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ACF Web Standards

Updated: 4/22/02

Introduction 

The following sections detail Web standards for ACF's use with the World Wide Web. Beside each standard is information that will assist designers and developers in implementing sites that are usable for primary ACF audiences. Many of the standards and guidelines are built on HHS usability guidelines that are available at: http://www.usability.gov.

These standards apply to all ACF-sponsored Internet pages (ACF Standard World Wide Web Design Policy, ACF-IT-2002-xxxx). ACF-funded sites that are part of a cooperative agreement or a grant are encouraged to use the best usability practices, but are not required to meet these standards.

Implementation of these standards will require additional resources and a greater level of technical planning. Because of this the Office of Information Services will phase in enforcement of the standards with the development of new pages or where critical priorities exist to improve the usability of existing pages.

1.0 Design Standards

Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

1.1 Identifying ACF/HHS Information on the Web

All ACF pages, except for the ACF Home Page, shall include the standard ACF banner. 

Program and Staff Office pages shall display the approved ACF standard banner on each of its pages. Sites residing on contractor servers shall display a modified ACF banner. The approved ACF banner shall appear at the top of each page with sub-site identifying information appearing below it. The sub-site identifying information appearing below the ACF banner shall complement the ACF banner in color, size, and design.
As sub-sites are planned and reorganized in the future, we encourage attention on developing the following components to enhance branding:

· Complementary sub-site look and feel

· Similar, consistent navigation features

· Content with user readability and scannability consistent with ACF pages

· Streamlined processes
An enterprise-wide approach strengthens the ability of ACF to carry out its mission. It is important for ACF to create a recognizable identity so that site visitors can easily identify the programs and services provided by ACF. This is called “branding”.  Use of the ACF banner is one step in the effort to bring a consistent look and feel to the enterprise-wide display of information. Efforts to expand the branding of ACF sites will continue as resources are available.



1.2
Navigation

1.2.1 Long documents must be broken up into sections or include navigation and/or links to make the document easy to use.


Usability studies indicate that documents that are approximately 2-3 screens in length are more manageable to those reading on-line. 

Collections of pages or documents should include navigation to make the collection easily accessible and usable for users.
For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/navigation.html

Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

1.2.2 Text links are preferable to graphics-based links.
Graphics that include navigation, such as banners, are permitted only when accompanied by an alternative text tag.
For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/navigation.html

1.2.3 Sites shall provide multiple paths to information on the site.
The usability.gov site recommends that navigation aids be consistent across all pages and that they be grouped consistently together. An example is the use of the ACF banner on all pages, in addition to side bar or footer navigation. 
For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/navigation.html

1.3 Accessibility

1.3.1 To the extent possible, Web Publishers must ensure that all materials provided on the ACF WWW server are accessible to users with disabilities, character-only browsers, and low-bandwidth access. All ACF materials posted after June 21, 2001, including modified materials, must comply with Section 508 of the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, as amended (29 USC § 794(d)). Regulations: 36CFR Part 1194.

The only exception allowed is when development of some materials into accessible formats may represent an 'undue burden.' Neither the law nor its implementing regulations clearly defines 'undue burden.' The Department must grant an exception before inaccessible materials may be posted under this exception. The Department does not currently have procedures in place to request and exception.

For additional information: W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0, http://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG10/

Usability.gov: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/accessibility.html

1.3.2 Primary sub-site pages representing ACF offices and pages where accessibility issues are present must link to the HHS accessibility notice.

For additional information: W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0, http://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG10/

Usability.gov: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/accessibility.html




Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

1.4 Restricted Access

Sensitive, confidential, or private information shall not be placed in publicly available directories. Any publicly accessible page should not contain links to pages within restricted access sites (i.e. intranet or extranet materials).



In some instances, there may be a need to place documents and collections that are not officially public (i.e., discussion drafts, prototypes, collections which are in development, etc.) on an intranet or extranet. Pages developed for a limited access site have the potential to provide an excellent resource to a restricted audience bringing together both a variety of resources/links (both public and limited access documents), draft documents, and sensitive data/information. However, for reasons of security these sites should only be accessible through a well-designed portal or internal network (intranet) which authenticates site users, or through a restricted extranet site. 

1.5 Help

Sites that include business processes shall provide help screens or adequate links to assistance for these sites to guide users in the process.



1.6 Privacy Policy Links

All sites shall link to the ACF Privacy Policy from the ACF banner. Sites that collect information via Secretary-approved persistent cookies shall link to an approved ACF Privacy Policy that includes a description of the cookie collection policy. Listserv websites must display a link to a listserv privacy policy detailing storage and search components of the software, where appropriate.

ACF sites on contractor servers must link to and follow the ACF Privacy Policy.

1.7 Date

Every page shall include a posted, last revised, or last reviewed date indicating when a page was posted, last updated, and/or reviewed for accuracy and timeliness, whichever comes last.
At a minimum, each page should be reviewed annually. While regular link checking should occur monthly, it does not suffice as a content review.





Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

1.8 Reasonable Facsimile

Web coding does not precisely mimic the printed page. The formatting adjustments that are required to present information on the Web are not considered to compromise accuracy if they faithfully convey the information in a document.



1.9 Graphics

1.9.1 All identifying information and icons shall be consistent with the ACF Banner. 

As offices continue to develop or redesign their sites, efforts should be made to enhance the recognizability of ACF through graphics and a look and feel that are complementary. 

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/graphics.html

1.9.2 Animated graphics shall not be used on ACF pages, unless they serve a compelling business or content purpose. Blinking and/or scrolling text shall not be used.
Use of animation should show change or transition, help users visualize something that is three dimensional, or enrich a user’s experience.

Alternative text tags for animated graphics must fully describe the action taking place in the animation.
For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/graphics.html

1.9.3 Graphics that are merely decorative in nature shall not be larger than 30k. Images should be no wider than 640 pixels.
Use height and width dimension tags to enable browsers to start arranging elements on the page before the images are loaded.
Decorative graphics should be used sparingly.

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/graphics.html

1.9.4 Image maps with multiple links shall be used only with clear instructions for its use.

Clickable images generally confuse users, especially images that contain only graphics. Some that contain both graphics and words are also confusing because users do not know if the images are clickable without using the mouse's pointer ("mine sweeping.") Even with the "sweeping," users are not always sure which areas of an image are clickable, and whether there are several clickable sections on the same graphic.
For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/graphics.html




Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

1.9.5 Graphic or textured backgrounds (including watermarks) shall not be used without usability testing that confirms that the readability of the site is not reduced by use of the background. Backgrounds should complement the ACF banner.

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/graphics.html

1.9.6 All graphics shall include detailed descriptive alternative text (alt) tags that convey what the graphic depicts.

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/graphics.html

1.10 Page Layout

1.10.1 Place sub-site identification such as graphics in a consistent location throughout the sub-site.

For additional information:

http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/layout.html#four

1.10.2 Text on pages shall be displayed to increase the readability and scannability of documents.
Use subheadings to break information into usable sections.

Limit page length to two or three screens.

Provide a separate link to a complete document or collection of documents for printing or saving.
Usability studies indicate that users primarily scan documents for headings, bullets, and links, rather than reading long documents on the screen. In- depth reading is done through printed documents.

For additional information:

http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/readscan.html

1.10.3 Limit unused space between elements/ components of a page.

Official forms that are displayed on-line for printing purposes, may include a large amount of space for written responses. However, on-line forms which are completed electronically should be designed to clearly indicate data entry fields. These forms may or may not be an exact replica of the OMB-approved form, but must include all OMB-approved information collection items.

For additional information:

http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/layout.html#five

1.10.4 Frames shall not be used.

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/designconsid.html#seven

1.10.5 Use horizontal scrolling only when absolutely necessary (when other design efforts do not work to present information easily).

Often table data may need to be presented in a format that requires scrolling; however, it is recommended that tables be redesigned for presentation without horizontal scrolling.

For additional information:

http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/page_length.html#scroll

Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

1.10.6 Text shall be aligned on the left except for headings and captions.

Usability studies indicate that left alignment of text increases readability and scannability.

1.11 Links to External Sites

1.11.1 Links to governmental sites such as .gov or .us domains which are used by Federal agencies, states, counties, cities or municipal regions are permitted without the need to seek clearance.



1.11.2 Links to all sites external to HHS shall be clearly identified as being external in accordance with the External Linking Policy [in development].

Until the external linking policy is finalized and approved, ACF Web Policy and Guidelines (1999) relevant to external links remain in effect.

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/links.html#three

1.11.3 Links to an external site shall use a standard notice to indicate that ACF's privacy policy does not apply to that site.
When an entire page is devoted to external links, the following (or a similar) disclaimer may be used:

Disclaimer: By clicking on the links identified as external to HHS or ACF, you will leave ACF's home page and enter a site external to ACF. ACF cannot attest to the accuracy of information provided by linked external sites. Linking to an external Web site does not constitute an endorsement by ACF. Links are provided only as an informational service for our users. Additionally, these sites may use cookies (collect information automatically) and may not have privacy policies posted.


1.11.4 Link text shall be descriptive of the content of the site or page to which it links. 

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/links.html#four




Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

1.12 Colors

1.12.1 Select color combinations that can be discriminated by individuals with color vision deficiencies. Increase lightness contrast between foreground and background.
Avoid combining light colors from either end of the spectrum (reds, blues) in combination with dark colors from the middle of the spectrum (yellows, greens) to provide contrast for text on a graphic.
Section 508 requires sites to be readable by persons with color blindness. These standards and guidelines reflect strategies for designers to use in selecting and using colors.

For additional information: W3C Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0: http://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG10/

Usability.gov: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/accessibility.html

Designing for the Color-Challenged:

http://www.internettg.org/newsletter/mar99/accessibility_color_challenged.html

1.12.2 Combining light colors from the middle of the spectrum with dark colors from either end of the spectrum is permissible. 



1.12.3 To assist the color-challenged user, provide redundant cues, such as texture, line shading, location, and explicit labels.

Designing for the Color-Challenged:

http://www.internettg.org/newsletter/mar99/accessibility_color_challenged.html

1.12.4 Use a white or light background that blends with the ACF banner to enhance the display of information.



1.13 Fonts

1.13.1 Avoid using all capital letters in body text.



1.13.2 Font size 10 is the minimum font size for body text on ACF websites.
An IEEE Web Publishing Guide outlines recommended relative font sizes at: http://www.ieee.org/web/developers/style/design_8.htm
For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/fonts.html

1.13.3 <H5> or higher numbered headers are not permitted.



2.0  Content Standards

Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

2.1
Material shall be accurate, current, and relate to the mission and functions of ACF. Content shall promote ACF high-priority areas, as appropriate.

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/content.html




Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

2.2
Content on pages not intended for download and printing shall use concise headings, subheadings, or short sentences that allow users to easily scan for content. 
Bullets and lists are very helpful to users.
A four-year joint study by Stanford University and Poynter Institute demonstrated that users read on-line content differently than printed materials. They are more likely to skim headlines, summaries, images, and captions on-line.

2.3
Text titles in a document shall be clearly descriptive of the content.

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/titlesheads.html

2.4
Link text shall be descriptive of the content of the page or site to which it links.

For additional information: http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/links.html#four

2.5 
Content shall be oriented to meet user needs and clearly define what information is available from the site.



2.6 
Static content shall inform returning users regarding new and changed information.
Items should be displayed as "new" for approximately 30 days. However, shorter time periods are permitted for sites with a majority of users who visit the site on a weekly or biweekly basis. (Web logs and usability testing can confirm the definition that works best for each type of information.)
Long lists of "new" items for the last year may be archived for access by users needing such information for special purposes.

2.7
Position of information on a page shall be prioritized according to the needs of users with the most useful information higher on the page.
Using an inverted pyramid model of content presentation allows the reader to view summaries or major findings in the opening paragraphs, with details that follow.


2.9 Page Titles, Headers, and Footers

2.9.1
Every page shall include a title tag that includes "ACF" and an indication of the location of the user, e.g., "ACF Child Care Bureau Home Page".
Title tags, which display in search results and bookmarks, should be understandable when read out of context.


2.9.2 Documents which are divided into multiple pages will include on each page the document title and publication date above the top-level header, to help identify the document to users who may arrive at the page without knowing its context, (e.g., as the result of a search).






Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

2.10 Writing Standards for Documents Downloaded for Printing

2.10.1
Document content shall meet grammatical, style, and content standards developed by ACF or HHS as part of the publication review process.
Avoid the use of buzzwords, acronyms, and/ or abbreviations unless fully explained.


2.10.2
Every document will contain the following information in the footer: last revision or publication date, link to contact information (when appropriate), and links to appropriate home pages (for the document, collection, project, program, organization).

Standard ACF forms displayed as “print version” for downloading and printing will comply with Standard 1.8 and include the same information as the original paper version. The 2.10.2 standard applies as appropriate.

2.10.3 Documents designed to be printed from the Web shall include URL’s for all embedded links.



2.11
Timeliness of Content

2.11.1
Information, particularly time-sensitive information such as grant announcements and press releases, shall be posted as close as possible to the document release date.
Avoid using terminology that dates content, such as now, soon, yesterday, last month, recent, current, next, etc.

See Standard 1.7.


2.11.2   Out-of-date information must be removed, updated, or archived on the site within one month.



2.12      Copyrighted Materials Published on an ACF Site

2.12.1   Copyrighted materials presented on ACF sites shall be clearly identified with information or a link to information concerning the permission granted to ACF to publish the material on the ACF site. 



2.12.2   Copyrighted materials shall include the following information: full name of author(s)/editor(s) and publisher, publisher’s city, and copyright date.



3.0 Web Development Standards

Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

3.1 Meta Tags

Meta tags shall be used on every ACF page. Meta tags shall include accurate descriptions of page content, and accurate keywords for search engines.



3.2 Development Code

3.2.1
Basic html code shall be used wherever consistent, predictable content presentation is needed. For dynamically generated information, JavaScript is required.

· HTML 4.01 has been a recognized Web standard since 12/18/97. See http://www.w3.org/TR/html4/
· Standards for the control of the presentation layer (font, layout, etc.) are addressed in CSS2, recommended 5/12/98. See http://www.w3.org/TR/REC-CCS2/
· For more information on dynamically generated information (Javascript), see the scripting section of the HTML 4.01 standards at http://www.w3.org/TR/html4/interact/scripts.html
· Further efforts in the development code arena include XHTML, XML, and XSL

3.2.2
Sites with JavaScript shall provide alternatives for users without JavaScript-enabled browsers or where JavaScript is not utilized.

Use of a standards-based version of JavaScript is available and usable by Internet Explorer, 4.x and higher; however, it is not compatible with Netscape 4.x.




Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

3.3 Download time 

Download times for documents and sites should not be designed to exceed 20 seconds at 28.8 bps.
Create Web pages that load quickly.
Large documents which may exceed the download standard may be compressed to decrease the time for downloading. If this is done, access to information about uncompressing a file should be provided. Files may also be divided into smaller files for download as an option.

For additional information:

http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/softhard.html#two

3.4 Persistent Cookies

ACF sites shall not use persistent cookies unless they meet Departmental policy following OMB guidelines including approval by the Secretary of the Department of Health and Human Services.

HHS policy number: HHS-IRM-2000-0009

3.5 Session Cookies

ACF sites may use session cookies when they are necessary and appropriate for business functions.



HHS policy number: HHS-IRM-2000-0009




Standard
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Notes 

3.6 Domain Names

All ACF sites shall use the domain name of acf.hhs.gov.

HHS policy number: HHS-IRM-2000-0008

Exceptions for current sites will continue until plans are approved. Plans call for a well-organized, gradual movement of sites.

3.7
File Formats

3.7.1
ACF shall avoid making information available only in proprietary file formats.



3.7.2 Links to files in proprietary or unusual formats shall be explicitly noted including file size and instructions provided for using and/or downloading the appropriate helper application (such as the Microsoft Word viewer or Adobe Acrobat Reader).



3.7.3 Material intended to be downloaded for off-line print or display shall be prepared in one of the following formats, which are listed in descending order of preference:

· HTML and GIF or JPEG; Same as material for on-line viewing. 

· Adobe Acrobat (.PDF), Envoy (.EVY), or Common Ground Digital Paper (.DP)  Include link to downloadable free viewer

· Microsoft Rich Text Format (.RTF)
· Proprietary formats (e.g., WordPerfect, Microsoft Word, Excel, PowerPoint, Freelance, etc.) may be used if: (a) conversion to one of the above formats is not feasible; (b) the intended audience is known to have ready access to software which can handle the proprietary format; or (c) the intended use is data analysis or manipulation (see below). If use of a proprietary format is unavoidable, use an earlier, more widely available version if possible. (Include links to downloadable viewers.)
For many of these formats Section 508 accessibility waivers may be required. See Accessibility 1.3
For additional information:

http://www.usability.gov/guidelines/content.html#three




Standard
Best Practices
Notes 

3.8 Alternate Document Formats

Wherever possible, publications and long documents shall be presented in multiple formats for users including html (as the primary format), downloadable Word or RTF files, and/or PDF. This shall permit users to view, save, or print documents in formats most useful to them. Non-html files will not be posted as the only file format available for any document. Exceptions may be granted for urgent documents with alternative formats posted shortly after the original posting.

For some foreign languages, .PDF is the only possible file format that can adequately display the text.

3.9 Browser-Specific Markup

Web authors should ensure that pages are usable in multiple browsers (i.e. Netscape, Internet Explorer, AOL, etc.) and earlier versions of browsers still in current use.
Developers should make applications available to the most popular browser versions according to Web site statistics.
Currently the browser standards for testing and development are Internet Explorer 4.x and Netscape 4.x. As of January 2002, approximately 85% of ACF Web site visitors used Internet Explorer to view our site.

Reference: Web Trends report, January, 2002.

3.10 Redirects

When sites are relocated, the server must be configured to perform redirects using an appropriate HTTP status code (301) for an indefinite time period to be determined based on practical need. Alternatively, a fixed text, html notice of the new location may be posted at the old URL for a minimum of 30 days and a maximum of one year.

Most redirects will be implemented for 30 days. Redirects for up to one year are permitted for sites used on a cyclical basis exceeding 30 days, e.g. yearly report sites.

Reference: Core Techniques for Web Content Accessibility Guidelines 1.0 6 November 2000. http://www.w3.org/ Tribes/WCAG10-CORE-TECHS/#auto-page-refresh.

3.11 Relative References

All links to pages within the ACF file structure should be coded as relative references rather than hard-coded or absolute references.
Use of relative references makes it possible to relocate sites without having to re-code all the links.
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