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Introduction

“ 99.9 % of websites are obsolete ” – Jeffrey Zeldman

Web accessibility should not be treated in isolatio n; 
it is part of the wider move in design using Web st andards

Web standards are about:

� Reducing the cost and complexity of Web development

� Making your sites backwards and forwards compatible  

� Making your site work effectively with adaptive technology 
used by disabled people
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Structure

Behaviour

Presentation

� HTML
� XHTML
� XML

� CSS1
� CSS2
� CSS3

� ECMAScript
� DOM

Source: Designing with Web standards: Jeffrey Zeldman

The Trinity of Web Standards
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Content

Mark-up

Design� Relevant
� Non-jargon
� Concise
� Clear & accurate
� Summarised

� Intuitive 
� Attractive 
� Relevant
� Legible
� Bullet proof

� Standards compliant (W3C)
� Semantic

The Trinity of Accessible Web Design
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Developers  - key accessibility issues

Images not labelled properly

Inaccessible Flash

Multimedia - lack of captioning and transcripts 

Frames – poor frame titles makes pages hard to 
navigate for blind web users

Tables - information in tables not coded so they are 
readable by blind web users

Scripts – JavaScript and applets which are not compatible with 
adaptive technology with no alternative content provided

Relative Design – enable text resizing in Internet Explorer

Hypertext – Clear and concise links

Forms – Intuitive and accessible forms
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Images

� For minimum accessibility all images on a web page must
have alternative text, including: 

• Editorial - pictures and logos

• Web links and graphical form buttons

• Spacer and decorative graphics

• Graphs and charts – provide detailed description via ‘longdesc’

• Graphical text  - example headers and navigation links

� They are particularly important for screen readers – who 
heavily rely on them to navigate a page



6The key issues 18 May 2006

Images - Editorial

Editorial images enhance or add information to a web page for example  
a photo that goes with a news story

� Keep alt text concise and relevant 

� Don’t use ‘graphic of…’, ‘image of…’

� You also need to keep alt text consistent across your site

� You need guidelines on how to write alt text for all staff creating 
page content

� In this context alt text is an editorial not a technical issue
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Images

Important: Do not put empty alt text on images that either convey
useful information or image links because it causes serious 
problems for screen reader users
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Images – web links 

Important: Do not put empty alt text on images that either convey
useful information or image links because it causes serious 
problems for screen reader users

� They are particularly important for screen readers – who 
heavily rely on them to navigate a page

� Voice recognition users also rely on consistent alt text – alt text must 
contain the graphical text that appears on the image

� Avoid “click here for…”. Also start the alt text with the keyword, 
e.g. “news” and not “the news”

� Alt text should describe the “function” of the graphic – not the visual 
presentation
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Images - Spacer and decorative graphics

• Where possible use CSS for layout instead of spacer and decorative 
graphics 

• If you need to use spacer or decorative images in a page use null or 
empty alt text alt=“”

• Avoid “echo effect” of having link names read out twice – i.e. print 
friendly link on icon and image
Either
• Use CSS to increase target area of link

Or

• Include graphic within anchor tag
• Include screenshot
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Images - Graphs and charts

• Often graphs and charts cannot be described by an alt text alone
• As a general rule alt text should not be more than 100 characters (20 

to 30 words)
• Ensure an accessible text alternative is provided

• Long desc
• D link
• Text on page
• Spreadsheet or document download
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Images – graphical text

• Avoid graphical text for navigation
• Avoid for small type (10pt or under)
• Ensure text is legible

• Good contrast
• Avoid script fonts
• Reasonable size – i.e. headings
• Avoid busy or complicated backgrounds
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Alt text example
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Language

Always specify any changes from one language to
another in the page text such as from English 
to French using the lang attribute:

<P> english text
<SPAN lang=”fr”>je ne sais quoi</SPAN>
english text</P>

The reason for this is that screen reader technology needs 
to know the language being used so it can load the 
right language drivers to pronounce the text properly.
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Language: Stanford-Poynter Eyetrack Study

The Stanford Poynter project has been researching ho w people 
read news on the web.

The research shows that web users:

� Look more at text than at graphics 

� Are first drawn to headlines, summaries and captions

� Frequently do not look at images until the second or third visit to the 
page

� Prefer simple direct headlines that directly reflect the text. 

This contrasts with a previous study carried out by Poynter into how 
people read newspapers which found that people tended to be drawn
to the photos before looking at the text. 
Website: www.poynter.org/eyetrack2000
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Language

� Strive for clear and accurate headings and link descriptions. 

� Review every heading, outline and menu to see if the crucial words 
mean exactly what is intended. Are there simpler words that would 
convey the same meaning?

� State the topic of the sentence or paragraph at the beginning of the 
sentence or paragraph. 
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Language

� Limit each paragraph to one main idea. 

� Avoid technical jargon, and other unfamiliar vocabulary. 

� Avoid specialised meanings of familiar vocabulary, unless 
explanations are provided. 

� Avoid the passive voice and complex sentence structures. 

� Make link phrases short yet meaningful enough so they make sense
when read out of context, alone or as part of a series of links.
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Cascading Style Sheets (CSS)

Cascading Style Sheets allow you to separate structure (HTML) from
design. It enables you to:

� Control features such as text alignments, fonts, colours 
and background images

� Provide templates for laying out your page, helping you to 
maintain consistency

� Use much cleaner, clearer page code – therefore more accessible
page code

� Save time in page redesign
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Cascading Style Sheets (CSS)

� You should set all colours in a separate style sheet, especially fonts 
and background colours

� Avoid using CSS colours in the HTML page. If the page is viewed 
without the external style sheet it might be unreadable

� If you use CSS you must ensure that your pages work without it

� Test thoroughly on a range of different browsers



21The key issues 18 May 2006

Example design from csszengarden.com

Cascading Style Sheets (CSS)
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Example design from csszengarden.com
– same html page, different CSS

Cascading Style Sheets (CSS)
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Scripts - JavaScript

JavaScript is one of the most common sources of
accessibility problems. This is because many older browsers have
limited or no script support – around 5 percent will not be able to use a 
site because they use browsers that do not support JavaScript or have it 
disabled.

Source http://www.thecounter.com/stats/2004/May/javas.php
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Scripts - JavaScript

� Whenever possible, use server-side scripting rather than client-side 
scripting. Do you really need JavaScript?

� Don't use JavaScript that requires a mouse (note: ‘onClick’ is OK)

� If you use JavaScript functions in links, also provide a real link 
destination 

� Avoid the use of pop-ups to give important information

� JavaScript should never be relied upon for essential functionality

� Test your pages with JavaScript turned off (Firefox)

� Provide meaningful <noscript> content, offering access to a non-
JavaScript version of the same functionality – but don’t assume a 
screen reader will pick this up, many support JavaScript so it must
be as accessible as possible
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Scripts - JavaScript

The most common JavaScript accessibility issues include:

� Navigation. Inability or difficulty navigating using a keyboard or 
assistive technology. 

� Hidden content. Presentation of content or functionality that is not 
accessible to assistive technologies. 

� User control. Lack of user control over automated content changes. 

� Confusion/Disorientation. Altering or disabling the normal 
functionality of the user agent (browser) or triggering events that 
the user may not be aware of. 
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Data tables

� Tables used to represent tabular
data – such as job listings – need
to be made accessible for
screen readers

� This is done by ensuring that the
column headers – e.g. Job,
Dept, Hours and Store are
labelled properly in HTML using 
the <th> tag and they are in turn explicitly associated with each
data item within their column via the ‘headers’ or ‘scope’ attribute. 

� More complex data tables can be coded using the axis attribute 
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Level 2 issues
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� Hypertext links 
� Relative design
� Device independence
� Mark-up (X/HTML)
� Colour contrast
� Forms

Key issues for level 2 web accessibility



29The key issues 18 May 2006

Avoid links 
like:
Click here
More
Link
Read
Download

Hypertext Links

The main accessibility issues for hypertext are:

� Link text that does not make sense out of context

� Duplication of the same link text which point 
to different destinations 

� Non-standardisation of links across a site 

� Screen Readers strip out links from a page into a list for 
navigation convenience, but obviously when you have a link title
such as ‘click here’ or ‘more’ taken out of context it does not 
make sense. This is compounded when you have multiple 
links with the same description.
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Hypertext Links

� Have a terse but meaningful link description – unique to each link on 
a page. Don’t use ‘click here’ or ‘more’.  [W3C 13.1]

� When you link out of your site to another site or a link opens a new 
browser window you need to give some warning. [W3C 10.1]

� Use the link title attribute to expand the description of a link giving the 
user more information about whether they want to follow the 
hyperlink.

� Avoid pop up windows and ‘spawned’ windows. [W3C 10.1]
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Relative design 1

� A level 2 accessibility requirement is that page layout
dimensions and font sizes are relative, in percentages or ems
(a unit of width relative to a font size).

� This means webpages are automatically scaled when you change 
the browser window dimensions. 

� This allows the text to change size and the page layout to 
flow without creating extra whitespace or running off the
edge of the screen.

� This is particularly helpful for vision impaired web users who need 
to be able to read the page text in a larger font 
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Relative design 2

� If you use tables for layout then use percentage 
values for widths and heights for table cells, columns 
and rows to create relative layouts

� Most mainstream sites are now starting to use 
CSS positioning for layout

� If necessary use a hybrid of CSS and a simple 
table layout
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Relative design 3

There are issues with relative design:

� Long line width on wide screen monitors

� Lack of control of design elements

� A compliant “fixed” width site can be achieved using “em”

� Em will resize as the user increases text size

� See www.bbc.co.uk/accessibility
(increase text size)

� Issues with horizontal scrolling on 
800 x 600 monitors
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This is light text This is dark text

Colour

� Make sure that information is not conveyed through colour
alone. Many users cannot differentiate between red and green –
specifically colour blind users – up to 5 per cent
of the male population

� Ensure there is sufficient contrast between text and background.
For example, do not put white text on a pale or pastel background,
or black text on a dark colour background – this is particularly 
important for graphic text
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Correct use of Mark-up (xhtml, html)

� HTML should be coded properly, e.g. headings, lists 
and quotes etc should be marked up correctly
with the relevant tags

� Outdated tags such as <font> should not be used. 
Replace them with structural tags such as <div> and <p> and CSS 
formatting

� HTML standards should be referenced on all pages. 
Use the relevant ‘Doctype’ standard your pages should 
validate to – this helps browsers know how to interpret your pages 
properly
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Semantic Mark-up

� Tags should reflect the meaning of the content they contain:

� Use lists for navigation

� Structure pages using headers

� Use P, Strong and Emphasis

� Use definition lists for FAQs etc

� Avoid using SPAN tags as much as possible 



37The key issues 18 May 2006

Semantics - headers

• Headers <h1> - <h6> can be used by screen reader users to quickly 
and efficiently navigate through web pages

• Web pages can be structured hierarchically (like word processing
documents)

• Always include headers to break up documents
• Headers should be included in the correct order
• Always include an H1
• Nest headers correctly
• Avoid too few and too many headers
• Be consistent across pages
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Headers - Nest headers correctly

• H1
• H2
• H2

• H3
• H3

• H4

• H3
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Forms

� To enable screen reader users to fill in forms effectively all input 
fields need to have an associated label. This is true for all input fields 
whether they are text, checkbox, radio or dropdown lists.

� Care needs to be taken how the labels are positioned. For example 
radio buttons need to have the labels postioned after the button.

� Note that the label’s ‘for’ attribute should match the ‘id’ name 
associated with the input box.

� Also think carefully about the form tab order (tabindex – level 3)
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� LABEL for="name"> Name:</LABEL> 

<INPUT type="text" id="name" SIZE="50"> <BR>

<FIELDSET> 

<LEGEND> Sex </LEGEND>

<INPUT TYPE="radio" name="sex" id="male"> 

<LABEL FOR="male">Male</LABEL>

<INPUT TYPE="radio" name="sex" id="female"> 

<LABEL FOR="female">Female</LABEL>

</FIELDSET> <BR>

<LABEL FOR="tcar">Type of car:</LABEL>

<SELECT NAME="car" id="tcar">

<OPTION>Honda Civic</OPTION>

<OPTION>Ford Taurus</OPTION>

<OPTION>Saturn</OPTION>

</SELECT> <BR>

<LABEL FOR="pwd">Password</LABEL> 

<INPUT TYPE="password" SIZE=10 ID="pwd"> <BR>

<LABEL FOR="com">Comments:</LABEL> 

<TEXTAREA ROWS=10 COLS=30 ID="com"></TEXTAREA> <BR>

<INPUT TYPE="submit"> <INPUT TYPE="reset"></FORM>

Forms
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Conclusion

For level 2 prioritise fixing:

� Hypertext links

� Forms

� Device independence

� Relative design

� Semantic mark-up

� Valid mark-up

For level 1 prioritise fixing:

� Alt text

� Language

� Tables

� Scripts


