
[DB] Suppose, for a minute, that you suffered a traumatic brain 

injury, as I did on April 19th, 2006. And suppose that because of this 

injury that you temporarily – we hope – lost your fine motor skills and 

could no longer use a mouse or a touchpad. Could you navigate the last 

website that you designed with only your keyboard? What about your 

unit’s website? If you didn’t design for accessibility, there’s a good chance 

that you can’t. 

My unit’s website – the department of applied mathematics –  had 

120 thousand pageviews last month.  About 7 thousand of those 

pageviews were from users with a disability. I made accessibility a 

priority when I redesigned our unit’s site last summer. Today you’ll learn 

how easy it is to make sites that are accessible and usable by everyone.

[Slide] Closely related to accessibility is universal design. Universal 

design is designing so people with the widest possible range of abilities, in 

the widest possible range of situations can use your product. Unlike the 

physical world, making universally accessible websites is easy because 

the World Wide Web Consortium has always been committed to universal 

design. [Slide] The W3C introduced their Web Accessibility Initiative back 

in 1997 and www.w3.org/WAI is a great resource for web accessibility. 

http://www.google.com/url?q=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.w3.org%2FWAI%2F&sa=D&sntz=1&usg=AFQjCNH9VUpDHuS0ObtuNzbYpu7WeNuyrg


But just because it’s easy to make your website universally accessible 

doesn’t mean every site is universally accessible. Let’s look at an example 

of an unusable website.

[EC] Talk about art.yale.edu’s site. The important lesson to learn 

about Yale's art site is that content is the most important feature on your 

website.  Anything that steals focus from your content should be 

removed.  Don't try to show the user too much on one page because they 

may see nothing at all.

[DB] Universal design and accessible design is also usable design. If 

a site is difficult for you to use, it’ll be even more so for someone with a 

disability. So how do you design a usable site? That’s a big topic, so I’ll 

suggest my two favorite resources: Don’t Make Me Think by Steve Krug, 

which is now in its third edition, and the somewhat dated guidelines at 

usability.gov.

Today we’ll focus on aspects of usability that are especially 

important to people with disabilities, but that will help all users. The first 

principle is to design simply and well. Simple designs allow a high 

signal-to-noise ratio, the ratio of relevant to irrelevant information. If your 

design is simple, then you’ll want to arrange your information based on its 



importance and card sorting is a great tool for this. It’s important for all 

users that the site is consistent and matches their intuition and 

expectations; if your navigation bar jumps from the top to the right side 

and then to the left depending on the page, you’ll quickly confuse your 

users. Well designed sites – as most of you already do – separate the 

structure from the aesthetics by using HTML for the content and 

structure and controlling the look of the page with CSS. This is especially 

important for users who use assistive technologies, since these 

technologies know how to interpret HTML but usually have trouble with 

Flash, Shockwave, Java, and so on.

[Slide] In a simple layout, it’s easy to emphasise what’s important 

by changing a single attribute, like color or typeface. But things become 

confusing when every part of the page is fighting for attention: 

emphasising everything means you’ve emphasised nothing. 

[Slide] Well structured pages on a well ordered site make the site 

more usable by everyone. We’re not typically taught how to organize our 

writing in the most effective way. While you could read Aristotle’s 

Rhetoric – which is still relevant today – I’d recommend Bryan Garner’s 

Legal Writing in Plain English – it’s not the most exciting book you’ll ever 



read, but it distills from the last 50 years about writing plain English. If 

you want to go back almost 70 years, read Rudolf Flesch’s the Art of Plain 

Talk. For more general writing advice, try John Trimble’s Writing with 

Style. For business writing, read Roman and Raphaelson’s Writing that 

Works. I also recommend getting a good usage dictionary like Bryan 

Garner’s Modern American Usage or Mark Davidson’s Right, Wrong, and 

Risky. As wrong word choices and poor punctuation can distort your 

meaning. 

Anyway, once you have readable text for your page, you need to 

encode it in a way that everyone can understand. For this, nothing is 

better than HTML, and using markup with semantic meaning. If you use 

heading tags, then it’s easy for people using a screen reader to scan and 

navigate your document. It’s also very important not to use tags with 

semantic meaning for only visual effect: don’t use a blockquote to change 

your margins, only use it for a block quote. Likewise, don’t use the cite tag 

for emphasis unless its a book title. In other words, use HTML for content 

and structure and CSS for style.

[Slide] Once you have well built and structured pages, it’s 

important to arrange them in a logical, consistent way. To do this, I like 



card sorting. To card sort, make cards for all your pages with a short 

description on each. Then shuffle them and ask several people to cluster 

the cards in whatever order they think makes the most sense. Have at 

least one – but preferably several – from each group do this; for instance, 

in an academic department you’d want to ask students, faculty, and staff 

to do card sorts. After all, you’re not your user – so the most logical order 

for you may not be the best order for them.

[Slide] Part of being consistent with user expectations and intuition 

is following conventions – even if they aren’t aesthetically pleasing to 

you. For example, color blind people may not see a link if it’s not 

underlined. For many, making your link open in a new window can make it 

difficult to navigate the web – especially when they can control this 

themselves by holding control and clicking. Not allowing pinch-and-zoom 

on tablets or setting a maximum font size make it difficult for many 

people, but especially those with low-vision. And that’s the next main 

design principle: design for transformation, which Erin will now talk 

about.

[EC] Talk about designing for transformation.  Designing for 

transformation is about building a site that is attractive and readable at 



all sizes and on all devices.  This means not forcing users to view the site 

the way you envisioned but designing a site that works the way the user 

wants to use it.

[DB] Now I’d like to talk about designing for keyboard access. Many 

people browse the web without a pointing device. Some because they 

prefer using a keyboard or voice control, other because they have to. If the 

page is HTML, this doesn’t pose much of a problem. The user can use the 

tab key to jump from link to link and between entries in a form. The 

problem comes when navigation and forms use JavaScript or Flash or 

Shockwave or PDF or some such thing. Unlike HTML, these technologies 

weren’t designed with accessibility in mind – though there are now 

standards emerging that will make these technologies more accessible. 

Another important issue is tab-order: you want the order to be logical. 

First a link to the main content; then the main menus and search; then the 

main body; and last the footer. You don’t want the user to jump to the 

footer and then back to the menu and then through a hundred things 

before they can get the page’s main content.

[Slide] Here is the linguistic department’s page. With a pointing 

device, I can access the menu. [Slide] But I can’t access these menus with 



the tab key. That means I can’t use almost anything on this site: I can’t 

look at their PhD program, I can’t see what classes they offer, I can’t do 

anything! [Slide] Here’s another campus page, designed by ASSETT. Here, 

I can tab through the menus and access everything on the site with only a 

keyboard. Now, there “skip to main content” link is broken, which makes 

navigating their page a lot more work. But at least I can access all the 

content with only a keyboard.

[EC] Talk about tools, such as WAVE.

[DB] Here’s a short checklist for the last website you designed. 

What happens when you increase the font size or change the 

window width? At what point does your page break? What could you do to 

make it so your page doesn’t break? Pay special attention to menus and 

navigation.

Try navigating your page without a pointing device. Can you use 

your menus and forms with only a keyboard? When you tab through the 

links, does the order make sense? If you use Flash or JavaScript, were you 

able to use them with only your keyboard?

Try loading your page without images but show the alt texts. We 

didn’t talk a lot about alt texts, but they’re very important. I’ll mention 



two resources: Sarah Horton’s Access by Design – which is available for 

free on her website – and W3C has a great decision tree on what you 

should put as your alt text. It’s quite possible that a blank alt-text, 

encoded as a space in quotes, will be your most common alt-text. You 

might also want to try listening to your website. VoiceOver in iOS and 

turning on Speech in Safari are good tools if you’re using OSX. On a 

Windows machine, JAWS is the gold standard and costs its weight in gold; 

there are several machines with JAWS installed in the assistive 

technologies lab in disability services in the C4C. Indeed, I strongly 

encourage you to get Cath’s expert opinion over at disability services on 

your site, especially if it’s going to be used by a lot of students.

As Erin mentioned, the WAVE tool at webaim.org is a great tool for 

checking the usability of your site. It’s a little harsh and your site will 

probably be very usable even with a few warnings. But it points out things 

that you were likely unaware of, and you can’t fix a problem if you don’t 

know you have one. For example, it’ll tell you if your language isn’t set 

correctly.

Finally, if your site includes multimedia, like video, is it captioned? 

This is helpful for not just deaf users, but for those in noisy environments 



or when it’d be inappropriate to have the sound on. I admit that this is a 

pain, but it’s worth a student helper’s effort or an intern.

We’ll give Kosta a PDF with links and books that we think you’ll find 

helpful.

Thank you for listening. We look forward to your questions.


