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The first principle of Web Accessibility that I’d like for you to keep in mind when 
designing stuff or creating content or trying to figure out if something will be usable 
by other people is perceivability. We all have human bodies that come with built in 
sensory organs that take in environmental inputs and convert them to signals that are 
interpretable by our brains. The ability to take in those signals and translate them into 
a brain-friendly form is the basis of perception. The sensory organs that are most 
frequently recruited for engagement with technologies are those that are responsible 
for vision, hearing, and touch. Each person varies on their perceptual abilities not just 
from other people who have different perceptual abilities but also based on the 
context they are in. If I am wearing glasses, I can read fairly small text on a screen a 
couple feet away from my face. As soon as I take my glasses off, that text transforms 
into cryptic and mysterious scribbles that beckon my face closer to solve the mystery 
of what’s written on my screen. A lot of people have contextual visual impairments 
like that. A lot of people have different visual impairments that maybe aren’t 
correctable with glasses, or don’t allow them to use vision at all, or mess with the 
visual inputs that come in the form of text. Something that could help everyone be 
able to engage with a technology is giving them options for how to perceive the 
information that’s being presented by the technology. Maybe that means allowing for 
users to easily customize the font size on the screen or zoom in to areas with text. 

3



Maybe that means creating content in a way that is compatible with a screen reader 
– a bit of technology that essentially functions by reading everything aloud based on 
what information is presented and how it is tagged in an information hierarchy. 
Maybe that means testing contrast to make sure someone can distinguish between 
text and background. Maybe that means using a font and information presentation 
scheme that plays well with dyslexia. The most awesome and important information 
in the world is only as useful as someone’s ability to perceive it. 
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The next thing that needs to happen after making sure that things are perceivable is 
to make sure that things are operable. That is, that there shouldn’t be barriers to 
people being able to interact with the items and objects that they should be able to 
interact with. This doesn’t just mean making a button large enough to be able to click 
on it with a mouse, but also thinking about other ways in which people may interact 
with digital technologies. Being able to interact with an interface using a keyboard or 
other tactile input that doesn’t require fine motor skills makes it possible for people 
who, for whatever reason, are unable to engage the fine motor skills necessary to 
operate a mouse to click on a button. Alternative interfaces such as brain-computer 
interfaces that allow people with motor impairments to interact with screen 
technologies using their gazes or brainwaves demonstrate how technologies can be 
designed to be more or less operable. 

4



The web accessibility principle of making things understandable is pretty 
straightforward and matches up nicely with what we talked about when we went 
over how to word a question in a survey. Use language that is simple and direct to 
make information as clear as possible for as many people as possible. Jargon tends to 
make things harder to interpret, as do acronyms and phrases that require familiarity 
or assumptions about culture and access to media to make sense. Think about how 
your interface would be interpreted if the contents were run through a translator 
algorithm – which is likely to ignore the nuances and subtleties that might have been 
used to describe available menu items or actions. 
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The last of the POUR principles is about being able to access a website on a variety of 
devices – making menus and interface elements dynamic and responsive helps 
improve the accessibility of your website by making it possible for people to engage 
with it on the device of their choosing rather than having to have a full keyboard and 
mouse setup to visit your site. If you have a fancy website but it only works on 
desktop, imagine all of the people who won’t be able to experience the fanciness of 
your website. If you’ve ever encountered a website that is frustrating to visit on your 
phone because it’s not made to accommodate such a small display, you’re already 
familiar with the principle of robustness. Just extend that understanding to also 
incorporate devices that you might not personally use in your daily web interactions, 
such as assistive technologies. Screen readers are essentially replacing the function of 
screens by reading out loud the contents of the screen, which only works if you’ve 
enabled them to distinguish between different components of your site such as 
headings, menu items, links, and descriptions of images using alternative text. 
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Lastly we’re going to talk briefly about participatory research. I’ll include some 
articles in the readings for the week so you can learn more. The gist of it is that rather 
than doing research on people to learn about them as though they are just subjects 
to be studied, participatory research engages with members of a community 
throughout the research process and empowers them to make decisions and provide 
guidance on what is worth investigating and how those investigations should be 
approached. We are all functionally experts on our own lived experiences and not so 
much on the lived experiences of people we haven’t been – rather than doing 
research on people, which you can only really do through the lens of your lived 
experience, why not work together as co-researchers to figure out what sort of 
research makes sense and include different perspectives from the start?

I’m also sharing an article that takes a critical approach to empathy as a design tool –
particularly when that empathy comes in the form of trying to recreate someone 
else’s lived experience rather than listening to people who have lived those 
experiences. 
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