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Prepared for: Research and Innovation     |     Summer 2026 

Bottom Line Up Front 

Federal accessibility rules do not prohibit images, tables, charts, or PDFs. They require that these 

elements be usable by people with disabilities. A well-structured proposal with alt text and proper 

formatting already meets the standard. This is a workflow adjustment — not a redesign of how you do 

science. 

(VT TLOS will help our faculty with accessibility: TLOS Appointment Page) 

The Governing Standard 

The applicable standard is WCAG 2.1 Level AA. Two federal rules converge on this standard for 

digital content submitted to or produced for federal agencies: 

Authority What It Covers Standard 

Required 

Reference 

DOJ ADA 

Rule 

Digital content of public 

entities (including universities) 

WCAG 2.1 Level 

A & AA 

28 CFR §35.200 

Section 508 Federal agency ICT and 

documents they create or 

procure 

Same WCAG 2.1 

AA criteria 

Section508.gov 

Grants.gov / 

NOFOs 

Agency-specific submission 

requirements 

Defer to each 

solicitation 

Grants.gov policies 

 

Practical translation: If your proposal document would pass a standard accessibility check in Word, 

Acrobat, or Google Docs, you are aligned with federal expectations. The focus is on how you include 

content — not whether you include it. 

Element-by-Element Guidance 

All elements researchers commonly use in proposals are permitted. The following sections cover what 

is required for each (some examples provided in the Appendix). 

Images, Figures, and Charts— Allowed, with requirements. 

Visual data is essential to scientific communication. Include all figures — with these additions: 

• Add alt text describing the image's meaning — not just "Figure 1" 

https://tlos.vt.edu/support/consultations.html
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-28/chapter-I/part-35/subpart-H/section-35.200
https://www.section508.gov/
https://www.grants.gov/learn-grants/grant-policies.html


• Ensure key information is also conveyed in the surrounding text; do not rely on the image alone 

to communicate findings 

• For complex charts, include a brief narrative summary of key insights in the caption or body 

text 

Guidance basis: Section 508 explicitly includes requirements for alternative text, captions, and the 

creation of accessible content. See section508.gov. 

Tables — Allowed, with structure 

Tables are common and acceptable in proposals. Structure matters more than appearance. 

• Use real table structure — not an image or screenshot of a table 

• Include clearly defined header rows and/or columns 

• Ensure logical reading order (left-to-right, top-to-bottom) 

• Avoid overly nested or merged-cell-heavy layouts 

Guidance basis: Aligns with WCAG structure and semantic requirements incorporated into federal 

standards. See 28 CFR §35.200. 

PDFs and Attachments — Allowed but must be accessible. 

Federal proposals commonly require PDF submissions. PDFs are fine — but must be tagged PDFs (not 

printed-to-PDF from a flat layout). 

Do: 

• Export as a tagged PDF (not printed-to-PDF from a flat layout) 

• Use proper heading structure within the document before exporting 

• Apply correct reading order and list/table markup 

• Run an accessibility check in Acrobat before submission 

Avoid: 

• Print-to-PDF — this bypasses tagging 

• Scanned document PDFs without an embedded text layer (OCR) 

• Figures pasted as images with no alt text or caption 

• Tables created as images rather than actual table structures 

Guidance basis: Section 508 provides explicit guidance for accessible PDFs and documents. See 

section508.gov. 

Multimedia (if included) 

Video and audio supplements are permitted when accessibility equivalents are provided. 

• Provide synchronized captions for all video content 

• Provide full transcripts for audio content 

• Do not rely on audio alone to convey information 

https://www.section508.gov/
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-28/chapter-I/part-35/subpart-H/section-35.200
https://www.section508.gov/


Guidance basis: Explicitly required under accessibility content standards. See section508.gov. 

What the Federal Policy Documents Say 

1. DOJ ADA Rule (28 CFR §35.200) 

• Requires all digital content provided by public entities (including universities) to be accessible 

and usable 

• Important nuance: the focus is on accessibility of content, not restricting formats 

2. Section 508 (Primary Practical Guidance Source) 

• Applies to federal agencies and information and communication technology (ICT) they create 

or procure 

• Provides the most usable, tactical guidance for document accessibility 

• Includes checklists for: 

o Documents 

o PDFs 

o Presentations 

o Images 

o Multimedia 

Section 508 is the best source to operationalize compliance for proposals. See section508.gov. 

3. Grants.gov and NOFOs 

• Agencies define specifics in Notices of Funding Opportunities (NOFOs) 

• Always check the specific solicitation — accessibility expectations may be explicit or implicit 

Note: Always read the NOFO. Accessibility requirements may be stated explicitly or may be implicit by the 

DOJ/Section 508 baseline. Your sponsored programs office is the right first stop when in doubt. 

Pre-Submission Checklist 

A pass through these items before submission covers the practical requirements for most proposals. 

☐ Every image and figure has descriptive alt text. 

☐ Complex charts have a written summary of key findings in the caption or body. 

☐ All tables use real structure — not image captures 

☐ Tables include header rows or columns 

☐ PDFs are exported with tagging — not printed-to-PDF 

☐ Document heading structure (H1 → H2 → H3) is logical throughout 

☐ Any multimedia includes captions or transcripts 

☐ NOFO reviewed for agency-specific accessibility language 

 

 

 

https://www.section508.gov/
https://www.section508.gov/


Resources 

Resource Best For Link 

Section 508 Tactical checklists for documents, PDFs, 

images, presentations, and multimedia 
section508.gov 

VT TLOS Virginia Tech institutional guidance and 

standards for WCAG 2.1 compliance 
tlos.vt.edu/digital-accessibility 

DOJ Rule Legal basis for WCAG 2.1 AA as the 

compliance target for public entities 
ecfr.gov — 28 CFR §35.200 

Grants.gov OMB and agency compliance expectations for 

federal grant submissions 
grants.gov/learn-grants/grant-

policies.html 

Federal Register 2026 extension of compliance dates for ADA 

web accessibility rule 
Federal Register notice (April 

2026) 

VT Research & 

Innovation 

Accessibility 

Resource Page 

There are a variety of tools and resources 

available to assist in making digital content 

accessible. 

Accessibility Resources | 

Research and Innovation | 

Virginia Tech 

VT TLOS 

Appointment 

Page 

Select a topic, date, and time to book an online 

consultation with a TLOS learning technologies 

specialist or instructional designer. 

Schedule an Online 

Appointment with a TLOS 

Consultant | TLOS | 

Virginia Tech 

 

Appendix — Examples for Faculty 

A note on APA formatting 

These accessibility requirements do not conflict with APA style.  

Here is why: 

Alt text is invisible in the document. It is a property of the image object stored in the file and read by 

screen readers, but never rendered as visible text. APA formatting does not govern it, and reviewers 

will not see it on the page. 

Narrative summaries fit within APA's existing figure structure. APA 7th edition's figure note field 

(the line beginning with Note.) is explicitly intended for explanatory content — definitions, 

abbreviations, methodology details, and copyright. A brief narrative summary of key insights fits there 

without any formatting violations. 

The full APA figure structure with an accessible narrative summary looks like this: 

 

 

https://www.section508.gov/
https://tlos.vt.edu/digital-accessibility/web-accessibility/standardsGuidelines.html
https://www.ecfr.gov/current/title-28/chapter-I/part-35/subpart-H/section-35.200
https://www.grants.gov/learn-grants/grant-policies.html
https://www.grants.gov/learn-grants/grant-policies.html
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/04/20/2026-07663/extension-of-compliance-dates-for-nondiscrimination-on-the-basis-of-disability-accessibility-of-web
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/04/20/2026-07663/extension-of-compliance-dates-for-nondiscrimination-on-the-basis-of-disability-accessibility-of-web
https://www.research.vt.edu/brand-center/web/accessibility/resources.html
https://www.research.vt.edu/brand-center/web/accessibility/resources.html
https://www.research.vt.edu/brand-center/web/accessibility/resources.html
https://tlos.vt.edu/support/consultations.html
https://tlos.vt.edu/support/consultations.html
https://tlos.vt.edu/support/consultations.html
https://tlos.vt.edu/support/consultations.html


Figure 3 

Mean anxiety scores (GAD-7) by group over 12 months. 

[figure appears here] 

Note. Both groups began with similar baseline scores (treatment: 14.2; control: 13.9). The treatment group 

showed a steady decline, reaching 7.1 at month 12, while control scores remained elevated at 12.4. The groups 

diverged significantly beginning at month 3. 

For faculty not using strict APA (common in STEM proposals with agency-specific formatting), the 

summary can equally go in the body paragraph that introduces the figure, which is already standard 

practice for good scientific writing. 

Note: The accessibility requirement asks you to make explicit what good scientific writing already encourages: 

describing what your data shows, not just labeling that it exists. 

Part 1 — Alt text examples 

Four common image types in research proposals. Each shows a weak version and a stronger version. 

Example 1 — Microscopy/lab image 

Too weak Better 

Figure 1 Confocal fluorescence micrograph showing HeLa cell 

nuclei (blue, DAPI) and actin filaments (green, phalloidin) 

24 hours post-treatment. Scale bar = 10 µm. 

Example 2 — Geographic / site map 

Too weak Better 

Map of study area Map of the New River watershed in southwestern Virginia 

showing 12 stream sampling sites (marked with triangles) 

distributed across three elevation zones. Shading indicates 

percent impervious surface cover. 

Example 3 — Conceptual diagram or framework 

Too weak Better 

Diagram showing the proposed model Flowchart of the proposed three-stage intervention model. 

Stage 1 (screening) feeds into Stage 2 (randomized 

assignment to treatment or control). Stage 2 outcomes feed 

into Stage 3 (12-month follow-up assessment). 

 

 

 



Example 4 — Equipment or apparatus photo 

Too weak Better 

Photo of lab setup Custom-built flow cell reactor with two inlet ports (left), a 

transparent reaction chamber (center), and an outlet 

connected to a fraction collector (right). Used for 

continuous fermentation experiments described in Section 

2.3. 

Part 2 — Chart narrative summary examples 

The summary goes in the figure caption or the paragraph immediately following the figure. It 

supplements the caption — it does not replace it. 

Example 1 — Line graph (longitudinal data) 

Too weak Better 

Figure 3. Mean anxiety scores by group 

over 12 months. 
Figure 3. Mean anxiety scores (GAD-7) by group over 12 

months. Error bars represent 95% confidence intervals. 

Note. Both groups began with similar anxiety scores at 

baseline (treatment: 14.2; control: 13.9). The treatment 

group showed a steady decline, reaching 7.1 at month 12, 

while control group scores remained elevated (12.4). The 

groups diverged significantly beginning at month 3 and the 

gap widened through the end of the study period. 

Example 2 — Bar chart (group comparison) 

Too weak Better 

Figure 5. Biomass yield under four 

nitrogen conditions. 
Figure 5. Mean dry biomass yield (g/L) for the target 

strain under four nitrogen concentrations (0, 5, 10, 20 

mM). Error bars = ±1 SD; n = 6 per condition. 

Note. Yield increased with nitrogen concentration up to 10 

mM (peak yield: 4.8 g/L), then declined at 20 mM (3.1 

g/L), suggesting inhibitory effects at higher 

concentrations. The nitrogen-free control produced the 

lowest yield (1.2 g/L). 

Example 3 — Multi-panel or complex figure 

Too weak Better 

Figure 7. Results of gene expression 

analysis across conditions and 

timepoints. 

Figure 7. Heatmap of normalized expression values (log2 

TPM) for 48 differentially expressed genes across three 

treatment conditions and four timepoints (0, 6, 24, 72 

hours). Genes clustered by hierarchical clustering (Ward's 

method); conditions shown in columns. 



Too weak Better 

Note. Two major gene clusters emerge. Cluster A (upper 

panel, n = 31 genes) shows strong early induction under 

Condition 2, peaking at 6 hours and declining by 72 hours. 

Cluster B (lower panel, n = 17 genes) is selectively 

upregulated under Condition 3 at 24 and 72 hours. 

Condition 1 produces minimal differential expression at all 

timepoints. 

 

Note on compliance timelines: The Federal Register (April 20, 2026) extended compliance dates for 

certain provisions under the DOJ nondiscrimination and web accessibility rule for state and local 

government entities. Check the Federal Register notice and consult your compliance office for current 

institutional deadlines. The Section 508 baseline and WCAG 2.1 AA as best-practice standards remain 

in effect regardless. 

Prepared for internal research leadership discussion. Not legal advice. Verify requirements 

against current NOFOs and institutional compliance guidance. 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2026/04/20/2026-07663/extension-of-compliance-dates-for-nondiscrimination-on-the-basis-of-disability-accessibility-of-web
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