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What’s all the fuss about?
Alison Peck feels we should check for accessibility as routinely as we 
check for spelling errors…it could be ourselves we’re helping.

Accessibility

As I get older, I find I’ve moved 
on from ‘that’s too small to read 
without my glasses’ to a more 
all-encompassing ‘I can’t read without 
my glasses’. As I hope to live for a 
few more years yet, I fully expect 
some of my other abilities to start 
showing signs of wear and tear too. 

Perhaps I will develop a hand tremor, and find it hard to 
control a mouse with the pixel-perfect precision I currently 
enjoy. Maybe I will have a stroke, and find that my short-
term memory is not what it was, I struggle to understand 
unfamiliar words or I can no longer follow complex  
sentence structures. In the absence of a crystal ball, none 
of us knows where we will be – or how we will be – in 
the future. Instead of talking about how we can make 
our communications accessible for a particular group 
of people, I’d rather just consider how we can make our 
communications more accessible, leaving the choice of  
access route up to the individual.

Whether you work in environments where you are 
providing information to the general public or you have 
a more tightly defined audience, ensuring that your 
information can be accessed by as many people as possible 
has got to be a good thing. You just have to make sure you 
think before you act to get maximum gain from your efforts.

We’re all different
There are a few broad-brush techniques that you can apply to 
make information more accessible, but you can’t assume that 
what you do will suit all people, or even all people with the 
same difficulty. Some people with dyslexia, for example, find 
a coloured background (a nice uniform cream, soft yellow or 
pale blue) works well – the letters don’t ‘vibrate’ as much. For 
others, a crisp white background with maximum contrast is 
better. What we need to do is provide choice.

We already (I hope) analyse what information the users 
of our documentation need and why they need it to help us 
decide what to include, how to structure it and the language to 
use. We also need to think carefully about how they may want 
to access this information. If we don’t, we may make decisions 
for aesthetic or other reasons that hinder instead of help.

Recording some of these decisions provides a framework 
for people to reference when working – and something to 
check against at the end of the process. Many organisations 
have style guides that prescribe preferred spelling for words, 
how and when pronouns should be used and so on. Some 
incorporate branding guidelines, such as the font and colour 
scheme to use. Why not check that any such instructions 
comply with accessibility good practice, and enhance them to 
provide further guidance if necessary?

High tech approaches
We live in an age where so much is possible. Where machines 
can read articles and robots can follow instructions. When so 
much can be done with so little effort, we should at least do 

the basics. They can make a difference to more people than 
you perhaps imagine.

Most technical communicators probably do these as a 
matter of course, but it doesn’t hurt to remind ourselves how 
important they can be.
 � Use the features available to you to identify the various 
elements in the source. Those who write structured 
documents that conform to some schema (DITA, DocBook 
and so on) have to do this anyway. We should all do it – 
word processors (Microsoft Word and Open Office Writer, 
for example) enable you to format with styles which inform 
tagging when converting to PDF. Your document also tends 
to look more consistent – which helps in identifying the 
relationships between pieces of information for those with 
cognitive difficulties – and anyone reading in a hurry. 

 � Having structured your source, make sure any PDFs you 
create are tagged appropriately. See Grant Broome’s 
excellent article on page 14 for more details.

 � Provide the same information in as many alternative 
formats as possible. An image should be accompanied by 
a text-based explanation – useful not only if I have a visual 
impairment but also if the device I’m using doesn’t enable 
me to see the image in the necessary detail. A transcript 
should be available for anything provided in audio format 
– I may have a hearing difficulty, or maybe I’m in an office 
and don’t want everyone to have to listen to the training 
material. The rise in the use of YouTube and embedded 
videos has increased the quantity of information provided 
by sound.

 � Provide a summary of the information which will help me 
work out quickly if I’m in the right place to find what I’m 
looking for. Whether my memory is poor or I’m simply 
busy, I can get an overview relatively quickly.

Low tech approaches
A lot can be done with the technology we have available  
– as long as the people trying to access the information 
have compatible devices. Making effective use of technology 
in this way can achieve a level of accessibility for some 
that we could only dream of previously, or that required 
more intensive effort to achieve. But we mustn’t forget the 
low-tech principles in our enthusiasm.

Colour – a matter of preference?
Colour vision deficiency – colour blindness – can prevent 
people from following certain occupations. With those few 
exceptions, you are likely to have someone with colour  
vision difficulties among those trying to read or use what 
you have created.

For those of us who can see colour, it’s a quick and easy 
way to sort and classify. ‘Traffic light’ status reports seem to 
be very common – red for ‘progress halted’, orange for ‘slight 
delay’ and green for ‘all OK’ is just one variation. If you can’t 
distinguish the red from the green, though, this doesn’t mean 
much in the absence of a column in the spreadsheet that 
gives the status in words.
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In the same way, I’ve seen charts that tell me clearly in the 
legend that the green line shows this year’s figures and the 
red one last year’s for comparison. A red dashed line and a 
green solid one would certainly help.

Don’t rely on colour as the only indicator… but its use  
does help those of us who can see different colours, access 
the information much more easily. Remember, though, that 
we’re all colour blind when we print or photocopy in black 
and white.

Small is not always beautiful
People usually have more control over the size of the text 
and images they are trying to access online than they do in 
print: you can magnify easily in most applications. Just make 
sure you don’t do anything to prevent them.

You often hear today that people don’t want printed 
manuals. I’m not going to enter that debate, but one thing 
is true: if printed materials are supplied, you get what you 
are given… and too often aesthetics or other considerations 
take precedence over accessibility. Small is often seen as 
synonymous with ‘neat’ and ‘professional’, regardless of 
legibility. Does it matter? People can always get a magnifying 
glass, can’t they? (Well, I do – I have to for some things… but 
it doesn’t exactly endear the product to me.) 

A picture’s worth a thousand words
It’s a well-known saying, but some seem to want to take it 
literally. Less is often more when it comes to diagrams. Two 
(or three) simple flowcharts can often be clearer than one 
that tries to show everything. It doesn’t look too bad when 
you’re creating it on your 24 inch monitor, zooming in at 
300% to type the text, then out to 50% to get the overall 
view... then it’s copied and pasted onto an A4 sheet of paper.

Aside from the visual issues, anyone with cognitive 
difficulties is going to find it difficult to follow the 
convoluted connections between the shapes.

Case studies
Sometimes it helps to have a concrete example of 
how accessibility (or lack of it) can affect people and 
organisations.

The individual’s perspective
I’m currently supporting a student – let’s call him George 
– who suffered a stroke two years ago. George’s intellect is 
unaffected, but his short-term memory has been, as have his 
language skills. George tends to follow instructions out of 
sequence, and struggles to remember the meanings of words 
that are new to him or that he simply doesn’t use very often.

George is technically competent but finds online help 
difficult – he loses his place too easily, getting lost in the 
links between related topics. Instead, he prefers to find the 
relevant section, print the instructions, read them through, 
highlight the important bits and cross steps off as he 
completes them.

George is surprised that so many of the ‘print’ versions 
of the instructions include all the navigation features of the 
online version. What use is half a page of links on a piece 
of paper? What use is a search box forcing a large margin 
and instructions to spill onto a second or third page in 
narrow columns? Too much ‘junk’ makes it harder for him to 
concentrate on the relevant bits.

He’s also frustrated that each little piece of information 
is often printed on a separate piece of paper, in amongst all 
the ‘junk’. He has on occasion resorted to cutting out these 
bits of information and stapling them together to form a 
coherent whole – a task that should not be necessary if the 
information were truly accessible. Someone has assumed that 
because the information has been provided online, it is being 
used online.

The corporate impact
Several years ago, I was involved in a huge technology-refresh 
project. A large number of consultants were involved in the 
design for the client, which was transferred onto several 
large (A1 size at 100%) diagrams. All the components were 
carefully colour coded, with minimal labelling to reduce 
clutter. It was a lot of work, took a lot of time and was very 
expensive.

One of my jobs was collating the client’s review comments, 
and in preparation I decided to print one of the diagrams 
to study it in detail. In common with the reviewers, I only 
had access to an A3 printer. Result? The colour-coded 
components – the bits without the labels – were all an 
identical shade of grey, and the labels were so small that the 
letters weren’t legible even under a magnifying glass.

I agree that the reviewers could have looked at the online 
version, solving the text-size problem. The chance that at least 
one reviewer had a colour vision difficulty, though, was high – 
and viewing online wasn’t necessarily going to help that.

Each diagram had to be reviewed and altered, delaying 
their release for review. Just taking a few minutes to think at 
the beginning of the project would have saved time, money 
and embarrassment. C

References and further reading

Action on Hearing Loss:  
www.rnib.org.uk/professionals/Pages/professionals.aspx

British Dyslexia Association:  
www.bdadyslexia.org.uk

Colour Blind Awareness:  
www.colourblindawareness.org

RNIB (Royal National Institute of Blind People):  
www.rnib.org.uk/professionals/Pages/professionals.aspx

Stroke association:  
www.stroke.org.uk

Williams, M (2011) ‘Blinded by colour’,  
Communicator, Autumn 2011: 20-21

Alison Peck FISTC  is a freelance technical communicator who used 
to be a nurse. During that time, she worked with children who had 
additional needs, their parents or carers, and teachers. 
E: alison@clearly-stated.co.uk 
W: www.clearly-stated.co.uk 
Tw: @ajp_cs


	Contents
	What’s all the fuss about?
	WordPress and accessible websites
	BS 8878 and technical communication
	Are my documents accessible?



