Alt Text Guidelines’

About alt text

What is alt text?

“Alt text” stands for “alternative text” and refers to textual descriptions of images that people with
visualimpairment or reading disability might not be able to perceive (well) otherwise. Alt texts are
read aloud by screen readers; they are also displayed when images fail to load (for example when
the user has a poor internet connection).

Is alt text legally required?

Alt texts are a fundamental tool to ensure the accessibility of online publications. The Americans
with Disabilities Act (ADA), Title Il requires that websites and digital materials must be accessible to
individuals with visual and cognitive impairments, as of April 2026. The Department of Justice (DOJ)
enforces Title Il web compliance using the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.2 Level
AA, which requires provides an equivalent text description for non-text content.

Why is alt text important, beyond legal compliance?

Alt texts enable more people to read a book and interact with its content in a meaningful way. They
allow researchers with different access needs —whether permanently or temporarily — to participate
in the academic conversation, consume content without any loss of information, and possibly use
and build on that content in their own academic work.

Why is the author required to provide alt texts? Can’t the publisher take care of it?

Authors know most precisely why images are included in their publication and what information
they are meant to convey. An alt text should not describe a given image in every detail, but rather
sum up its key aspects —those that are relevant to the argument and not yet included in the main
text or caption. In this sense, alt texts should be understood as another important content element
of academic publications — just like abstracts, keywords, headings, or subheadings.

Writing Alt Text

In the main text, describe images and visual material and formulate explicitly any conclusion that
sighted readers would be expected to draw from it. The more information in the main text, the less
alt-text required. Never rely exclusively on figures to convey key information!

e Briefly describe what the image shows, focusing on what is directly relevant to
understanding the argument.

"These guidelines are adapted from our partner press’s DeGruyter’s Accessible manuscript preparation
guidelines. See https://www.degruyterbrill.com/publishing/for-authors/book-authors/review-production.


https://www.degruyterbrill.com/publishing/for-authors/book-authors/review-production

e Keep it short (100-150 characters with spaces). The reason for this is that readers who rely
on screen-reading devices must often listen to the entire alt text before they can continue
reading: including irrelevant details or repeating information already mentioned in the
surrounding text can worsen their reading experience significantly.

e Do not start alt text with “an image of” or “a picture of,” as it is repetitive. Sometimes, it may
be important to distinguish between types of images: photograph, painting, woodcut, etc.,
but use these terms sparingly.

e Do notrepeat the captionin the alt text. Information that is not displayed in the figure
itself (such as author, date, source, bibliographical reference) doesn’t belong in alt text.

e Avoid repeating sentences that are already part of the main text. If the figure is so precisely
described in the main text and/or caption that any alt text would be repetitive, please use
“See caption” or “See main text” in place of it. This is to inform visually impaired readers
that the alt text has not been forgotten but deliberately omitted.

e Always use Unicode characters. This might be worth double-checking if your alt text
includes special characters or symbols.

e Ensure spelling and punctuation are correct. Include end punctuation to sentences. Alt
text is part of your manuscript and should match its overall quality.

Submitting Alt Text

Include alt text for all figures as a section in your cover note. List each figure number, caption, and
alt text, clearly labelled.

Fig. 1: Title page of Ludwig Tieck’s Minnelieder aus dem schwébischen Zeitalter, published in 1805
at the Realschulbuchhandlung - the royal bookstore that was to become De Gruyter about a
century later. © De Gruyter Book Archive 2017.

Alt text: Title page adorned with two cherubs kissing.



Alt Text examples

Photograph of manuscript page:

" alpocalipsy

.. <'@§15&Mm Nﬂ)mwmakewmm m : ),.:

nWWMMcmlw mmwmmn

ghe (Y 15le(tin 18 he VAL wﬂw wevmtww mmms o6 B Aliene: & bopry
; ben it mi ymegned {010 CONenO diiedng ys mmam.grmi
wm%mw ¥ 5540 14 1BAS 2 Pitt 18 £ COMIYMGR 206 10 (ouine (i8R Uen e
03t 0f wﬁanmu mfu-vavmntcuutxummmmmﬁvmunmnwmmmmm
of | _:'nmommmnmm:hnlewowsm iyATiite 8 €0 0ue (ines 1B biond:andmatons s
Bynglom #eit mgowmltsfwr tuaymw;lqm-ampm M0 H071DI6 0F LWODIB Asngn
oty comep Iy rlowm'm osly15¢ CBAL S Tyt er it eciuton fyns And dlle e bmiedis
of e erpezthntlen bitee hom a!ten Tyt slye ey A alée a1 0 ye it Epeendy
rommae Al @ wondonre brojiandyteit
mﬂ:mlamﬂm l‘mgummpmmm eeigt Wi its i An vie mwruwbmumos oyl
1020 06 §0- AT1D 02 e riviofling OF e y WAS i st ¥ L0sbis By Dy et bibynbusase
R{LOro. V0I5 A5 OF A trrunpe caymmmeemmvouwmmmmvmammm‘m
m-m:zm i clits 1t bor ™ AGC 10 EEHIS: £ SnurmA. E10 pgmmw-ewgmem
Srdib ind topinlafiid. + toloadina Olok Thepniomgeot Heynt: Joon bitokeneyPre
1mectvl|oh slpuclie pet vndieondiy pewors cnvcgaoﬁ:elmmwmynwoﬁmw
16 itolenod Uiy trastpe + Amonediy em ith pep bo i tiewlsAlle pPvet (e m oo J
ﬂwm-mmhc e ozns govle entaiple o % (bele’ D ymmmvmymum
w@mym fpak iy me gnd y turnele By fay fouene randilttiiig 0F go1d- And mye nnddl
of iR fcummlw randilfactas: oon b 10 pe fone 0f man cloyd Wy u‘inngr grirment.
0D 1D Rt pe-tehs Wy AgoldiE gwrou 2nd ye yeed of i I8 heers Weren \Nu,[tc
As e Wolle:dnd 46 Lot And 10 1en of Yym a5 ElALme of ficy :and hite oot Ll
+0 lavoute A9 ALrERynge diymeney| b e VoI5 of [y as yewos ofmany
s AND e Yyrate v g vythoud teuene am'ui andalberd cum o cuer eper
&m WELED OLh OF 15 wony T11d Y6 £ACL: AS e Crume Crijyaetl) w s vevat 7
Blheyniomgeof mobyvemwmoummm.m\mv ~fioon fag mmp. 7
caetly ooty ripeeie yit 19 lyshid of e fenenc quArosTof tHie hooly Foofe-yuit Ve,
5 am; von Yo uy!', tﬂemmwa'o m savmkmw e uileene oﬁumﬁuw

e viste bovne t0Hie erther 18 Ditolensd chammeﬂcmm tie gyl
that ieias g-ﬁ-awwu 16 Uytolienede chattiree ofiore| Sy TNET heebe tie §o-
alopzelatis o8 hooly elelie| X3y thie eove: tije men OF velymoune b
frmlen ben wlu;m y0tus jootynert Aud of goote uyt, wle—te wolle
Wity o wy 'lwtpeu e etijere thorus goode entarmple Ind
bt hipre A tiu?: qummm ﬂm Urannyiige 0 VR

Caption: Figure 1: MS Plimpton Add. 03, fol. 204r, early fifteenth century, Rare Book & Manuscript
Library, Columbia University Libraries.

Alt text: A manuscript leaf of the first page of the English Apocalypse, with some scriptin red ink.



A woodcut:

Caption: Figure 2: fol. 196; A treatise excellent and compendious, shewing and declaring, in maner
of tragedye, the falles of sondry most notable princes and princesses with other nobles (London:
Richard Tottell, 1554; STC 3177). “The king ligging eaten of wormes.” The Latin lines from Ovid’s
Tristia (4.8.47-48) translate as “nothing is so high and above danger, that itis not below and subject
to God.” (Photo: Harry Ransom Center at the University of Texas)

Alt text: Awoodcut of three noblemen looking at a crowned man lying prone on raised tomb, his
body covered with worms.

A miniature:




Caption: Figure 33: A71 (fol. 136r); King Darius looks on as the lions eat Daniel’s accusers.

Alt text: A pride of lions devour several men, while three bearded men, including a crowned one,
watch.

A book cover:

CHRISTINE DE PIZAN’S ADVICE FOR PRINCES
IN MIDDLE ENGLISH TRANSLATION

Stephen Scrope’s The Epistle of Othea and the
Anonymous Litel Bibell of Knyghthod

Edited by Misty Schieberle

Alt text: Centered in the cover is a manuscript image [depicting The Wheel of Fortune. A winged
Lady Fortune wears a blindfold, crown, and holds a scepter. To the right is a wooden wheel with a
nobleman at the top, a corpse at the bottom, and two men clinging on opposite sides.] Along the
cover’s bottom is its title and editor. The METS logo in the bottom right corner is a rounded capital M
surrounded by two leaves.



Additional Resources

Web Accessibility Initiative Images Tutorial

https://www.w3.org/WAI/tutorials/images/tips/

Harvard University Digital Accessibility Services

https://accessibility.huit.harvard.edu/describe-content-images

Section 508, Authoring Meaningful Alternative Text

https://www.section508.gov/create/alternative-text/
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