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About Me 

◼ 20+ years as a Designer  
and Front-End Developer 

 

◼ 5 years at University Libraries 

     
 



University Libraries’ Website 



WCAG 2.0 A SUCCESS! 

WCAG 2.0 A 



Meet Talula, my brain tumor 

SURGERY 

RADIATION 

CHEMO 



New User Experience  

◻ ◻◻ 💨 



How accessible is your site for 

users with cognitive 

disabilities? 



Agenda 

Agenda 

◼ My new user experience 

 

◼ Cognitive load 

 

◼ Ways to reduce cognitive 

load in our web designs 



My New User 

Experience 



WCAG 2.0 

Success 

Criteria  

◼ Perceivable 
 

◼ Operable 
 

◼ Understandable 
 

◼ Robust 



My Basic 

WCAG 2.0 
Goals 

◼ Alternative text on images 
 

◼ Color contrast for text 
 

◼ Video captions 
 

◼ ARIA tags 



Disability is not a condition 

Disability 
= 



Disability is a mismatch 

Disability 
= 



Microsoft’s Persona Spectrum 



WCAG 3 
Functional 

Needs  

 

 

 
coming in ? years 

W3C WCAG 3.0 Draft 

Vision and Visual  

Hearing and Auditory  

Sensory Intersections  

Mobility  

Motor  

Physical and Sensory Intersections  

Speech  

Attention  

Language and Literacy  

Learning  

Memory  

Executive Function  

Mental Health  

Cognitive and Sensory Intersections  

https://www.w3.org/TR/wcag-3.0/


Cognitive 

Functional 

Needs 

Attention  

Language and Literacy  

Learning  

Memory  

Executive Function  

Mental Health  

Cognitive and Sensory Intersections  



CDC 2018 report 

26
 

% 

adults in the US have 

 
some type of disability



Percentage of adults with functional disability 
types 



My Functional Needs 

Cognitive 

◼ Seizure Disorder  
 

◼ Poor Memory 
 

◼ “Choice” dyslexia 

 

◼ Constant Fatigue  

 

 

 

Sensory 

◼ Impaired Vision 
  

◼ Sensitivity to 
Light 

 

◼ Sensitivity to 
Motion 

Motor 

◼ Weakness in my 
dominant (right) 
side 



My Online 

Challenges 



Competing 

Assistive Tech 

◼ Operating System 
Accessibility Settings 

 

◼ Browser features: Zoom, 
Reader mode, Dark mode 
 

◼ Browser Add-ons 
 

◼ Site Accessibility Overlays  
 

Competing Technologies 

 

USER Designer 

Operating System 

User Agent 
(Browser) 

Add-Ons  
+ Plugins 



MacOS Display Settings 



DevTools in Firefox at ”Largest Text” setting 



MacOS Display Settings 



Reader Mode 

https://w3c.github.io/coga/content-usable/ no 

change, without css and in reader mode 



Outlook for Web 



Reflow Issues: I’m zoomed in, not 

mobile. 

120% 

170% 



DESKTOP User 

ME 

MOBILE 

 User 

Am I a desktop user or a mobile user? 



Where’d the filters go? 



Increased 

Cognitive Load 



Cognitive 

Load 

 



Long-term v Working memory 

LONG-TERM 

Memory 
vs 

WORKING 

Memory 



Cognitive 

Load 

How much working 
memory we are using  



Forms of Cognitive Load 

Intrinsic 

◼ How complex 
the given task is 

 

◼ Ex. Online 
banking v. 
Stockbroker 
trading 

Extraneous 

◼ Added friction, 
distractions, 
design complexity 

 

◼ Use of unfamiliar 
patterns 

 

Germane 

◼ Connects current 
info/challenge 
with existing 
mental models 
stored in your 
long-term memory 



Forms of Cognitive Load 

Intrinsic 

◼ How complex 
the given task is 

 

◼ Ex. Online 
banking v. 
Stockbroker 
trading 

 

Extraneous 

◼ Added friction, 
distractions, 
design complexity 

 

◼ Use of unfamiliar 
patterns 

Germane 

◼ Connects current 
info/challenge 
with existing 
mental models 
stored in your 
long-term memory 



Increased 

Cognitive Load 



For any task to be 
successful, motivation
must equal or surpass 
cognitive load.

 

”

“

Microsoft Inclusive Design for Cognitive Guidebook 

Video: Building for the Brain: designing for cognitive inclusion

https://inclusive.microsoft.design/
https://abilitysummit.event.microsoft.com/


How can we design 

to reduce cognitive 

load? 



Making Content Usable for People with 

Cognitive and Learning Disabilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Making Content Usable for People with Cognitive and 

Learning Disabilities 

 

 

 

Help users understand what things 

are and how to use them.  

Help users find what they need.  

Help users focus.  

Help users avoid mistakes and know 

how to correct them.  

Use clear, understandable 

content.  

Support adaptation and 

personalization.  

Ensure processes do not rely 

on memory.  

Provide help and support. 

COGA = 

COGnitive 

Accessibility 

https://w3c.github.io/coga/content-usable/
https://w3c.github.io/coga/content-usable/


Make your 

Site Easier To 

Use 

◼ Use Semantic HTML and 
Familiar Layout Patterns 
 

◼ Use Modern CSS and 
Make Your Site Flexible 

 

◼ Say it Twice 

 



Semantic HTML 

and Familiar Layout 

Patterns 



67% of accessibility errors can be 

prevented in the design phase along 



The Holy grail layout 

<main> 

<nav> <header> 

<aside> 

<footer> 

<section> 



Maximize 

Germane, 

Minimize 

Extraneous 

 

◼ Familiar Layouts 
 

◼ Familiar Interactions 
 

◼ F-pattern Scan 

 



Use Clear 

Headings 

◼ Easy to scan and meaningful 

 

◼ Don’t use headings to make 
non-heading text bigger 



Use Modern CSS and 

Make Your Site 

Flexible 



Modern CSS 
= 



Modern CSS Upgrades for Flexibility 

 Layouts and Alignments 

 

  

CSS Grid and CSS Math 

 

 

Text and Whitespace 

 

Relative Units  

 

Honor User Preferences   

 

 

@preference queries 

 

Move Beyond Viewports  @container queries 

More Information: Notes and Resources for talk  

"Living the UX: When a web developer develops a disability” 

 

https://github.com/alyssapanetta/developing-a-disability


Stay up to date with CSS 

◼ Interop 2023 Dashboard 

◼ Mastadon: @front-end.social 

◼ Newsletters: CSS Weekly, Front-end Focus, Kevin Powell, 

webdev, ModernCSS.dev, CSS Layout News 

 

https://wpt.fyi/interop-2023
https://front-end.social/
https://newsletter.css-weekly.com/
https://frontendfoc.us/
https://www.kevinpowell.co/newsletter/
https://www.d.umn.edu/itss/training/online/webdesign/webdev_listserv.html
https://moderncss.dev/newsletter/
https://csslayout.news/


Another reason to use Semantic HTML 

 

“ … we aim to fulfill the original ideal of the Web: a global 

resource, open and accessible to all … if we want sites to be 

accessible, we need to help authors build sites that are 

accessible by default … the more semantic information the 

browser has the better it can do at providing accessible 

versions of content.  

 “

Mozilla’s vision for the evolution of the Web 
March 23, 2022 

https://webvision.mozilla.org/full/


Say it Twice 



Text and Icons 

Together 

◼ Add relevant icons to text 
navigation links 

 

◼ Add relevant text to icons 
for clarification, using 
Tooltips when needed 

 



Multiple Modes of 

Understanding: Icons with Text 



Go Beyond 

Color Alone 



Go Beyond 

Color Alone 



Add Motion to 

Grab Attention 

◼ CSS transforms 

 

◼ CSS transitions 

 

◼ SVG animations 

 



CSS Transition 

Example 

https://codepen.io/team/css-tricks/pen/gOXMLLY 

https://codepen.io/team/css-tricks/pen/gOXMLLY


CSS Transform example video 



Make your 

Site Easier To 

Use 

◼ Use Semantic HTML and 
Familiar Layout Patterns 
 

◼ Use Modern CSS and 
Make Your Site Flexible 

 

◼ Say it Twice 

 



 

◻ ◻◻ 💨 



Where do you even 

start .   ?   



Possible Upgrades 

◼ Convert a Page Layout to  
CSS Grid and Math 
 

◼ Convert Type and Spacing to 
Flexible Units 
 

◼ Add preference queries 
 

 

◼ Clean up your headings 
 

◼ Add texts to icons/icons to text 
 

◼ Add transform/transition where only 
changed color before 
 

◼

◼ Migrate from media queries 
to container queries 

Improve “micro-interactions” like 
navigation switches 

 



A place to start: Hamburger Menu 

MENU 



Hamburger Menu Conversion Rate Test 



Hamburger Menu in Action on new 

ILLiad Mobile interface 



No-hamburger Mobile Nav Toggle 

https://codepen.io/alyssapanetta/
pen/OJwWvVX 

 
◼ Make sure your burger 

is in a button 

 

◼ Remove the icon, add 
the word “Menu” 

 

◼ Add a little CSS 

https://codepen.io/alyssapanetta/pen/OJwWvVX


Add SVG 

Animation 

https://codepen.io/alyssapanetta/pen/wvxKVOr 

https://codepen.io/alyssapanetta/pen/wvxKVOr


Recap 

Recap 

◼ Using the web with a 

cognitive disability 

 

◼ Cognitive load 

 

◼ Reducing cognitive load 

in our web designs 



Thank you 

Resources: 
https://github.com/alyssapanetta/cognitive-ease 

https://github.com/alyssapanetta/developing-a-disability/ 

apanetta@albany.edu 

library.albany.edu 

 

 
 

@springbroken : Twitter                

@alyssa@drupal.community : Mastadon 

mailto:apanetta@albany.edu
https://library.albany.edu/
https://github.com/alyssapanetta/cognitive-ease
https://github.com/alyssapanetta/developing-a-disability/


Goodnight, Talula. 

RIGID 

deartalula.com 

http://deartalula.com/
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