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For the Tuscaloosa County School System (TCSS), a
web accessibility complaint filed with the Office of Civil
Rights (OCR) proved to be a catalyst for positive
change that no one saw coming. 

That’s because the complaint was the impetus for the
district to expedite a comprehensive website redesign
—an initiative that not only prioritized accessibility, but
also vastly improved the experience for internal and
external stakeholders alike.

Synopsis

Though there are various approaches to web
design, one universal truth stands out: Public
school districts have a responsibility to ensure
their websites are functional and accessible to all
users, regardless of abilities. When TCSS Director of
Public Relations Terri Brewer joined the district in
2018, she inherited a collection of 36 school
websites designed by 36 different people. The sites
were complicated and structurally unsound,
lacking uniformity and a brand identity. Most
concerning, however, were accessibility issues that
created significant barriers for users. A cosmetic
redesign in 2019 helped but did not address the
underlying issues. 

The four years that followed brought the situation
into focus, highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic
—which exposed the need for equal access to
technology—and the OCR complaint. In 2023,
district leaders knew a change was needed. 

What may seem like a straightforward website
overhaul is far more nuanced. With a dual focus on
accessibility and improving the user experience,
TCSS staff and school communications partner Leif
Media & PR embarked on a seven-month effort to
create mobile-first websites that are as visually
appealing as they are accessible. This intensive
work also required a mindset shift for district staff.
Accessibility can be difficult to grasp for even the
savviest communications professionals, but more
challenging is the task of relaying this concept to
individuals who are not engaged in this work on a
regular basis.

With inclusivity, consistency and ease of
navigation as guiding principles, TCSS strategically
reimagined 38 district and school websites to
shine as accessible, functional communication
vehicles. Through thoughtful planning and design
—plus buy-in from district leaders and continuing
education for school webmasters—the Tuscaloosa
County School System now boasts an online
presence that models accessibility and user-
centric design.
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With a dual focus on accessibility and
improving the user experience, TCSS
staff and school communications
partner Leif Media & PR embarked on a
seven-month effort to create mobile-
first websites that are as visually
appealing as they are accessible.



Mobile-First Design Statistics

As the web redesign project launched, the team conducted both primary and secondary
research that would shape the goals and objectives of the plan. Research included
quantitative and qualitative measures. All research was non-scientific.

Research

Globally, more than 50 percent of users
access websites on mobile devices. This
number continues to rise and is higher in
some situations and populations. (GS
StatCounter, 2022)
Eighty-five percent of users report that
the mobile version of a website should
perform as good or better than the
desktop version. (Inside Design and
WebsiteBuilder, 2022)
In September 2023, 98 percent of U.S.
adults, aged 18-49, owned a smartphone.
(Pew Research, 2023)
The average user spends 54 seconds
visiting a website. (Contentsquare, 2021)
In 2022-2023, approximately 60 percent of
the district’s stakeholders (families, faculty
and staff) accessed district newsletters on
mobile devices. (Smore analytics)
In 2022, TCSS launched a one-to-one
device initiative, in which every student is
assigned an iPad for take-home
educational use. This reinforced the notion
that TCSS websites, which students visit on
their devices to access educational
resources, should be designed to work well
on tablet-sized screens.
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In September 2023, the web accessibility
complaint from OCR identified areas of the TCSS
district and school sites that presented barriers for
users with visual impairments and who use
assistive technology. These included: 

PDFs that displayed district lunch menus
PDFs of Board of Education meeting minutes
Board of Education policies listed in the TCSS
Policy Manual PDF
2023-2024 TCSS Middle School Handbook PDF

OCR Complaint Details

The team reviewed current accessibility guidelines
relevant to public school websites. The Web
Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) Version
2.1, Level AA is the technical standard for state and
local governments’ web content and mobile apps.
This rule sets a specific technical standard that
state and local governments must follow to meet
their existing obligations under Title II of the ADA for
web and mobile app accessibility. All content on
TCSS district and school sites should conform to
this standard.

WCAG 2.1 AA Requirements

TCSS Staff & Caregiver Focus Group
The team consulted with 12 individuals to elicit feedback on the existing district and school websites.
With a focus on creating websites that work for everyone, this group included district and school staff
members and parents/caregivers of TCSS students. Participants widely noted the need for consistent
navigation and structure across all sites. Participants also said it took too many clicks on the existing
sites to reach the information they were seeking, if they could find it at all. Finally, 75 percent of focus
group members said they use their smartphone to visit the district and school websites.



In 2023, the team conducted an inventory and content
analysis of the TCSS district site. Findings included:

Substantial Page Volume
The district site housed content across 209 unique pages. This
did not include pages housed on the 36 additional school
sites; those sites contained as many as 100 additional pages
each. Across all school and district sites, content was spread
across more than 3,000 pages.

Lack of Mobile Responsiveness
While the homepage layout was responsive to the size of the
user’s screen, this did not often continue throughout the
interior pages. Most pages were difficult to navigate on a
smartphone or tablet.

Inaccessible PDFs
Much of the information on the sites was contained in PDFs,
with little or no accessibility for visitors using assistive
technology. 

Additionally, approximately 40 different languages are spoken
among the families of the Tuscaloosa County School System.
While the site was translatable, these translation features did
not apply to information contained within PDFs, presenting
barriers for non-English speakers.

Images & Graphics Without Alternative Text
More than half of the pages throughout the collection of
websites contained images without appropriate alternative
text, images containing data, or improperly formatted tables. 

These items also presented barriers for those using assistive
technology and non-English speakers. Further, tables and
data within graphics created an undesirable experience for
visitors using mobile devices.

Research
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Review of Existing TCSS Websites

Pages on the existing sites were not optimized for
mobile and contained both confusing navigation
and graphics without alt text.

PDFs were rampant on the existing websites—and in
almost every case, they were not properly set up to
meet the needs of individuals who rely on assistive
technology.

Most images on the existing site were missing
descriptive alt text. In some cases, like this supply
list uploaded as a .png file, they were doomed from
the start when it comes to achieving accessibility.



After receiving the OCR complaint, the district knew quick action was needed. Not only were
the sites inaccessible to individuals with disabilities and those using assistive technology,
but they were not optimized for use on mobile devices. These shortcomings also meant the
sites did not work well for visitors who do not read English, while the volume of pages and
inconsistencies in navigation created an undesirable experience for all users. 

TCSS considered the high visibility of this work and that the needs of all individuals must be
met. But with a one-person communications department serving 36 schools, it was clear
that a partner would be necessary to meet the project goal. Given the importance of web
accessibility, school communications partner Leif Media & PR was hired to provide support. 

Planning
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Project Goal
Create accessible district and school websites that not only remedy the OCR complaints, but also
foster inclusivity and stronger engagement among visitors of all abilities, regardless of their native
language or the devices they use to access the websites.

By May 2024, develop 38 district
and school websites that meet
WCAG 2.1 Level AA standards. 

Strategy: Retain partner with
necessary expertise in school
website design and
accessibility.
Strategy: Create content for all
websites that contains
alternative text, is free of
directional language and
utilizes a descriptive hyperlink
structure. In cases where
documents are necessary,
ensure they pass accessibility
checks.
Strategy: Develop clear content
standards that sustain the
integrity of this work moving
forward, including parameters
around site permissions. 
Target Audience: All users of
TCSS websites, including those
with disabilities, non-English
speakers and users of all device
types.

By August 2024, four district staff
and 36 school website managers  
will demonstrate proficiency in
accessibility best practices and
school site administration by
logging into the CMS, creating a
news post, updating gallery
photos and knowing how to
request support. 

Strategy: Design and
implement a strategic
training program for select
school staff in order to ensure
consistent updates,
accessible content and the
integrity of the site structure. 
Strategy: Implement a
centralized system for school
site managers to submit
requests for website updates
that are beyond the scope of
a school site manager.
Target Audience: District-
level administrators, school
administrators and school
website managers.

Objective 1 Objective 2
Achieve at least 50,000 visits to
the district website during the
back-to-school month of August
2024, with visitors spending an
average of at least one minute
engaging with the site. 

Strategy: Promote
redesigned TCSS website to
all families, faculty and staff
in back-to-school
communications,
emphasizing dedicated
back-to-school hub on the
district site. 
Strategy: Utilize plain text
content and the Finalsite
posts module—instead of
uploaded documents—to
facilitate a more accessible
and engaging mobile user
experience.
Target Audience: All users of
TCSS district and school
websites. 

Objective 3



Terri Brewer, Director of Public Relations at
Tuscaloosa County School System

Coordinate efforts between project partner,
website vendor and TCSS staff
Ensure redesigned websites align with the
district’s goals and Strategic Plan
Train selected district staff and school website
managers to use content management system
Communicate with all district stakeholders
(staff, families and community members)
about the new websites

Planning
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Project Team Members
Eric Hagemann, Founder and Strategist at
Leif Media & PR

Develop website strategy and sitemap
Bring forth recommendations to TCSS
Redesign all pages while adhering to web
accessibility standards
Provide launch day support
Create district-specific training materials and
collaborate on post-launch communications
Provide ongoing post-launch support
throughout 2024-2025 school year

Note: Several other individuals were also part of the project team—offering everything from technical support to
answering stakeholder questions to providing updates to the Board of Education.

Key Messages for TCSS Staff

The Tuscaloosa County School System is in the process of
updating all district and school websites in order to enhance
accessibility and improve the user experience for all visitors. 

1.

The new websites, including the TCSS Staff Portal, will launch in
the spring. Notable features include mobile-first design,
streamlined navigation, enhanced accessibility and a robust
search engine. 

2.

School webmasters will receive additional information about
website training opportunities prior to the 2024-25 school year. 

3.

Key Messages for TCSS Families

The Tuscaloosa County School System is in the process of
updating all district and school websites in order to enhance
accessibility and improve the user experience for all visitors. 

1.

Launching this spring, the new websites will better serve TCSS
students and families with a streamlined navigation, content
that is organized more logically, content that is accessible and
translatable, a powerful search engine and more.

2.

For the first time, all school websites will feature consistency in
both design and navigation, allowing families with students at
multiple schools to find information more easily and intuitively. 

3.

In alignment with data, the sites will feature mobile-first design. 4.

Sara Young, TCSS Receptionist & Website Support
Brad Jessen, TCSS Director of Technology
Dr. Keri Johnson, TCSS Superintendent

TCSS District Administrative Team
School Website Managers
Laura Robertson, Finalsite Client Success Manager

Communication Channels

To target district stakeholders and
potential users of the websites, the
project team utilized these
communication channels: 

Emails to families and staff
Articles in district and school
newsletters
Meetings with district
department leaders and
administrators of all schools
Post-launch pop-up alerts on
district and school homepages
In-person training sessions with
site editors

Budget

CMS & hosting for 38 domains 
$56,723 per year

Website strategy & support (Leif)
$20,500 initial investment
$7,000 earmarked for support
throughout the 2024-2025
school year



With the project set to begin—and a tight timeline to
navigate—the team used specific tactics to carry
out strategies and work toward the objectives.

Implementation

Proactive communication with TCSS families and
staff members—via emails, newsletter articles and
in-person meetings—to share information about the
redesign process and create feedback opportunities.
(September 2023 - August 2024)
Collaborating with department leaders to gather
feedback, ensuring sites meet stakeholder needs
and adhere to accessibility requirements.
(September 2023 - April 2024)
A kick-off meeting between core project team
members to set the strategy and discuss the
approach to achieving greater website accessibility.
(October 2023)
Designing 38 district and school websites to
achieve accessibility goals—including selecting and
modifying color palettes and fonts to achieve
appropriate contrast and readability, respectively.
(October 2023 - May 2024)
Refining sitemaps, while giving consideration to
word choices and the journeys users take when
interacting with the sites. (October 2023)
Bi-weekly meetings between core project team
members, plus monthly meetings with the client
success manager representing the website vendor.
(November 2023 - August 2024)
Migrating and consolidating content to ensure
alignment with web accessibility best practices and
reflect a mobile-first strategy. (November 2023 -
May 2024)

Developing TCSS-specific web standards to help
the sites retain their integrity post-launch.
(November 2023 - May 2024)
Collaborating with the TCSS technology team
regarding specific domain requirements and other
technical aspects to prepare for launch. (March -
May 2024)
Crafting and disseminating communications that
announce the new sites to staff, families, students
and community members. (April 2024)
Creating a site maintenance strategy that gives
select district and school employees access to
update certain portions of the sites. (April - July
2024)
Creating a user-friendly back-to-school hub on the
TCSS website that encourages repeat visits to the
site at a time when stakeholders are most likely to
seek out this information. (July 2024)
Developing training materials for webmasters. (July
- August 2024)
Hosting in-person training sessions for webmasters
to practice using the CMS, become familiar with the
sitemap/strategy and better understand web
accessibility. (August 2024) 
Publishing articles in the staff newsletter to share
site navigation tips and website accessibility insights
with the district’s 2,400 employees. (October -
December 2024)
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Tactics

September 2023

TCSS receives
official website

accessibility
complaint from the

Office of Civil
Rights (OCR)

October 2023

Leif Media & PR
hired to assist with
website redesign
project; Updates
provided to OCR

team

November 2023

Website work
begins; Team

meets biweekly;
Accessibility

barriers identified
in OCR complaint

resolved on current
websites

May 2024

38 accessible,
redesigned TCSS
websites launch;
Communication
with district staff

and families

August 2024

Training manual
and videos

developed; In-
person training

sessions begin for
school web

managers and
select district staff 

Ongoing: TCSS and Leif meet biweekly to monitor and discuss feedback and ensure site integrity remains intact.

Timeline



When evaluating the measurable objectives outlined in the planning phase, the team
gleaned key takeaways and some valuable lessons learned for future website projects. 

Evaluation

The most engaging and effective websites don’t rest on
their laurels; instead, they remain relevant and
accessible by adapting based on stakeholder feedback.
While the launch of a website is an exciting milestone, it
marks the beginning of a long-term commitment to
maintaining a user-friendly, accessible platform that
meets the needs of all individuals. 

Several key takeaways emerged at the conclusion of
this project, including how uniquely challenging it can
be to achieve full stakeholder buy-in on accessibility
initiatives. And while the overall reception of the new
sites has been positive, some longtime users of the old
sites (particularly staff) have voiced frustration with the

different approach to site navigation and organization. A
series of newsletter articles were published in the fall to
help employees acclimate to the new Staff Portal, and
all the sites have evolved based on user feedback. But
even when change is good, it is still hard for people.

Another lesson learned is the importance of limiting web
editing access for most staff in order to preserve site
integrity. After a website manager made an update on
the new district site that could have triggered an OCR
complaint, the team realized that maintaining granular
permissions and continuing to offer staff training are
essential to ensure the sites remain accessible and
aligned with best practices.
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Key Takeaways: Navigating Change & Maintaining Site Integrity

By May 2024, develop 38 district and school websites that meet WCAG 2.1 Level AA standards.  

Evidence: On May 3, 2024, TCSS launched 38 redesigned district and school websites. Site design was
based on WCAG 2.1 Level AA standards, with all pages required to have text entered directly into the CMS,
all images required to have alt text, and any necessary documents required to pass an accessibility
check. Page consolidation was performed to help visitors locate information in as few clicks as possible. 
Evaluation: When scanned by an accessibility checker, TCSS district and school sites scored 100 in key
areas, including color contrast, orientation, forms and documents. Further, the district site was reduced
from 209 pages to 32 pages, resulting in an 85 percent page reduction rate, while the average school site
saw a 57 percent page reduction rate.

Objective 1

By August 2024, four district staff and 36 school website managers will demonstrate proficiency in
accessibility best practices and school site administration by logging into the CMS, creating a news post,
updating gallery photos and knowing how to request support.

Evidence: By August 28, 2024, 100 percent of school site managers and necessary district staff had
registered for site manager credentials and successfully completed site manager training. 
Evaluation: Site manager training sign-in sheets; user management in content management software;
submissions to centralized web update request portal

Objective 2

Achieve at least 50,000 visits to the district website during the back-to-school month of August 2024, with
visitors spending an average of at least one minute engaging with the site.  

Evidence: During August 2024, there were approximately 58,000 active users of tcss.net. While we cannot
be certain who the exact users are, this averages to nearly three visits per family and staff member. Users
engaged with the site for an average of 1 minute, 47 seconds.
Evaluation: Review of Google Analytics data

Objective 3



In September 2023, Superintendent Dr. Keri Johnson received notice of accessibility
complaints filed with the U.S. Department of Education’s Office of Civil Rights. Soon after,
two district leaders—Director of Public Relations Terri Brewer and Directory of Technology
Brad Jessen—began meeting with an OCR general attorney. 

Appendix
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Work to address the specific OCR complaints—including updating the Middle School
Handbook to reflect accessible PDF standards—took place in October 2023. A case closing
meeting was scheduled for November. 

Appendix
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The 2023-2024 Middle School Handbook PDF was one of several
documents flagged by OCR for violating accessibility requirements.
This document was updated in October 2023 to include proper
heading, list and table formatting. 



With school communications partner Eric Hagemann of Leif Media & PR joining the project
team, the website accessibility and user experience work began in earnest in November. 

Appendix
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The team conducted accessibility checks to ensure the
websites work for all users. 

Careful consideration went into
the navigation strategy and
overall sitemap. What was a
cumbersome user experience
on the old sites (top) has
become more streamlined and
mobile responsive (bottom).



Thorough research helped inform the strategy behind the new TCSS websites. Aside from
meeting accessibility requirements, the sites are more organized and easier to navigate. 

Appendix
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From a design perspective, the old TCSS
website (top left) was clunky and
difficult to navigate. A tertiary-level
interior page navigation confused
visitors and muddied the user
experience. The use of proper headers
and callout boxes gives the new page
(top right) visual interest and an
engaging look. Additionally, recreating
the TCSS 2024-2029 Strategic Plan via
plain text in posts (right) ensures users
can interact with the content—and that
the content is translatable and
accessible to all visitors, even those
using assistive technology. 



Appendix
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Old District Homepage New District Homepage

Old News Archive page Reimagined News & Announcements page



Appendix
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Old Students & Families page and pop-up

New Students & Families page with dedicated site search and filterable, user-friendly pop-ups



Appendix
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The new TCSS Back to School page is a strategy that supported the project’s third objective. 



Appendix
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Thoughtful consideration went into every
page across all 38 websites—including
the 404 page. The team’s strategy-first
approach was grounded in thorough
research and anecdotal data from staff
and caregiver focus group participants.
Unique touches like integrated site
search features, recent headlines on
article pages and multiple calendar
views support the user journey and
combine for a website experience that’s
not only accessible, but also functional
and aesthetically pleasing. 



Appendix
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When it comes to the school websites,
the team took the same approach to
melding accessibility with creating an
exceptional user experience. School sites
mimicked the look of the district site,
giving families a consistent experience
even if they have children attending
multiple schools. Other strategies, such
as removing unnecessary PDFs and
including content as plain text, also
support the project’s overall goal. To
reduce the page count and make site
updates more manageable, the team
utilized tools like shared elements and
Finalsite’s reuse page functionality. 



Appendix
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Old Brookwood High School Athletics page New Brookwood High School Athletics page with accessible pop-ups

Old Tuscaloosa County High School About Us page (with child pages) New Tuscaloosa County High School About Us page (consolidated)



Appendix
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All 38 TCSS district and school websites were designed using a mobile-first strategy and
optimized for an excellent user experience on all types of devices. The new sites are
accessible, responsive and translatable—serving stakeholders districtwide. 



Appendix
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Google Analytics data shows that the 2024 back-to-school timeframe yielded strong
traffic on the TCSS website, especially to pages geared toward current families such as
Calendars, Students & Families, and Back to School. 



Appendix
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The staff and family key messages crafted during the planning phase helped inform
communication with stakeholders throughout the project. A small sampling of the
messages appears below. 



Appendix
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Change can be hard, and after the sites
launched, the project team received
feedback from employees who were
having a difficult time locating content
on the Staff Portal. To better support
district staff members, Eric and Terri
created a series of articles to help
acclimate individuals to the intranet.
These articles appeared in the TCSS
weekly staff e-newsletter and sought to
help employees find information and
highlight the key features of the new,
accessible websites. 

A series of articles that appeared in the TCSS staff e-newsletter



Appendix
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Prior to the school webmaster training sessions in August 2024, the project team created
comprehensive support materials. Samples appear below and on the following page. 



Appendix
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TCSS Finalsite Training Video: Resources TCSS Finalsite Training Video: Posts

TCSS Finalsite Training Video: Calendars TCSS Finalsite Training Video: Social Media Links

TCSS Finalsite Training Video: Creating Admin Users

Note: Click the images to play the videos in Google Drive. 

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1osjdVJ-Exh7phgHQ2ZFA35ecN2CXfx5c/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1W4rADixLQn5w1mejzSXm5AtlzLVL15nj/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/14rIz-meh2YDhtSa2UsHnBYdU_nuRA0_L/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1WZlwBL7xm8hnz30v6TJodsoyGZjncfl3/view?usp=drive_link
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1RfP2m21QUVOBIjyF6TdHoCpmeP6HyGAS/view?usp=drive_link

