait is worth it.

3. Animation & Media Elements

3.1 Introduce the Element in Context

Add an explanation of what the user is about to see in the media element. 

Comments:

This will better integrate the media into the content. Animation should also have user controls to provide the capability for stopping, starting, replay and volume control. Text equivalents must be provided for accessibility. Acceptable equivalent would be a script of the audio if available or a descriptive paragraph about the animation.

If a long download time will be required to view the clip, that warning should be included in the introduction. If a plug-in or player is required, that information should also be displayed.

3.2 GIF Animation

Never include a permanently moving animation on a web page since it will make it very hard for your users to concentrate on reading the text. GIF animations do not provide user controls for starting or stopping therefore a GIF animation should be set to repeat a maximum of 4 times ending on a relevant image.

Best practices: Any animated GIF that is used in a website should:

· Add value to a page. 

· Not loop indefinitely, but be limited to a maximum of four cycles.

· Be kept to as small a file size as possible.

· Not distract attention from the content of the page.

· Never include more than ONE moving animation on a page.

· If the animation is linked remember that the image displayed should be "real world" and look like it is a control or link. (See also 2.1 Graphics Appear as Banner Ads)

Comments:

Placing animation alongside content will simply disrupt the readers' concentration and keep them from the objective of your site. Moving images in peripheral vision can dominate the user's awareness.

4. Using Flash

Flash files require that the user have the Flash Player installed. This fact must be noted on any page that uses Flash animation or video. 

4.1 Flash Accessibility:

It is important that you write descriptions for the important images and animations so that a screen reader can also interpret these assets in your SWF file. This is the SWF file equivalent to alt text in an HTML web page.

If a SWF file does not communicate all of the information to the screen reader, the SWF file is no longer Section 508-compliant

Designers can assign descriptions for the animations, images, and graphics in a SWF file. If a graphic or animation does not communicate vital information to the SWF file (perhaps it is decorative or repetitive), or you outlined the element in the overall SWF file description, do not provide a separate description for that element. Providing unnecessary descriptions can be confusing to users who use screen readers. 

The reading order and tabbing are possibly the two most important considerations for making accessible Flash. When you design an interface, the order that it appears on the page might not match the order in which the screen reader describes each instance. There are ways you can control and test reading order, as well as control tabbing in the SWF file

You should offer intelligent tabbing control in accessible SWF files using the tabIndex and tabEnabled properties with the movie clip, button, text field, or component instances. 

When you provide audio narrations or video that contains speech, it is important to provide captions for those users who cannot hear.

To test your Flash sites with a screen reader:

· Open your site in a browser without a screen reader, and navigate through your site without using the mouse. 

· Open your site in Window Eyes, and navigate through your site, listening to how content is read in the screen reader. 

· Try navigating your website after turning off your monitor and using only the screen reader. 

· Repeat Steps 2 and 3 using JAWS for Windows. 

· If you use audio narration, test your site without speakers. 

· Test your site with several target visitors. 

· When listening to your SWF file using a screen reader, Ask yourself the following questions:

· Is the reading order correct? 

· Do you have descriptions for shortcuts in your SWF file? 

· Do you have adequate and complete descriptions for the elements in the interface? 

· Do you have adequate descriptions for navigating the site's structure? 

· Is the SWF file content read when it is updated or refreshed? 

Comments: 

As with using other graphical components on a Web page, every Flash element used should add value to and increase the clarity of the site. Make sure the elements do not distract the user from the information.  If media elements increase download time of a page, make sure the wait is worth it.

5.  Using Video: Refer  to the Quick Guide to Video on Michigan.gov

6.  Audio: Refer to the Quick Guide to Podcasting on Michigan.gov

General Media Guidelines 

· Include descriptive information about the materials along with previews such as still shots from the video

· Include the run time for time-based media

· Include the file size for materials that download. 

· Fully explain any special software requirements (plug-ins or players) for accessing the materials and provide a download link

· Your users should have a clear idea of what your materials are before they begin to download. 

· Provide user controls for play, stop, pause, and volume

· Alternative format must be provided for accessibility

· Clips must be optimized for intended player

· Time length and file size of clips is limited
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