
In today's digital age, accessibility is not just a buzzword; it's a fundamental principle that
ensures equal participation for everyone. Nowhere is this more crucial than in the realm of
education. A university website serves as a gateway to knowledge and opportunity, making it
essential to create an inclusive online environment. This article explores the significance of
maintaining an accessible university website and the role of the VPAT template in achieving this
goal.

The VPAT template: A roadmap to accessibility
Before delving into the importance of accessibility, let's briefly discuss the VPAT template. VPAT
stands for Voluntary Product Accessibility Template, and it serves as a roadmap for assessing
the accessibility of digital products or services. The template outlines how well a product or
service complies with internationally recognized accessibility standards, such as the Web
Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG). By using the VPAT template, universities can assess,
communicate, and enhance the accessibility of their websites.

Different countries or regions have their own versions of the VPAT template. The United States
has two versions of the template (for private and government entities), while the European
Union has its own version. While Norway is not a member of the EU, it is a founding member of
the European Higher Education Area (Bologna Accord) and its universities coordinate closely
with their European counterparts for research, student admissions, and curriculum development
and benchmarking. Therefore, Norwegian universities’ accessibility standards should reflect
those adopted by other universities elsewhere in the continent.

Equal access to education
Education is a universal right, and ensuring equal access to educational resources is
paramount. An accessible university website breaks down barriers for students with disabilities,
empowering them to engage fully in academic life. Universities can comply with accessibility
standards by providing alternative text for images, captioned videos, and properly structured
documents. These measures benefit not only students with visual or hearing impairments but
also those with learning disabilities, motor impairments, or cognitive differences, ensuring that
everyone has equal opportunities to succeed.

Compliance with legal obligations
In the European Union, accessibility is not just a moral imperative but also a legal obligation.
The EU Web Accessibility Directive, which Norway adopted as law in 2021, sets forth specific
accessibility requirements for public sector websites, including those of universities. Publishing
a VPAT template helps universities demonstrate their commitment to compliance with the
directive, avoiding potential legal consequences.

https://userway.org/vpat/
https://digital-strategy.ec.europa.eu/en/policies/web-accessibility


Enhancing the user experience
An accessible website goes beyond mere compliance; it improves the user experience for all
visitors. Imagine navigating a website with ease, seamlessly finding information, and interacting
with various features. By using the VPAT template to identify accessibility features such as clear
navigation, descriptive headings, and user-friendly forms, universities can ensure that they
provide an intuitive and enjoyable browsing experience that encourages learning.

This not only benefits students and staff with disabilities but also enhances the experience for
individuals using mobile devices or assistive technologies. An accessible website becomes a
hub of knowledge that welcomes and accommodates everyone, leading to improved learning
outcomes.

Promoting a positive reputation
The digital world is interconnected, and a university's reputation extends far beyond its physical
campus. Maintaining an accessible website allows universities to showcase their commitment to
inclusivity, leaving a lasting impression on prospective students, parents, and the wider
community. Studies also show that typical accessibility measures, such as structured content
and screen reader compatibility contribute to better search engine performance, resulting in
better exposure for universities with accessible websites.

A reputation built on accessibility sends a powerful message—one that resonates with the
values of equal opportunity and social responsibility. Accomplishing a VPAT template tells the
world that the university embraces accessibility and fosters a culture of inclusion, attracting
students, faculty, and researchers who value diversity and equity.

University website accessibility as a catalyst for change
An accessible university website is not just a technological achievement; it is a statement of
values. By leveraging the VPAT template to adhere to accessibility standards, universities can
unlock the power of inclusion, granting equal access to education and fostering a culture of
diversity. The benefits are far-reaching: compliance with legal obligations, enhanced user
experiences, and a positive reputation that resonates globally. Let us embrace the potential of
an accessible university website where knowledge flows freely, and every student has the
opportunity to thrive.

https://www.hsc.wvu.edu/website-content-guide/creation/headings-and-subheadings/

