How to Become a
Digital Accessibility
Specialist:

A Practical Workflow

® Training topic: a practical workflow
from foundations to career

® For designers, developers, QA, content
professionals, and career switchers

® Define the 2026 accessibility specialist
role and its core skills

® Why accessibility is high-demand and
future-proof: legal drivers, talent gap

® Preview: audit, test, report, and embed
accessibility across the lifecycle




Why Digital Accessibility

Is a Growing Career Path

- Compliance drivers: ADA Title Il
European Accessibility Act,
Section 508

E:‘ﬁ - Rising demand for audits,
@)  remediation, VPAT/ACR
documentation

- Average specialist salary near $102K;
senior and director roles
exceed $140K

- Al speeds reporting and triage
but cannot judge WCAG conformance

- Entry points: design, development,
QA, content, and career switching
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| Core Foundations:

| Disability, Standards, and POUR

R — E o - Disability types and the assistive
DISABILITY TYPES technology each one relies on

& ASSISTIVE

TECHNOLOGY

o - WCAG 2.2 rests on four principles:

Perceivable, Operable, Understandable,

WCAG 2.2 Robust
FOUR PRINCIPLES:

POUR
o - WCAG 2.2 adds 9 success criteria

to WCAG 2.1; 4.1.1 Parsing removed

UPDATES o - Conformance levels: A (lowest),
AA, AAA (highest) — AA is the
common policy target

CONFORMANCE @ @ o - New in 2.2: focus not obscured,
(highest)

LEVELS target size, dragging movements,
accessible authentication

(lowest)




Accessibility Responsibilities

Across Design, Development,
and Content

e WAI ARRM maps WCAG tasks to roles with clear ownership
e Ownership levels: Primary (accountable), Secondary (helps),

Contributor (consulted)

Development Content

Design: contrast, DeveIoE)ment. [\, Content: alt text,
semantic HTML, : g
focus states, @~ | |===== headings, link text,
: e s NI . ARIA, keyboard ;
visual hierarchy, Pif——p e Tt A plain-language
target size pport, readability

management



- Essential Testing

Tools and Methods

Automated Tools Me ting Browser Dev Tools

Use automated tools to scan Hands-on testing ensures Inspect and understand
and catch issues early. real-world accessibility. accessibility at the source.

® Automated tools: axe-core, WAVE, Lighthouse — catch 30-57% of issues
® Manual testing: keyboard navigation, screen readers, zoom

® axe-core powers Lighthouse, Accessibility Insights, and CI gates

® Browser dev tools inspect DOM, focus order, and the accessibility tree s
® Toolkit: free axe-core extension plus Playwright in CI /\ \/\/



A Practical Accessibility
Workflow: Discovery to Launch

DESIGN &
DISCOVERY REFINEMENT DEVELOPMENT

ACCESSIBILITY —
LAYER

® Shift left: catch barriers in design and refinement, not after release

® Write testable accessibility acceptance criteria into every relevant user story

® Design reviews, PR checklists, and QA blend automated scans with
manual keyboard testing

® CI/CD gates fail the build when new accessibility violations appear

® Monitor production pages post-launch to catch drift and regressions




Auditing and Reporting

Accessibility Issues

¢ Plan and scope the audit:
define URLs, user journeys,
devices, and assistive tech

e Test representative samples
and key journeys, not just
a single page

e Prioritize findings by user
impact: critical blocks
core tasks

e Document each issue with
WCAG criterion, location,
evidence, severity, and fix

e Keep a severity rubric o emm— e
consistent so teams can
compare issues fairly




Communicating Findings to Stakeholders

- Lead with a one-paragraph
posture verdict: conforms,

partially conforms, or does
not conform A clear, plain-language summary of the overall

accessibility posture and key takeaways for

leaders and decision makers.
- Translate each WCAG issue

into user impact and
business risk, not jargon

- Build a remediation roadmap:
blockers first, with rough

effort estimates

REMEDIATION ROADMAP

- Define a re-test po!icy: Identify and address Tackle important Resolve remaining Validate, document,

schedule, triggers, and blockers that prevent issues t'h.at impact issues to improve and prep:e‘re for
| id access or pose the usability and the overall ongoing
closure eviaence highest risk. compliance. experience. improvement.

- Draft the public accessibility N :
statement from your audit RE-T b
findings Define when and how we re-test, what triggers a new audit,

and what evidence is required to close findings.




Deep Dive:
Design Accessibility
in Practice

_________

Button Q _ir___%___%_
I I §

Color contrast Non-text contrast 24x24 CSS
pixel target size

- Color contrast, non-text contrast,
and 24x24 CSS pixel target size

Default Focused Focus Not Obscured
- Focus Not Obscured, focus [ ] [
appearance, and reduced motion
- Catch issues pre-code with Stark (iP5 'edoeedimplibe

in Figma, Sketch, and browser e A M, e M Pt e B N e )

- Design system contrast tokens
and documented focus states

j - Accessible handoffs: annotate
focus order, contrast, and intent

Focus order




Deep Dive: Development and ARIA Patterns

ARIA Pattern Examples
i i glin i - wew
use ARIA only when needed
! [ 3,
X

Treat keyboard behavior and focus ftem 1

. . Item 2 >
management as core functionality -
'IIII. ) Item 4
Apply proven ARIA patterns for ST A Ty
aria-modal="true" aria-orientation="vertical"

modals, menus, tabs, and notifications

o iy \. 7
. . TABS NOTIFICATION (LIVE REGION)
Every interactive element needs a

clear, programmatic accessible name { Tab1 | Tab2 | Tab3 }

Prevent regressions with accessibility
linting and component-level tests

O 06 0 0 0 O

role="tablist" role="status"
aria-selected="true" aria-live="polite"
Add axe-core checks to Cl so new b gReTh, =
violations fail the build WCAG STANDARD BUILDING BLOCKS

B | o | @ | ¢ | U

Keyboard Focus Name Semantics Robust
Accessible Visible Programmatic First & Reliable




Career Pathways and

Certifications for Accessibility Specialists

ADJACENT ROLES

QOO

QA

Front-end

UX Design

Content

PM

e/

®

ACCESSIBILITY
SPECIALIST

(technical)

O 0 0 0 o

Core credentials: CPACC
(foundational), WAS (technical),
CPWA (both combined)

DHS Trusted Tester: free,
structured Section 508
evaluation methodology

Common job titles: auditor,
program manager,
accessibility developer

Adjacent roles transfer: QA,
front-end, UX design,
content, PM

Experience past ten years
matters more than any
single certification




Common Challenges and < oo

<& o = Content
\/—o Structure

—= Technology

Practical Workarounds
s

CibtT s 2 - o P Start with free tools, keyboard tests,
' # R | and top user flows
& UNSTRUCTURED %
TORESS /[ = » Don't wait for perfect budget —
~--—-EY 20% of fixes solve 80% of barriers

INCONSIsTENT %
TEMPLATES 7 I
' U4

» Demand WCAG conformance
reports (VPAT) from third-party vendors

 J

THIRD-PARTY
DEPENDENCIES

» Fix shared templates and components
once to resolve issues sitewide
pRBUDGET I
IORITY DELAYS
J ' P Phase work, document progress,

publish an honest accessibility statement

LIMITED TOOLS
AND TESTING

Train in- realisti
ACCESSIBILITY o ain in house.and set realistic
ADVOCATE scope to sustain momentum



Applying the Workflow:
A Realistic Scenario

Spot accessibility Spot accessibility Spot accessibility Spot accessibility Spot accessibility
issues in discovery issues in design issues in development issues in testing issues in launch
(e.g., missing diverse (e.g., insufficient (e.g., missing labels, (e.g., focus order, (e.g., content
user needs). color contrast). keyboard traps). error identification). announcements).

- Walk a sample project from discovery through launch

Spot accessibility issues at each SDLC phase

Document findings: WCAG criterion, severity, user impact, fix

Propose remediation and re-test to close the loop

Role-specific exercise: designers, developers, QA, content

00®0Q



V2 Next Steps and Continued
A P

Learning Resources

® Join communities: W3C AAR, Digital Collegium, AAArdvark Circle

® Stack credentials: DHS Trusted Tester (free) » CPACC -» WAS - CPWA

® Build a 90-day learning plan: WCAG 2.2 AA, screen readers, one audit

¢ Stay current via W3C WAI, Digital.gov, and monthly town halls

‘ e Apply now: add accessibility criteria to one live project this week




PersonWise.

PersonWise - Al digital-human course platform

Scan the code or click anywhere to watch this course live, with voice Q&A
personwise.ai/t/782d9b18/public


https://personwise.ai/t/782d9b18/public?entry_surface=public_courseware_pdf

