
What You See is What You Get: The Rise of the Web as a Pl atf or m.  

Abstract 
The rapi d exchange of data on an i nterconnected world- wi de fabri c call ed the I nter net and a standar d 

l anguage of presenti ng and navi gati ng docu ments called HT ML, have created the extremel y successf ul 

pl atf or m of the Web. Thi s nascent pl atf or m i s popul ar si nce it all ows easy access to i nf or mati on, but 

most i mportantl y si nce it per mi ts acti ons to be perf ormed at a di stance. Acti ons li ke maili ng, tradi ng, 

shoppi ng, banki ng, gover nment, busi ness and even dati ng have, theref ore, accrued an “e-“ prefi x. 

However, the li mi tati ons of the Web i n ri ch progra mmabl e components and its simpl i sti c vi ewi ng model, 

have pushed webpage designers to new l evel s of creati vity i n order t o accommodat e the requi rements 

of usi ng the Web as a sophi sti cated pl atf or m. Such machi nati ons l eave peopl e wi th vi sual i mpai r ments 

i n the col d si nce on the Web “ What you See i s What You Get”, meani ng that pri nci pl es of good user-

i nterface desi gn have been put asi de i n favor of fast depl oy ment and qui ck access by the users. Or, i n 

ot her wor ds, on the Web “If it l ooks ok, it is ok”. Thi s paper seeks to anal yze the current user-i nterface 

issues faci ng the Web.  

I ntroducti on 
Fr ustrated I read the e- mail a second ti me. Hi dden deep down wi thi n a tabl e whi ch i s itself wi thi n 

anot her tabl e pl aced there for purel y decorati ve pur poses, is a li nk whi ch when clicked will open a 

websi te whi ch has 20 li nks and some wher e i n the mi ddl e of all of the m one shoul d fi nd a tabl e i n whi ch 

one shoul d type thei r credenti al s and then press ont o a Web butt on i n order j ust to start the process of 

enr olli ng i nto ca mpus housi ng for my uni versity; or so the e- mail reads. Of course the e- mail does not 

say all of these, but one can surel y i nf er the m from past experi ence. And after starti ng the process of 

enr olli ng, one has to al so fini sh it, i. e. spend the better part of an hour readi ng webpage after webpage 

full of boxes, i nter mi ngl ed wi t h text and fi nd wher e exactl y each pi ece of request ed i nf or mati on shoul d 

go, readi ng li nearl y item after item wi th a screen reader, of many ti mes usel ess navi gati onal li nks whil e 

wai ti ng f or each page to l oad. I ndeed, wel come to the age of the Web. For if the past we had to tal k to 

hu man bei ngs and wai t i n lines to get our work done, now we have to tal k to the Web and wai t i n li ne 

until a so call ed server decides to serve our pages i n smal l pi ece after s mall pi ece, as much as it can 

handl e. For, if i n the past bl i nd peopl e had to put up with the bur den of navi gati ng the streets, now they 

have to successf ull y navi gate the e-streets. 

What has brought us to this poi nt? A poi nt when the cheap work of filli ng for ms and readi ng shoppi ng or 

pri ce lists has not been assigned to a hel pf ul and s miling empl oyee of the establishment but has been 

desi gnated to the customer itself. The mantra is “Pl ease waste your ti me, not our ti me”. “ Want to fi nd 

out mor e?” or “ Want to fi nd out anyt hi ng at all ?” they say “Vi sit our websi te!” “Wa nt to appl y to our 

uni versity progra m?” they say, “Spend your ti me, not our ti me, your ti me and fill the f or ms on our 

websi te. ” “ Want to fi nd out when the power outage wi ll be restored?” they say,  “It will be announced 



on our websi te!” Even though no el ectri city means that you will not be abl e to even read the websi te, 

nevert hel ess, it will be announced there.  

All thi s reli ance on the Web woul d have been warranted if it had been ori gi nall y desi gned f or the 

pur pose. However, the Web i s a mash of technol ogi es hastil y put toget her to serve the consu mer. And 

strangel y enough the consu mer l oves it. “ Want to read your e- mail from any where?” “No probl em; Use 

our enhanced Web- mail site. ” And even though “enhanced” does not mean “better than the deskt op 

experi ence”, neverthel ess, the fact that you can “read your mail from any wher e” in itself makes it 

“enhanced” I suppose. Conference after conf erence one reads a great number of papers, whi ch do not 

try to i mpr ove the desi gn of appli cati ons or si mplify user experi ences or better i nvent new i nteracti ve 

control s, but whi ch si mpl y port an exi sti ng off-li ne or deskt op technol ogy to the Web. Want a Webi fi ed 

tree-vi ew control, there mi ght be a paper f or that. Want how to draw 2d graphi cs on the Web, no 

worri es, si nce some researcher has l ooked i nto that too. It see ms, theref ore, that user experi ence has 

been rel egated to a l ast pl ace, whil st the first pl aces have been taken by ease of depl oy ment and 

per haps a mor e “f orgi vi ng” devel op ment process, si nce tradi ti onal compil er bugs do not exi st on the 

Web wher e browsers vi e to accept anyt hi ng bei ng thrown at the m.  

What ever though our wi shes or, to be exact my wi shes, are, it see ms that the Web i s here to stay. We 

are i ndeed ent eri ng the era duri ng whi ch, if you do not exi st on a search engi ne, you may j ust as well do 

not exi st at all and so, i n order to facilitate di scoverabi lity, pri vacy does not appl y to anyt hi ng that l eaves 

your head or even i n that case, if it is “a matter of national security”. If li vi ng wi th Web appli cati ons i s 

i nevi tabl e, the f oll owi ng secti ons descri be what changes shoul d be undertaken to make Web- pages 

mor e wel comi ng to peopl e wi t h vi sual i mpai r ments. 

Re movi ng Unnecessary Cl utter, Or, Avoi di ng t he “Li nk, Link, Li nk” 
The mor e li nks a user has to cli ck, the mor e li kel y that she will abandon the Web-site and try her l uck 

some wher e el se. Desi gners, i n an eff ort to keep users happy and make the m spend mor e ti me on thei r 

si te, have the tendency of incl udi ng every li nk i magi nabl e or avail abl e on all the pages of that site. Thus, 

on all the pages of a site one will al ways fi nd repeat ed li nks whi ch are every wher e the sa me. They are 

known to some as navi gational li nks or top- navi gati on li nks, etc. They are usuall y pl aced towar ds the top 

and bottom of each page, but can al so appear everywhere and are not rel evant to the current task at 

hand, but are there f or “conveni ence”.  

These li nks, whi ch i ncl ude common na mes such as “Ho me”, “Products”, “Search”, “Pri vacy”, 

“Downl oads”, “Profil e”, etc, are extre mel y annoyi ng to peopl e who use a screen reader, si nce they 

i ncrease the a mount of text whi ch must be read on the page as a whol e by such a user. Thei r presence 

makes reachi ng the i mportant parts of a Web- page slower and although some screen readers have a 

feat ure to ski p the m, such a feat ure shoul d be acti vated by the user, is error- prone and does not make 

navi gati onal li nks avail abl e to the user if they are ever requi red. All that a bli nd user hears i n such a case 

is a seri es of “Li nk thi s” and “Li nk that” and “Li nk the other” from hi s screen reader. Many users are even 

known to have br oken thei r cursor down key: So many ti mes they had to press it i n thei r eff orts to ski p 

all these li nks. 



Contrast thi s to a deskt op appli cati on, wher e the f uncti on of navi gati onal li nks is perf or med by the 

menu and then one can easil y understand the great degradati on i n user experi ence that navi gati onal 

li nks cause. On the deskt op, menu items are easil y navi gabl e i n four di recti ons by usi ng the cursors, and 

not li nearl y li ke navi gati onal li nks. They are qui ckl y accessi bl e through desi gnated shortcut keys and one 

does not need to hunt for the m. Most i mportantl y, they are grouped i nt o l ogi cal categori es, li ke Fil e, 

Edi t, Vi ew, etc, whi ch are consi stent across appli cati ons. Unli ke navi gati onal li nks whi ch are different on 

every site, menu items are not part of the mai n wi ndow’ s cont ents and are, as it wer e, tacked to the 

si de, or to be exact to the top, whil e the user is usi ng the appli cati on. Gi ven the above, navi gati onal li nks 

shoul d theref ore be grouped, be removed from the page’ s cont ents and be pl aced i n a menu easil y 

reachabl e by shortcut keys from any wher e on any of the site’s pages. 

Stitchi ng Rel at ed We b- Pages i n a Collage, Or, Avoi di ng the “ Next, Next, 

Next” 
The fact that Web- pages take ti me to downl oad and that i n a Web- br owser it is har d to open mul ti pl e 

wi ndows from a si ngl e site and have the m easil y and visuall y associ ated wi th one anot her, have f orced 

many desi gners to provi de or to ask for i nf or mati on i n a frag ment ed, pi ece by pi ece appr oach. For 

exa mpl e, the search resul ts on a search engi ne are di spl ayed page by page and it is not a wonder, 

theref ore, that most users sel dom go passed the first page. For exa mpl e, when filli ng-i n an on-li ne f or m 

one has to conti nuousl y press “Next, Next, Next” at the bottom of every f or m page.  

For vi suall y i mpai red persons, the above model of present ed frag ment ed i nf or mati on i s frustrati ng si nce 

one l oses f ocus every ti me the page i s refreshed or advanced. If, for exa mpl e, one i s readi ng a list of 

search resul ts and she presses the “Next” li nk, she has to move agai n to the top of the page and ski p 

through any navi gati onal links or ot her control s whi ch are thei r, or, even ot her i nfor mati on uni que to 

that page, i n order to reach agai n the desi rabl e posi tion where the list of resul ts shoul d conti nue. Woul d 

not it have been better if the list of resul ts wer e to scroll i ndefi nitel y? I n fact, a speci al pl ug-i n was 

created f or that pur pose but from what I know, its functi ons are li mi ted to onl y si tes whi ch have been 

pr ogra mmed i nt o the pl ug-i n. 

Anot her exa mpl e,, is the many on-li ne books or comput er manual s, whi ch are publi shed i n a frag ment ed 

way, by whi ch each sub-secti on i s its own page and agai n users have to conti nuousl y press “Next” or 

“Previ ous” to advance f or war d or move back war d. Woul d not it be easi er if one coul d search or use any 

navi gati on commands, such as “J ump to Next Headi ng”, on the whol e of the docu ment, i nstead on a 

page by page basi s? Woul d not it be si mpl er if all these pages were i n a way li nked or i ntegrated li ke the 

book they represent i n a page coll age? 

A pr oposed sol uti on shoul d have three f ol ds, theref ore. It shoul d aut omati call y advance the user to the 

next or previ ous page of text or for m control s upon the user goi ng passed the l ast “i nteresti ng” pi ece of 

text or for m control, (excl udi ng navi gati onal li nks), and it shoul d li nk all such rel ated Web- pages i n a 

coll ecti on call ed a coll age. It shoul d aut omati call y pl ace the user on the text or control whi ch i s si mil ar i n 

nat ure or rel ated to the text or control s she was deali ng wi th on the previ ous or next page bef ore the 

page was aut omati call y changed. For exa mpl e, if the user was filli ng a for m and navi gati on was 



aut omati call y moved to the previ ous page, it shoul d fi nd the l ast control on that page rel ated to the 

for m the user was filli ng i n and gi ve f ocus to that control. Thi rdl y, the sol uti on shoul d make di scovery 

and navi gati on commands,  such as “Fi nd” or “Next/Previ ous Headi ng”, be avail abl e gl oball y on all the 

pages i ncl uded i n the coll age.  

Fi xi ng t he Navi gational Model, Or, Avoi di ng t he “Tab, Tab, Tab”  
Currentl y, the onl y navi gabl e pl aces on a Web- page are the li nks and all the f or m el ements, such as the 

butt on and the edi t fi el d. Thi s means that the onl y control s whi ch are reachabl e usi ng tab are the above. 

However, there i s no hi erarchi cal groupi ng of the navigabl e el ements or of the navi gati onal keys.  

I n a deskt op appli cati on there i s a cl ear hi erarchy between control s. For exa mpl e, an appli cati on wi ndow 

mi ght contai n t wo panel s (fra mes), one of the m containi ng 3 tool bars, whi ch i n turn contai n vari ous 

butt ons and edi t boxes, and the second panel mi ght cont ai n a list-vi ew control with vari ous items 

i ncl udi ng a pi cture per list-item and a ri ch edi t fi el d. I n fact, the j ust descri bed applicati on mi ght be an e-

mai l cli ent. Navi gati ng from panel 1 to panel 2 and back mi ght be perf or med, f or exa mpl e, usi ng F6, 

changi ng bet ween tool bars mi ght be done usi ng ctrl +tab and navi gati ng a mongst thei r buttons usi ng the 

cursors. Si mil arl y, navi gati ng and resi zi ng the list-vi ew mi ght be done usi ng the cursors and s wi tchi ng 

from it to the ri ch edi t box and back mi ght be possi bl e usi ng tab. I n other wor ds, a pl ethora of 

navi gati onal keys at each l evel of the navi gati onal hi erarchy: F6 f or l arge obj ects, ctrl +tab f or s mall er 

obj ects nested wi thi n the large ones, tab f or even s mall er items, etc, etc. 

However, the i nf or mati on deli very nat ure of the Web as opposed to the acti on- ori ented nat ure on the 

deskt op, does not i ncl ude such a hi erarchy i n navi gation. I n addi ti on, the l ack of vari ous advanced f or m 

control s on the Web has f orced desi gners to mi mi c the absent control s usi ng a co mbi nati on of text and 

ot her irrel evant control s. For exa mpl e, a tree-vi ew control mi ght be mi mi cked usi ng a combi nati on of “+ 

and “-“ for m butt ons and speci all y col ored and i ndented text bet ween the m. For a si ghted person who 

does not use a screen reader “ What you see i s what you get” and he mi ght not be abl e to even tell the 

di fference bet ween the above fake control and the actual one, si nce they vi suall y rese mbl e i n 

appearance and i n functi onality. However, a screen reader, l acki ng the abiliti es and the past experi ence 

of a real user, cannot guess what unavail abl e i n HT ML control a seri es of other s mall er control s, of 

col ored text and ot her effects try to represent. 

The hi erarchy of HT ML el ements, although present i s i n no way, however, rel ated or apparent i n the 

navi gati onal model of the Web. For exa mpl e, for purel y progra mmati c and styling reasons, a di v el ement 

i n HT ML mi ght house a form i n order for the desi gner to be abl e to easil y control  its font and col or 

through CSS and not for navi gati onal pur poses. Al so, a tabl e mi ght be used f or the easy pl ace ment of 

ot her chil dren items on the page. The tabl e mi ght have no rel ati onshi p to the f ormat of the data or 

el ements housed i n it. But even, if the hi erarchy of HTML el ements wer e to refl ect the navi gati onal 

paradi g m of the specifi c page, there i s no tool for the user to gai n access to such a hi erarchy. As we sai d 

above, the onl y navi gati onal key i s tab. Thus, the absence of mul ti pl e l evel s of navi gati onal keys does not 

all ow any navi gati onal hi erarchy to be exposed. The resul t is that many bli nd peopl e are f orced to press 

“Tab, Tab, Tab” many ti mes until they arri ved at thei r desi red pl ace on a page. And al though ot her text-



based navi gati onal met hods are usuall y avail abl e, e. g. navi gati ng by text headi ng,  etc, they are 

dependent on the good- will of the page’ s aut hor, represent and are thus ti ed to thei r vi sual 

representati on and do not pr ovi de any hi erarchy.  

Further, the Web does not pr ovi de ri ch mechani s ms of i dentifyi ng whi ch items or HT ML el ements are 

li nked or are rel ated. For exa mpl e, a forum mi ght provi de a list of conversati on thr eads. Each thread 

mi ght have a list of posts by vari ous peopl e. I n HT ML one (and especi all y a screen reader) cannot tell 

that the assort ment of li nks, text, headi ngs, and buttons, for exa mpl e, represent a list of forum threads 

or a list of posts wi thi n a thread. Whil st to a si ghted person such hi erarchi cal groupi ngs and item 

separati on, e. g. the separati on of one post from anot her and the groupi ng of replies to a specifi c post 

toget her, are easil y di scerni bl e through vi sual cl ues or di fferenti ati on on the page, a user usi ng a screen 

reader can onl y “see” an assort ment of li nks, text, buttons, etc, whi ch need to be read as a whol e and 

then grouped or separated i n the user’s mi nd. Such a seri al mode of processi ng i nfor mati on hi nders the 

fast assi mil ati on of cont extual data and renders the findi ng of i nf or mati on excruci ati ngl y sl ow. I n fact, to 

many bli nd peopl e navi gating the Web has become a dail y struggl e, as mor e and mor e e mpl oyers turn 

to Web- based appli cati ons i n order to save costs. 

Gi ven the above a sol uti on shoul d theref ore: Hi erarchicall y group and present i nfor mati on, i. e. if a 

forum si te has say a search for m and a list of forum threads, it shoul d create a hierarchy i n whi ch at its 

top shoul d be the search f or m and the list of threads and all ow the user to drill down i nto the hi erarchy, 

expandi ng or coll apsi ng each of its “branches” as needed. It shoul d provi de a list of different shortcuts 

for qui ckl y navi gati ng each l evel of the produced hi erarchy, e. g. ctrl +tab f or the higher l evel, tab f or the 

items i n the l ower l evel and the cursors for yet the l ower l evel. On a forum site agai n, ctrl +tab woul d be 

used to navi gate, for exa mpl e, bet ween the f or m used to search the f orum site and the list a forum 

threads, tab woul d be used on the search f or m to navigate bet ween the search entry fi el d and the 

“Search” button and i n the forum threads list bet ween the list and control s such as the “New Post” 

butt on, etc, and the cursors woul d be used i n the t hread list itself to go from post to post. The sol uti on 

shoul d be abl e to separate a mongst each l ogi cal item at each hi erarchi cal l evel and all ow the qui ck 

navi gati on a mongst such ite ms. For exa mpl e, on our for u m site, our sol uti on shoul d be abl e to separate 

each post from anot her and be abl e to gi ve the user the opti on of mani pul ati ng each post as a whol e, 

i. e. the na me of the poster, the post’s date, its text and any associ ated acti on li nks, shoul d be present ed 

as a si ngl e post item f or the pur poses of navi gati on and the user shoul d be abl e to di scover each detail 

of the post item, e. g. the na me of the poster, i ndependentl y. For anot her exa mpl e, on a shoppi ng site, 

the sol uti on shoul d be abl e to i dentify and separate each listi ng on its own and treat it as an 

i ndependent uni t of i nf or mati on whi ch coll ects details such as e. g. the na me of the item, its pri ce and its 

rati ng. The user shoul d then be abl e to qui ckl y navi gate usi ng a si ngl e key from li sti ng to listi ng and 

revi ew each of its detail s i ndependentl y and if and when she wi shes, i. e. I mi ght want to qui ckl y reach 

the 5t h listi ng on the shop’ s site i n the category PCs and read onl y its pri ce.  

Concl usi on 
The Web i s evol vi ng at an al ar mi ng rate. Al though ori gi nall y created as an i nf or mati on di sse mi nati on 

medi um, the Web has grown to i ncl ude acti on- based appli cati ons whi ch take i nfor mati on from t he user, 



pr ocess it and produce resul ts. Resul ts whi ch are even mor e i mportant than any resul t that an off-li ne or 

deskt op appli cati on mi ght pr oduce, i ncl udi ng on-li ne banki ng, shoppi ng and fili ng taxes. Unl ess, a fast 

and si mpl e model of navi gati on i s created to handl e such Web- appli cati ons f or the peopl e who use 

screen readers, the Web woul d become har der and har der to use. Thi s paper has proposed the removal 

of Web cl utter, the aut omati c li nki ng of rel ated Web- pages i nto a coll age and the aut omati c groupi ng 

and separati on of l ogi cal ite ms on Web- pages.  

 


