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Introduction 
The Centers for Medicare and Medicaid Services (CMS) requires all deliverables to be 
Section 508 accessibility compliant as part of every contract. CMS will validate all 
applications as Section 508 compliant using defined expectations defined in this toolkit.  

Application development organizations (ADOs) should use this supplier toolkit to make 
their products accessible. This toolkit is a living document subject to changes or 
enhancements as necessary. Any references to “accessibility” in this toolkit are to be 
interpreted as Section 508 compliance. You may provide comments about this toolkit by 
emailing CMS_Section508@cms.hhs.gov.  

The following items will undergo Section 508 evaluation:  

• User interfaces used by CMS staff, contractors, or members of the public 
• All documentation and training related to product development   

Section 508 evaluation / testing will be conducted on all final deliverables and services 
before acceptance and deployment by CMS.  

Manual and automated testing will be conducted based on the Web Content Accessibility 
Guidelines (WCAG) 2.1 accessibility standards. All issues that are determined to be high 
severity (Severity 1) for user impact should be remediated before release.  

Using this toolkit will reduce costs by embedding Section 508 concepts throughout the 
product lifecycle instead of addressing them later through costly remediation. This toolkit 
will help ADOs, CMS development teams, and document creation teams, whether internal 
or external, find a subset of WCAG 2.1 accessibility issues. 

This supplier toolkit describes what needs to be considered for compliance. It outlines the 
tools, methodology, and evaluation factors that will be used in validating Section 508 
compliance. CMS uses industry best-practice, open-source tools and assistive technology 
to measure compliance. Development operations (DevOps) teams or ADOs that apply the 
toolkit throughout the product lifecycle will have a smoother accessibility test and 
compliance reporting process. 

This toolkit does not interfere with or conflict with usage of the Accessibility Requirements 
Tool (ART). It supports the requirements that are output from ART and makes it easier to 
meet those requirements. 

mailto:CMS_Section508@cms.hhs.gov
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/


The Contracting Officer’s Representative (COR) provides this toolkit to contractors upon 
contract award. 

To work effectively with the Section 508 team: 

• Read this toolkit. 
• Collect and retain results of tool output throughout the development lifecycle. This 

information will help you communicate effectively with the Section 508 team during 
consultations and provide the Section 508 team with updates.  

• To get help with specific issues, ask for a consultation by emailing 
CMS_Section508@cms.hhs.gov.  

To quote the Statement of Work language on Section 508: 

“Each Electronic and Information Technology (EIT) product or service furnished under this 
contract shall comply with the Electronic and Information Technology Accessibility 
Standards (36 CFR 1194), as specified in the contract, as a minimum. If the Contracting 
Officer determines any furnished product or service is not in compliance with the contract, 
the Contracting Officer will promptly inform the Contractor in writing. The Contractor shall, 
without charge to the Government, repair or replace the non-compliant products or 
services within the period of time to be specified by the Government in writing.” 

1.0 Documents 

1.1 Roles and Responsibilities 
Authors are responsible for document compliance. If the document is a contract 
deliverable and will be converted to another format, the source document must be 
accessible before conversion. CMS may need to obtain the source document if 
compliance issues are found.  

1.2 Tools 
The following tools are required to ensure that documents are accessible. All errors found 
in accessibility checks must be fixed. 

1) Accessibility Checker for Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, Excel 
2) Accessibility Checker for Adobe PDF 
3) HHS Accessibility Conformance Checklists 

1.3 Accessibility Quick Checks 
The following additional checks should be done during document creation. At a minimum, 
the following need to be confirmed before getting help from clearance officers. 

1) Microsoft PowerPoint: 

mailto:CMS_Section508@cms.hhs.gov
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https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/create-verify-pdf-accessibility.html
https://www.hhs.gov/web/section-508/accessibility-checklists/index.html


a) Make sure all text appears in outline view. 
b) Note, reading order issues must be fixed per section 1.2 Tools. 

2) Microsoft Word: 
a) Make sure there’s a perfect heading tree with top level heading and no skipped 

heading levels. 
3) Microsoft Excel: 

a) Make sure there are no blank cells. These cause problems with screen readers. 
4) Adobe PDF: 

a) Check reading order for anything unexpected or extra. 
i) Example of extra: page borders. 
ii) Example of unexpected: reading order significantly different from visual order. 

b) Check the tag tree for anything unexpected. 
i) Example of unexpected: element with incorrect type. 

5) All document types: 
a) Make sure all figures have alternative text (alt text). 
b) Turn on screen reader. Use the down arrow key to read through the document, and 

listen for anomalies. 
c) If there’s a form in the document, use the Tab key to make sure all field elements 

(buttons, edit fields, drop down boxes, etc.) are reachable by keyboard. 

Note that info provided in charts, images, graphs, etc. must be equally provided in an 
accessible format such as text. 

2.0 Products 

2.1 Roles and Responsibilities 
To ensure accessibility development operations (A11yDevOps) run smoothly, you must 
define several important roles and responsibilities.  

The more responsibilities are covered, the more successful Section 508 compliance will 
be. One person may cover several roles and responsibilities if necessary. Suppliers should 
have the following: 

1) Program manager/Product manager: 
a. Determine if something is new to the industry or complex, and would therefore be a 

candidate for in-depth design sprints under the Agile development methodology. 
b. Keep track of third-party dependencies for reporting and follow-up. 

2) Designer/Researcher: 
a. Choose the right specification types (basic, walkthrough/storyboard). 
b. Use a basic specification for small changes. 
c. Use basic and walkthrough or storyboard specifications for large changes, custom 

controls, and complex changes. 

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/create-and-print-a-presentation-in-outline-view-3516310c-c9c0-4d4f-8c11-2759313477a5#:%7E:text=Create%20a%20presentation%20in%20Outline%20view
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https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/touch-reading-order-tool-pdfs.html#:%7E:text=Check%20reading%20order%20with%20the%20Reading%20Order%20tool
https://helpx.adobe.com/acrobat/using/editing-document-structure-content-tags.html?x-product=Helpx%2F1.0.0&x-product-location=Search%3AForums%3Alink%2F3.6.7#:%7E:text=About%20the%20Tags%20panel


d. Conduct research with a variety of low-, medium-, and high-fidelity prototypes (at 
various levels of completeness). 

e. Review changes, custom controls, and complex changes with subject matter 
experts (SMEs) or champions. 

3) Developer: 
a. Ask designers for accessible designs. 
b. Instead of developing custom controls, ask whether an existing, accessible design 

system (such as the CMS Design System or the United States Web Design System) 
may be used. 

c. Include accessibility events in developer specifications. 
d. Ensure the code follows accessibility standards. 
e. Implement continuous improvement/continuous development (CI/CD) in pipeline, 

using the tools recommended in section 2.2 Plug-ins and Tools. 
f. Run automated and basic manual checks on every code check-in, using the tools 

recommended in section 2.2 Plug-ins and Tools. 
4) Tester: 

a. Run manual scripts and test cases such as Microsoft Accessibility Insights manual 
pass for web, or use the Access Board ICT Baseline Testing. 

b. Run assistive technology as needed, using the tools recommended in section 2.2 
Plug-ins and Tools. 

5) Everyone: 
a. Learn to triage accessibility bugs. 
b. Understand user needs. 
c. Participate in accessibility bug bashes. 

6) Assistive technology users and people with disabilities: 
a. Participate throughout the product lifecycle as SMEs (particularly in design, 

research, and test phases). 

Note: CMS Section 508 testing will be more efficient and thorough if you test your product 
with automated tools and get a clean, error-free result before starting manual testing.  

2.2 Plug-ins and Tools 
We recommend the following plug-ins and tools to check for accessibility at various stages 
in the lifecycle. 

These tools are recommended, but comparable tools and deliverables are acceptable. 
These methods and deliverables can also be integrated into Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, 
and other design and development tools. Many of these tools are open source or widely 
available. Use the latest version. 

1) Design: 
a. Microsoft Accessible design toolkit 

https://design.cms.gov/
https://designsystem.digital.gov/
https://ictbaseline.access-board.gov/
https://www.browserstack.com/guide/run-bug-bash
https://www.figma.com/community/file/1327037919540849715/accessible-design-toolkit?searchSessionId=lvh6ct2t-t40jxbvawhk


b. eBay Accessibility Annotations 
c. CVSHealth Web Accessibility Annotation Kit 
d. CVSHealth Accessibility Annotation Kit for iOS 
e. Colour Contrast Analyser 
f. WebAIM Contrast Checker 
g. Any similar design toolkit that fits well in the ADO’s ways of working 

2) Development: 
a. Pa11y 
b. Oobee (formerly known as Purple A11y)  
c. Microsoft Accessibility Insights 
d. ANDI (Accessible Name and Description Identifier) 
e. Axe Developer Tools 
f. WebAIM WAVE 

3) Testing (at code check-in time or weekly): 
a. HHS Accessibility Conformance Checklists 
b. Microsoft Accessibility Insights manual checks 
c. Check-in script (outlined in section 1.3) 
d. Job Access With Speech (JAWS) screen reader 
e. Non-Visual Desktop Access (NVDA) screen reader 
f. Voiceover screen reader 
g. Talkback screen reader 
h. ZoomText magnification tool 
i. Magnifier magnification tool 
j. Voice access like Dragon Naturally Speaking or Windows Speech Input 
k. Any other assistive technology the team can access (switch access, etc.) 

Tools may differ depending on platform (iOS, MacOS, Android, Windows). This list is not 
exhaustive, and other tools may be considered in the future. 

Note that contractors are responsible for being aware that accessibility testing will occur 
and build time for testing into their lifecycle. Testing time is variable for each product. 

2.2.1 User Stories 
We recommend incorporating people with disabilities into user stories to account for 
accessibility throughout the software development lifecycle. This makes compliance 
checks easier. Here are some examples: 

• As a user who is colorblind, I want status indicators with labels or icons [in addition 
to color] so I can understand critical information. 

• As a user with a mobility disability, I want to navigate everything by keyboard so I 
can avoid fatigue and mouse use. 

https://www.figma.com/community/plugin/1208180794570801545/includeaccessibility-annotations
https://www.figma.com/community/file/1311421011482282592/web-accessibility-annotation-kit
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https://pa11y.org/
https://github.com/GovTechSG/purple-a11y/releases
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https://www.freedomscientific.com/products/software/jaws/
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https://support.apple.com/guide/voiceover/welcome/mac
https://support.google.com/accessibility/android/answer/6283677?hl=en
https://www.freedomscientific.com/products/software/zoomtext/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/windows/how-to-use-magnifier-reading-59d049ba-8434-9d04-34f2-2e00f11c5cb8
https://www.nuance.com/dragon/dragon-for-pc/how-to-videos.html
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/windows/use-voice-recognition-in-windows-83ff75bd-63eb-0b6c-18d4-6fae94050571


• As a user who is deaf, I want training and marketing videos to include captions or 
transcripts so I can access all information. 

More information on user stories can be found in the suggested design tool kits. 

2.2.2 Types of Design Specifications 
The recommended design tools support several types of design specifications. 

Basic design specifications cover keyboard order and basic accessibility metadata like 
name, role, and value. Color contrast and use of color also need to be reviewed with basic 
design specifications. 

Walkthrough/storyboard specifications cover keyboard interaction and changes to 
metadata and the user interface (UI) throughout an interaction. 

2.3 Accessibility Check-in Script  
2.3.1 Purpose 
This script should be run each time code is checked in. This catches issues early and 
reduces costly accessibility fixes later. 

2.3.2 Scope 
Run this script on any UI surface that has code changes related to the code that will be 
checked in.  

2.3.3 Script Steps 
1. Run an automated checker (pick one of the following based on platform 

compatibility) and fix all obvious errors (not investigates or expanded results). 
a. Accessibility Insights Fast Pass 
b. aXe-core 
c. WebAIM WAVE 
d. Pa11y 

2. Perform basic color checks 
a. Turn on high contrast and look for: 

i. Missing borders or elements 
ii. Background pictures making text hard to read 

3. Inspect the accessibility tree for anomalies (name and role mismatches, extra tree 
items). 

4. Basic keyboarding checks: 
a. You can get everywhere (using a combination of Tab, Space, Enter, Esc, and 

Arrow keys). 
b. You can see focus as you move around. 

https://accessibilityinsights.io/docs/web/getstarted/fastpass/
https://chromewebstore.google.com/detail/axe-devtools-web-accessib/lhdoppojpmngadmnindnejefpokejbdd?utm_source=deque.com&utm_medium=referral&utm_campaign=axe_hero&utm_medium=referral&utm_source=deque.com&utm_campaign=axe
https://wave.webaim.org/
https://pa11y.org/


c. You’re never stuck (focus trapped). 
d. Circular tabbing (using Tab, go forward from the last element to get to the 

first). 
e. Tab and Shift + Tab cycles are reversals of each other. 

5. Basic metadata checks: 
a. Turn on screen reader with default settings and swipe or down arrow through 

all elements. Make sure: 
i. Every element has suitable information (not repetitive, redundant, or 

confusing). 
ii. Information is fully captured by the screen reader. 

iii. There are no extra elements that do not contribute to functionality, or 
any filler spaces. 

o Example: You may hear “space, space” on these elements. 
iv. Elements are not missed or skipped. 
v. Dynamic content or things that change on the screen are announced. 

o Example: When a notification rectangle from an application 
appears in Windows, screen readers can read the content 
(when receiving a Teams chat, for example). 

b. Look at the command list for anomalies (command list keyboard shortcut is 
screen reader and platform specific). 

Appendix Glossary 
• A11yDevOps: accessibility developer operations, agile software development 

lifecycle processes to support meeting Section 508 accessibility. 
• Agile: an approach that divides work into phases, emphasizing continuous delivery 

and improvement. 
• Clearance Officer: CMS staffer assigned to monitor accessibility in their division. 

Resources 

VPATs 
For information on reviewing VPATs, refer to Accessibility Conformance Report/Voluntary 
Product Accessibility Template (VPAT®) Frequently Asked Questions (FAQ) | 
Section508.gov. We accept VPAT versions that cover WCAG 2.1. 

Links 
Some of these links require CMS internal access. 

https://www.atlassian.com/agile
https://www.section508.gov/sell/acr-vpat-faq/
https://www.section508.gov/sell/acr-vpat-faq/
https://www.section508.gov/sell/acr-vpat-faq/


• Accessibility at CMS (internal SharePoint) 
• CMS Section 508 Policy 
• WCAG 2.1 
• Section 508 and CMS 
• Accessibility Bug Severity Scheme 

Out of Scope 
This document is not meant to be exhaustive. As such, it cannot cover knowledge of all 
commercial off-the-shelf software (COTS). Contractors are expected to assess their 
choice of COTS and platforms for accessibility. 

Changelog 
Notes Modified by Date 
Approved by OIT IT Data Solutions April 16, 2025 
Feedback addressed IT Data Solutions September 18, 2026 

 

https://cmsgovonline.sharepoint.com/sites/CMS-SharePoint-Intranet/SitePages/AccessibilityAtCMS.aspx
https://www.cms.gov/files/document/cms-section-508-policy2025.pdf
https://www.w3.org/TR/WCAG21/
https://www.cms.gov/data-research/cms-information-technology/section-508
https://digital.va.gov/section-508/checklists/web-content-accessibility/
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