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Usability: All record items had multiple usability issues; most could be easily 
resolved. The majority of the record items were made available as PDFs, so 
PDF accessibility is important for archivists to focus on. The table below 
describes the issues encountered.

Usability Issue
Count

*
Potential Solution

No audio alternative 13 Provide multiple access points

No alt-text 8 Provide alt-text

Image-only .pdf 3
Create accessible PDFs; provide multiple 

access points; provide alt-text

Redundant text (links, 
titles)

3
Avoid reusing same/similar wording for 

different items

Color contrast 1
Use color contrast checkers to ensure 

sufficient contrast

No primary language 1
Indicate primary/page language using 

HTML language attribute
*Some of the 23 record items had 2 significant usability issues, so the table’s total is 29 instead of 

23.

Discoverability: Record items were overall 
located at the end of paths that were 
difficult to navigate. Longer paths were 
usually more logical than shorter ones. 
Archivists can improve discoverability by 
creating logical, intuitive navigation paths 
and clearly labeling buttons and links. 

Count Type No. Clicks

Average 4.5

Mode 3

Highest 8

Lowest 3

What I did: Using data gathered from 55 archives, I analyzed 23 record items 
using discoverability and usability. To analyze discoverability, I looked at the 
length and logic of the path from an archive's or library’s homepage to the 
item in question. To evaluate usability, I used WebAIM’s Web Content 
Accessibility Checker (WAVE), Adobe's Accessibility Reports, and my own 
inspection of the items. I did not apply readability because archivists cannot 
control the text a record item contains.

IMPORTANCE:

The word “accessibility” means many 
things in an archival context. Here, I 
examine its meaning for Disabled users. At 
present, many—if not most—online archival 
materials are not accessible to Disabled 
users, which is a violation of their human 
right to information access and their legal 
rights (in the U.S.) to public 
accommodations. To break down the large 
concept of “accessibility,” I use three 
metrics: discoverability, usability, and 
readability. By sharing these metrics, I hope 
to inspire other archivists to increase their 
focus on archival accessibility. 

DEFINITIONS:

• Discoverable: Archival materials should 
be easy to locate on an archive’s website, 
paths to materials should be logical (but 
not necessarily short) [1], users should be 
aware of the materials’ existence, and 
keywords should be included in 
descriptive text to facilitate web 
searching. 

• Usable: Online archival material should 
use the most recent version of the Web 
Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 
[2] or equivalent standard, provide 
multiple access points for materials, and 
have been tested by Disabled users. 

• Readable: 54% of people in the U.S. read 
at or below a sixth-grade level [3]. 
Archival descriptive materials and 
finding aids should be written in 
language that is simple, clear, and easily 
understood. Aim for a fifth-grade reading 
level.
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