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Accessibility of Disqus comments

Results of an independent accessibility audit by Nomensa, for the Department for Business, Innovation and Skills
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http://www.bis.gov.uk/partnerabc/About/comments
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Methodology
Audits based on the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 2.0. 
1. A manual check against 25 Level A and 13 Level AA success criteria (sc);

2. An automated check against a subset of Level A and Level AA success criteria (sc);

3. An expert access technology review using three popular screen readers. 
Issues 
Text Alternatives - Guideline 1.1

Provide text alternatives for any non-text content so that it can be changed into other forms people need, such as large print, Braille, speech, symbols or simpler language.

Non-text Content - sc 1.1.1

Level-A: All non-text content that is presented to the user has a text alternative that serves the equivalent purpose.

Description

The aim of this criterion is to ensure that everyone can access non-text content on your website. Text is a basic format of information and most people can access it in a way that suits them. Non-text content such as images and multimedia can be difficult to access though, particularly for people with hearing or sight difficulties. Providing equivalent information in text format means that everyone can enjoy your content.

Issues

The “Comments” page failed this success criterion for a number of different reasons.  


The alt attributes for the image links shown in Figure 1 are blank.  Since these images are the sole contents of the links in which they are nested people who use text only browsers and assistive technologies such as screen readers will encounter a seemingly blank link.

[image: image2.jpg]Paul Hosking 22 hours ago

posting with my twiter account




Figure 1: Image links with blank alt attributes as shown on the "Comments" page


The “Disqus” dropdown menu (Figure 2) contains links with no textual content.  People who use screen readers and text only browsers will encounter what is effectively an empty link for these elements.
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Figure 2: Blank links within the Disqus menu as shown on the "Comments" page
Adaptable - Guideline 1.3

Create content that can be presented in different ways without losing information or structure

Info and Relationships - sc 1.3.1

Level-A: Information, structure, and relationships conveyed through presentation can be programmatically determined or are available in text.

Description
The aim of this criterion is to present relevant information in a way that can be understood by blind and partially sighted people who are unable to see its visual design. Access technologies identify important objects such as headings, tables and form fields from the HTML code of the page. If an object (or relationship between objects) is apparent from the visual appearance of the page, it should also be identifiable through the HTML code.

Issues

Form labels

For people with poor hand to eye coordination, correctly marked up form labels act as an extended “hit area”.  If someone were to click on the label with a mouse focus would be automatically moved to the associated field.  This is a huge benefit as it effectively increases the possibility that the end user will be able to move focus to the form field they require.

For people who use screen readers correctly marked up labels drastically improve the form filling process.  When a blind person using a screen reader focuses on any given form field, if it has a correctly bound label, the screen reader software will announce that label.  This is equivalent to a sighted person glancing at the label to identify what to enter into the field.

The form on the “Comments” page (Figure 3) did not make use of the <label> element to identify the purpose of any of the form fields.  Instead information about the fields had been marked up as either level three headings (<h3>) or as placeholder text within the field.
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Figure 3: Form on the "Comments" page with incorrectly marked up labels

Fieldsets and Legends

The “Comments” page failed this success criterion since it did not make effective use of <fieldset> and <legend> tags.  Fieldset tags act as a grouping mechanism for form fields, making it easier to break more complex forms into smaller sections.  The legend tag provides a way to describe the fieldset grouping in which it exists.  These elements should be used on larger or more complex forms as they can provide a context from which the nested form field purposes should be identifiable.

Tables

The “Comments” page failed since it made use of tables for layout (Figure 4).  By using HTML tables there is a semantic implication that there is a relationship between the data in the rows and the columns of that table.  As such tables should only be used for presenting tabular data.  Using modern CSS techniques makes it possible to achieve the same visual results that would otherwise rely on layout tables being used.
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Figure 4: Elements on the "Comments" page that have been marked up as tables

Headings

The “Comments” page also failed this success criterion because the page headings had not been nested according to specification.  The headings within the main content of the page jump straight from a level 1 heading (<h1>) to a level 4 heading (<h4>).

Wherever headings are used they should be nested according to specification.  This means that every heading (aside from the master heading <h1>) should be preceded by another heading no more than one level higher that itself.  Following this logic:

· A level 2 heading (<h2>) must be preceded by a level 1 heading (<h1>).
· A level 3 heading (<h3>) must be preceded by a level 2 heading (<h2>).
· A level 4 heading (<h4>) must be preceded by a level 3 heading (<h3>).
The headings on the “Comments” page should be re-ordered so that they are nested according to specification.
Distinguishable - Guideline 1.4

Make it easier for users to see and hear content including separating foreground from background.

Contrast (Minimum) - sc 1.4.3

Level-AA: The visual presentation of text and images of text has a contrast ratio of at least 4.5:1, except for the following large text, incidental, logotypes.
Description
The aim of this criterion is to ensure that text is readable by partially sighted people. Using foreground and background colours that contrast well makes it much easier for people to read content more comfortably.

Issues

The “Comments” page failed this success criterion because two of the elements on the page did not meet the minimum contrast ratio required by WCAG 2.0.

The “like” button on this page (Figure 5) has a contrast ratio of 3.2:1 between its text and background.  This is not enough to meet the contrast ratio requirements for small text and as such has contributed to the reasons for this page failing.
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Figure 5: The "like" button with contrast ratio of 3.2:1 as shown on the "Comments" page

The grey text set against the white background in the <textarea> (Figure 6) has a contrast ratio of 2.3:1.  This is not enough to meet the contrast ratio requirements for small text and as such has also contributed to the reasons for this page failing.
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Figure 6: Grey text against white background with contrast ratio of 2.3:1 as seen on the "Comments" page.
Resize text - sc 1.4.4

Level-AA: Except for captions and images of text, text can be resized without assistive technology up to 200 percent without loss of content or functionality.

Description

The aim of this criterion is to give people the ability to read content more easily. People in many different circumstances, particularly those with partial sight, will find content easier to read if the text size is increased.

Issues

The text within the “comments” section on the “Phasing out the default retirement age” and “Comments” pages (Figure 7) does not re-size in Internet Explorer browsers using native functionality because the font-size has been set in pixels.
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Figure 7: Text within the comments section that cannot be re-sized in Internet Explorer due to font sizes being set in pixels.

Keyboard Accessible - Guideline 2.1

Make all functionality available from a keyboard.

Keyboard - sc 2.1.1
Level-A: All functionality of the content is operable through a keyboard interface without requiring specific timings for individual keystrokes, except where the underlying function requires input that depends on the path of the user's movement and not just the endpoints.

Description
The aim of this criterion is to make sure all content on the page can be operated by someone using a keyboard or keyboard interface, rather than a mouse. Ensuring that content can be controlled via a keyboard will allow people using keyboard emulators such as sip-and-puff software, on-screen keyboards and speech input software to access your pages.

Issues

The “Comments” page also failed this success criterion because some of the interactive elements in the “Disqus” pop-up windows had been marked up as span elements and re-purposed as links using JavaScript (Figure 8).  Since these elements cannot receive keyboard focus they are inaccessible to people who use a keyboard as their primary input mechanism.
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Figure 8: Interactive element in the "Disqus" pop-up that has been marked up as a span and re-purposed as a link using JavaScript


The drop-down menu used on the “Comments” page also failed this success criterion because its links were not accessible to keyboard users (Figure 9).  The sub-menu is hidden by default, and revealed when the “Disqus” button is hovered over using the mouse.  No keyboard equivalent has been provided for this event and as such the sub-menu items are inaccessible to people who use a keyboard as their primary input mechanism.
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Figure 9: Sub-menu link elements that are inaccessible to keyboard users.
Navigable - Guideline 2.4

Provide ways to help users navigate, find content and determine where they are.

Focus Order - sc 2.4.3

Level-A: If a Web page can be navigated sequentially and the navigation sequences affect meaning or operation, focusable components receive focus in an order that preserves meaning and operability. 

Description
The aim of this criterion is to make sure that when people read through a page using a keyboard, the page content is displayed in an order which makes sense. People should be able to interact with this content in the same order, using a keyboard.
Issues

The “Comments” page failed this success criterion because the focus order for the modular pop-up elements (Figure 10) were inserted into the bottom of the document source.  This means that people who use a keyboard as their primary navigation mechanism will have to tab through the entire document to get to the element.
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Figure 10: Disqus - Modular pop-up box inserted at the bottom of the document source

This is also an issue for error messages on this page.  Error messages are reported using the same mechanism (Figure 11).  For people who use a keyboard as their primary input mechanism this can cause problems as they will need to tab through the entire document before they will find form submission errors.
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Figure 11: Disqus - Error message inserted into the bottom of the document source
Link Purpose (In Context) - sc 2.4.4

Level-A: The purpose of each link can be determined from the link text alone, or from the link text together with its programmatically determined link context, except where the purpose of the link would be ambiguous to users in general.

Description

The aim of this criterion is to help people understand which page they will reach when following a link on the page. Making link phrases clear and concise helps everyone decide if they want to follow the link or not.

Issues

The “Comments” page failed for a number of different reasons, all of which were related to the “Disqus” blogging widget used on the page.

The Links within the “Disqus” sub-menu (Figure 12) do not contain any programmatically determinable link text.  This can cause problems for people who use assistive technologies such as screen readers.  When screen readers encounter seemingly blank links they will often read out the content of the href attribute on the link element.  For these elements the href attribute is a “#” character.  Since no helpful textual content is provided as part of the link, this part of the widget is completely inaccessible to blind people.
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Figure 12: "Disqus" sub-navigation items without textual content

The image links next to the comments (Figure 13) and the “Disqus” logo link within the “Community” dialogue box (Figure 14) do not have alt text or other textual equivalents.  This can create problems for blind people in the same way as mentioned above.  Although these elements do not have textual content or alt attributes they have been given a title attribute that describes the purpose of the link.  Different screen reader packages will handle this differently.  Some screen reader packages will announce the title if an alt attribute is not provided, some will not.  Since support for this is patchy it would be better to supply the information about the link using the alt attribute as opposed to the title attribute.
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Figure 13 : Image links without alt attributes or textual alternatives next to "Disqus" comments
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Figure 14: Image link within "Disqus" modular container with no link text or alt text
Headings and Labels - sc 2.4.6

Level-AA: Headings and labels describe topic or purpose.

Description
The aim of this criterion is to help people understand how the content is organised by providing descriptive headings. Descriptive headings help everyone understand how sections of content relate to each other. Clear headings also allow people to find content quickly and easily. 

Issues
The <textarea> element in the form on the “Comments” page (Figure 15) does not have a label associated with it.  As mentioned before, this causes problems for people who use screen readers since they will find it hard to identify the purpose of the form field.
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Figure 15: Textarea element on the "Comments" page with no label
Focus Visible - sc 2.4.7

Level-AA: Any keyboard operable user interface has a mode of operation where the keyboard focus indicator is visible.

Description
The aim of this criterion is to make sure sighted people who are using a keyboard to move through the page can understand where they are on the page. An obvious focus indicator helps people establish where they are located and which parts of the page they can interact with.

For more information please see:
http://www.w3.org/TR/UNDERSTANDING-WCAG20/navigation-mechanisms-focus-visible.html

Issues
The “Comments” page also failed this success criterion since a number of the elements within the “Disqus” region (Figure 16, Figure 17 and Figure 18) did not visually change when they received focus.

The elements in Figure 16 are all marked up as links and as such can receive keyboard focus.  The links are styled as block level elements and have a background image applied to them.  When the links receive focus they remain visually unchanged.
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Figure 16: Elements from the "Disqus" widget that do not change when they receive focus

The image in Figure 17 shows the hover state for the “Disqus” menu.  This does not have a focus equivalent.  Although focus can be moved to the elements within the nested menu these elements do not appear within the visual flow of the screen.  
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Figure 17: Contextual menu from the "Disqus" widget that does not change when it has focus

The links shown in Figure 18 do not visually change when they receive focus.  The default focus indicator has been removed from these elements and an enhanced focus indicator has not been supplied.
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Figure 18: Elements on the "Comments" page that do not change when they receive focus.

If an element has focus it should be immediately identifiable within the visual flow of the screen.  If an element does not change visually when it receives focus sighted keyboard users will find it hard to identify which element in the page has focus at any given time.  It is therefore an important consideration when theming or styling any site.
The sub-menu shown in Figure 17 should display on screen when a user moves focus to the parent list item or the children nested within it.  This should essentially mirror the existing functionality that has been provided for hover events, but for focus events.  The links within the menu should also visually change when they receive focus.  This will ensure that sighted keyboard users are able to easily track their location within the page and identify links before they select them.
Input Assistance - Guideline 3.3

Help users avoid and correct mistakes.

Labels or Instructions - sc 3.3.2

Level-A: Labels or instructions are provided when content requires user input.

Description
The aim of this criterion is to help people avoiding making mistakes when filling in forms. Clear instructions and descriptive form labels help everyone understand how to enter information into a web page.

Issues

The “Comments” page failed since the labelling mechanism is not universally accessible.  The HTML label element has not been used to provide information about any of the fields associated with the “Disqus” widget on these pages.  Instead, help text has been nested within the fields by default (Figure 19), and removed using JavaScript when the field receives focus (Figure 20).  This does not present a problem for sighted people but can prove challenging for blind people using assistive technologies such as screen readers.  For a person using a screen reader, when they move focus to any given form field, its help text will be removed and they will not be able to access it.  This can make it hard for screen reader users to identify the purpose of these fields.
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Figure 19: Textarea field without focus on the "Comments" page
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Figure 20: Textarea field with focus on the "Comments" page
































































