
Laura Brady | laurabrady.ca | 12 February 2025

Accessible Ebooks



2



3

The Specification
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Ø Portability
Ø Immediacy
Ø Privacy
Ø Easy
Ø Light
Ø Connected
Ø Sustainable

Ø Accommodating
Ø Waterproof
Ø Borrowable
Ø Searchable
Ø Annotatable
Ø Convenient
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Affordances



The Promise of 
Technology

6

Scarcity is caused because books are not 
technologically accessible (access failure); are 
technologically accessible but not available for 
use (market failure); or are technologically 
accessible but readers lack capacity to consume 
them (instrumental failure).
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Ebook Creation
Tools
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Technical Debt



Top Level 
Accessibility 
Principles

• Separate style and content
• Structure
• Navigation
• Semantics
• Images = picture, not tables or text
• Image Descriptions
• Page List
• Define Languages
• Accessible treatment of Math and 

interactive content
• Accessibility metadata
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Separate Style and 
Content
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Typographic conventions had to convey meaning 
in print because that was all that was available. 
[They] are still useful for sighted readers, but are 
the wrong place to be carrying meaning [in 
digital content].



Use the right 
HTML tag for the 
content
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It’s trickier than one 
would think!



<h1-6> headings
<p> text
<hr/> editorial breaks
<br/> line breaks
<blockquote>

<figure> images
<figcaption> (nest in above) 
captions
<aside> sidebar type content, including 
footnotes
<section> chapters and subsections
<ol> / <ul> / <li> ordered and 
unordered lists; list item

<i> italics for design purposes
<em> emphasis
<cite> citations
<b> bold
<strong> emphasis
<sup> superscript
<sub> subscript
<small> small caps
<u> underline
<abbr> abbreviation
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HTML



Robust Navigation

• Table of Contents
• Many level deep
• Supplemental list
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Page 
List
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Structure



ARIA Accessible Rich Internet Applications

WAI-ARIA Web Accessibility Initiative — 
Accessible Rich Internet Applications

DPUB-ARIA Digital Publishing —Accessible 
Rich Internet Applications

kb.daisy.org/publishing/docs/html/dpub-aria/
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Semantics



Don’t use an image where 
text will do. 

Images of text
1 Diacritics

2 Tables

3 Highly designed text
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Where an image is not put in 
context by the surrounding 
text, describe it. 
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Images 
Descriptions 



<span xml:lang="fr" lang="fr"> 
J’aime le chocolat.</span>
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Define Languages
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Accessible Treatment of 
Math and Interactive 
Content
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Accessibility Metadata

Schema.org 
ONIX
Conformance



ONIX is the industry 
standard
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Lives in the EPUB
Written by hand or via 
InDesign
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Schema.org
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Conformance 
Metadata



It is really 
complex!
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It’s really complex!

Browse walkthroughs from NNELS:
https://bit.ly/3UKLv5N

Metadata = 
Discoverability

https://bit.ly/3UKLv5N


Thorium

www.edrlab.org/software/
thorium-reader/
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Thorium Reader



pagina.gmbh/startseite/leistu
ngen/publishing-
softwareloesungen/epub-
checker/
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EPUB Checker



inclusivepublishing.org/
toolbox/accessibility-checker/
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Ace by DAISY



https://smart.daisy.org/
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Ace SMART



https://kb.daisy.org/
publishing/docs/
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DAISY Accessible 
Publishing 
Knowledge Base



Accessibility Metadata Best Practices for Ebooks 
(APLN). https://apln.ca/accessibility-metadata-best-
practices-for-ebooks/

Guidelines on Library and Information Services for 
People with Disabilities (CFLA). https://cfla-
fcab.ca/en/guidelines-and-position-papers/guidelines-
on-library-and-information-services-for-people-with-
disabilities/

Guidance on EPUB Accessibility: Whitepaper 
(Westchester). 
https://www.westchesterpublishingservices.com/
request-the-guidance-on-epub-accessibility-report/

E-books for all (Fondazione LIA). 
https://www.fondazionelia.org/en/resources/
e-books-for-all/
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Resources
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