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R ich Internet applications (RIAs) and supporting 
technology, such as JavaScript and Flash, embed 
components in the user agent or in the browser on 
the client side, providing more dynamic Web con-

tent and more attractive and interactive websites. Through 
asynchronous client-server communication, RIAs can offer 
an interactive experience closer to that of a desktop appli-
cation. However, not all users benefit from this interactivity. 
Users with disabilities, for example, must access the Web 
using assistive technologies, such as a screen reader that 
delivers audio content to the visually impaired. Because 
RIA technologies are a client-side programming technique, 
everything loads on that side before the actual interaction. 
Consequently, the screen reader cannot read the updates, 
which decreases the user’s content accessibility. 

Fortunately, with the semantic Web, interface devel-
opers should be able to adapt interfaces to meet specific 
needs, enabling user agents and browsers to understand 
semantic markup. As the “Road to Web Accessibility” 
sidebar describes, websites designed in accordance with 
the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) provide 
markup semantics that assistive technologies can inter-

pret and successfully relay to the user. Developers can 
thus use APIs to enable assistive technologies to access 
dynamic content,1 adding to techniques that already offer 
dynamic contextual help through tailored interfaces. More 
important, interactive technologies might extend learning 
for disabled users. Users with cognitive and learning dis-
abilities, for example, could experience a wider range of 
multimodal interaction, since they could tailor the interface 
to their needs, allowing them to select the most appropri-
ate Web content.

The goal of equal accessibility will not be easy to attain, 
however. For a fully static webpage, an effective linear pre-
sentation is sufficient, but interactive technology involves 
content updates that preclude a linear approach. The user 
must be both aware of the update and able to access the 
new content without disrupting the task in progress. Con-
sequently, assistive technologies must understand the 
semantics well enough to communicate updates.2 To assist 
in promoting accessibility, researchers are exploring devel-
opment toolkits and frameworks, as well as testing tools to 
enable faster, easier Web 2.0 application development and 
to broaden Web accessibility.
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PERSPECTIVES

ACCESSIBILITY IN WEB PLATFORMS
At present, the Web uses two kinds of platforms.3 

Non-Ajax platforms are environments that depend on com-
ponents embedded in the HTML document, and operation 
requires additional browser software or a plug-in. Ajax 
platforms are RIA development frameworks based on Ajax 

technologies. The platforms feature JavaScript implemen-
tation and are completely independent of the operating 
system, since only a browser with Ajax support is necessary.

Tables 1 and 2 summarize the differences between the 
two platforms, drawing from information we extracted 
from the websites detailing the various technologies.

Table 1. Summary of non-ARIA technology for accessible websites.

Technology 
(base) License type

Integrated 
development 
environment

Compatible 
browsers

WCAG/ 
Section 508 

support
Accessibility 

support
Accessibility 

statement

Flex 3.0
(Flash)

Open source Adobe Flex 
Builder

Any browser with 
Flash player

Section 508 with 
exceptions

Flash player inte-
gration support 

for MSAA

Section 508 
support

Silverlight 4.0
(Windows)

Proprietary soft-
ware; free license

Visual Studio 
2008, Expression 

Web

IE 6+, Firefox 1.5+, 
Opera 2.0+, 

Chrome

Section 508 with 
exceptions

User interface 
automation API

Not provided

Java FX 1.3 (Java) Partially open 
source

NetBeans for 
JavaFX

Any browser with 
JRE and mobiles 

with JME

Section 508 with 
exceptions

No accessibility 
API; not compati-

ble with Java 
accessibility API

No support

Table 2. Summary of ARIA-based technology for accessible websites.

Technology License type

Integrated 
development 
environment

Compatible 
browsers

WCAG/ 
Section 508 

support
WAI-ARIA 
support

Accessibility 
statement

Dojo 1.4.2 Open source Aptana or 
Komodo

IE 6+, Firefox 
1.5+, Safari 3.1+, 
Opera 9.6+, Kon-
keror 3.5+, older 
browsers with 
Dijit

Both With Dijit 
(forthcoming)

WCAG/ 
Section 508

Bindows Commercial 
software

Bindows IE 5.5+, Firefox 
1.4+, Netscape 
7.1+, K-Meleon, 
Camino, WebKit 
525+

Section 508 Limited 
(forthcoming)

WCAG/ 
Section 508

Google Web  
Toolkit 1.7

Open source Eclipse and other 
Java IDEs

IE 6+, any browser 
with JRE and 
mobiles with JME

Not specified Limited 
(forthcoming)

Not provided

ExtJS 3.2.1 Commercial and 
open source

Ext Designer IE 6+, Firefox 1.5+, 
Safari 3+, Opera 
9+

Section 508 
extended 
(forthcoming)

Limited 
(forthcoming)

Not provided

Fluid Infusion 1.2 Open source Any JavaScript 
IDE

Firefox 3+, IE 6+, 
Opera 9.6+, Safari 
3.2+

Not specified Limited 
(forthcoming)

Not provided

jQuery User Inter-
face 1.8.1

Open source Any JavaScript 
IDE

Firefox 2+, IE 6+, 
Safari 2.0.2+, 
Opera 9+

Section 508 
extended 
(forthcoming)

Limited 
(forthcoming)

Not provided

Yahoo User Inter-
face Library 3.1.1

Open source Any JavaScript 
IDE

Firefox 3+, Opera 
9.6+, IE 6+, Safari 
3.2+

Not specified Limited 
(forthcoming)

Not provided

BBC Glow Wid-
gets 1.7.3

Open source Any JavaScript 
IDE

IE 6+, Firefox 2+, 
Chrome 1+, Opera 
9+, Safari 2+

Not specified Limited 
(forthcoming)

Not provided
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