










  

The gap is the things that most people don’t notice.
 

This isn’t an exhaustive list, but a few things that are important for accessibility but 

not usability (for the general population):
 

- Alternative text for images and other media.
 
- Using the right structure for each element of the page.
 
- Relying on colour / shape / size / location is a nightmare for people using 

alternative browsers or with colour-blindness.
 
- Skip links &
 

- Having a visible keyboard focus: both of these help people not using a mouse. If 

you  remember  the  very  first  example,  I  had to use custom CSS to highlight the
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- (Human) Language of the text  can be encoded  into the page, telling  a screen 

reader which voice synthesiser to use.
 
- Valid code is  partly a robustness measure, but  I  have had content disappear to
  
assistive technology when the tags  weren’t closed properly.
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In accessibility terms, structure is generally something that screen readers users 
would benefit from, but most people would not notice. (Well, apart from Google.) 

However, I’ve found it can really help the team developing a site to think 
structurally. One of my favourite examples is from Andy Clark’s “Transcending 
CSS” where he takes this example page. 

We’ll look just at that left hand area as an example. 
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Just taking this little section from the left of that page, historically this would be 
marked up in HTML as a table. 

Although web developers have generally moved to using CSS for style and layout, 
often the first step of using appropriate HTML for each element is missed. 

Andy’s book really helps make that mental leap of going from a design to HTML Andy s book really helps make that mental leap of going from a design to HTML 
structure – think about what sort of HTML you would use for each element here. 
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Here is what Andy used (and no argument from me!) 

I recommend it as a step in the web site creation process, when you have a 
Photoshop type design, spend 10 minutes working out what the markup of the page 
is going to be before starting to code. 

The possible markup will be a little richer when HTML5 hits the main stream but in The possible markup will be a little richer when HTML5 hits the main stream, but in 
the meantime I recommend reading Tantek Celics “Elements of XHTML” as a 
reminder of what we can currently do: 
http://tantek.com/presentations/2005/09/elements-of-xhtml/ 

Depending on your process, you might even consider it at the wireframe stage. 
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This example is from a former colleague's article on Boxes and Arrows, showing the 
intended order of elements on a page. 
http://www.boxesandarrows.com/view/practical-plans-for 

Whilst not contributing directly to the usability of a site, dealing with the site layout 
and structure in a systematic way generally helps maintain consistency across a 
sitesite. 

Which lead onto… 
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The thing is, it isn’t only people with disabilities that benefit from those things in the 
accessibility gap. 

These also help with Search Engines and other forms of access, like mobile 
access. 

There’s a great quote that “Google is like a blind user with a billion friends” andThere s a great quote that Google is like a blind user with a billion friends , and 
aspects like alternative text, heading structure, and setting the language all help 
Google analyse your content. 

Also, the difference between accessibility and mobile access is not that great, 
and the basic mobile browser benefit from the same things as screen readers (alt 
tetextt, skip links etc.)skip links etc ) 

This screen shot is from the nokia N80, and the red-box is the zoom-in map. 

Mobile phone access has also  improved dramatically with the Webkit based 
browsers. Does the interaction style of the iPhone or high-end Nokias remind you of browsers. Does the interaction style of the iPhone or high end Nokias remind you of 
anything from earlier? 

Demo: 04_iphone.mp4 

The iPhone uses a similar idea, but the implementation is more graceful. 31 



 

 
 

So, I promised an answer to the question: is accessibility actually  usability? 

Well, I’m cheating slightly, I think there are three answers: 

The definition of usability talks about “specified users” in a “specified context”, so 
if you include people with disabilities using assistive technology, then yes. 

In practice, most accessibility issues overlap with usability issues. In fact, this 
can be used to your advantage. If you have a fairly usability interface, put it under 
the microscope of accessibility testing, and you’ll find more things you can 
improve for most people. 

However, in the UK and many EU states, there is legislation about accessibility, 
but not usability. In some ways this has acted like a setback, creating an artificial 
difference between the two attributes. 

But hopefully you can see the overlap, and also the gap between accessibility and 
usability..usability
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Any questions? 
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