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What is 
semantic HTML?











Definition of “semantics”



— Oxford learner's dictionary

“Semantics:  

  The meaning of  
  words, phrases or systems.”

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/semantics?q=semantics


— Oxford learner's dictionary

“Meaning:  

  The thing or idea  
  that a sound, word, sign, etc. 
represents”

https://www.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/definition/english/meaning_1?q=meaning
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Who (or what) 
uses our HTML?



Who uses semantic HMTL?

• Browsers 

• People with assistive 
technology 

• Search engine bots



What consitutes meaning  
in HTML?



Content: “Learning Outcomes”

• Manipulating files and folders. 

• Naming best practices. 

• Standard website folder structure. 

You will learn how to manipulate files and 
folders. Furthermore, we will get to know 
naming best practices. Finally, you will 
learn the standard website folder 
structure.

–– mdn web docs: Learn, Getting Started Modules

https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/Learn_web_development/Getting_started/Environment_setup/Dealing_with_files


HTML elements



HTML elements



HTML attributes



ARIA attributes



Microdata attributes

–– mdn web docs: Using microdata in HTML

https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/Web/HTML/Guides/Microdata


The content has a meaning. 

The HTML must adequately 
represent that meaning.



…and how to  
spot them

Pitfalls



Pitfall No 1: 
Ignoring the 

separation of concerns



Example

Break the meaning of HTML



Q: I have a CSS problem, what can I do?

A: Here's this trick with HTML!





Separation of concerns

HTML

CSS

JavaScript

Structure / Meaning

Layout / Styles

Interactivity



–– HTML Specification: 3.2.1 Semantics

“Authors must not use elements, 
attributes, or attribute values for 
purposes other than their appropriate 
intended semantic purpose, as doing 
so prevents software from correctly 
processing the page.”

https://html.spec.whatwg.org/#semantics-2


–– mdn web docs: HTML Cheatsheet

“It's always possible to change the 
look and feel of a given tag using 
CSS so, when using HTML, take the 
time to focus on the meaning  

  rather than the appearance.”

https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/Web/HTML/Guides/Cheatsheet


–– Inclusive Components: Data Tables

“[…] using CSS display properties to 
change table layout has a tendency to 
remove the underlying table semantics.”



Example

Inappropriate interactivity



–– Inclusive design: Cards

https://inclusive-components.design/cards/


–– Inclusive design: Cards

https://inclusive-components.design/cards/


{
Bad example



{







–– Inclusive design: Cards

https://inclusive-components.design/cards/




Summary: Cards

•Link element on meaningful label 

•Clickable area with JS or CSS 

•Place image after heading 

•Bonus: group of cards is a list <ul>



Pitfall No 2: 
Naming is hard



Example

Naming elements



Email by a client:

“We want to make a change in the header.  

Please rearrange the layout of the image and the 
product name.  

Also on some pages, we want to use a video instead 
of the image.”



–– Bootstrap Heroes

https://getbootstrap.com/docs/5.0/examples/heroes/


aka Stage

Hero

aka Banner



Header

Header Element with a  
role “banner”



Banner



Many names

Header?

Banner?

Hero?
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Semantic / Meaning / Concept

Conventional definition Cultural connotation Personal association



Example

Label and Name



in HTML

Label and name

•label = element 

•name = attribute



in accessibility

Label and name

• Attribute aria-label 

• Phrases such as  
“labeling an element”  
 
 
 

• fixed term: “accessible name”  
 
 
 
 
 



–– WAI ARIA: 2. Important Terms

“The accessible name is the name 
of a user interface element.”

https://www.w3.org/TR/wai-aria/#terms


Accessible name



in accessibility

Label and name

• Attribute aria-label 

• Phrases such as  
“labeling an element”  
 
 
 

• fixed term: “accessible name”  
 
 
 
 
 



–– WAI ARIA: 6.7 Definitions of States and Properties

“[An aria-label] Defines a string 
value that labels the current 
element.”

https://www.w3.org/TR/wai-aria/#aria-label


–– Merriam Webster

“label: a descriptive or 
identifying word or phrase”

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/label


Different groups of people

use different words



Different groups of people

mean different things



Semantic / Meaning / Concept

Conventional definition Cultural connotation Personal association



Pitfall No 3: 
Misinterpreting 

the resources



https://front-end.social/@alvaromontoro/114537328730087327


Check the resource

Can it be trusted?



Check the date

Old is not bad, but is it outdated?



Large Language Models

Does token prediction really help?



Resources for 
better HTML



MDN Web Docs

Read the MDN HTML reference  

https://developer.mozilla.org/en-US/docs/Web/HTML/Reference


Frontend related resources

• web.dev 

• Smashing Magazine 

• CSS Tricks 

• HTMHell 

• SelfHTML (DE)

https://web.dev/html
https://www.smashingmagazine.com/
https://css-tricks.com/tag/accessibility/
https://www.htmhell.dev/
https://wiki.selfhtml.org/


Accessibility professionals

• Adrian Roselli 

• Eric Eggert 

• Newsletter Accessibility Weekly  
(in short: a11y weekly) 
 

• Tetralogical 

• Deque 

• TPGi

http://www.apple.com/uk
https://yatil.net/
https://a11yweekly.com/
https://tetralogical.com/blog/
https://www.deque.com/blog/
https://www.tpgi.com/technical/


personal recommendations

Accessibility professionals

• Sara Soueidan (Blog sarasoueidan.com, Course “Practical Accessibility”) 

• Léonie Watson (Blog tink.uk) 

• Manuel Matuzović (Blog matuzo.at, Book “Web Accessibility Cookbook”) 

• Kevin Powell (YouTube kevinpowell)

https://www.sarasoueidan.com/blog/
https://practical-accessibility.today/
https://tink.uk/understanding-semantics/
https://www.matuzo.at/
https://accessibility-cookbook.com/
https://youtube.com/kevinpowell


Accessibility requirements

• ARIA Authoring Practices Guide (APG) 

• BFIT Bund: Barrierefreie Gestaltung von User Interface-Elementen (DE) 

• magenta11y

https://www.w3.org/WAI/ARIA/apg/
http://Barrierefreie%20Gestaltung%20von%20User%20Interface-Elementen
https://www.magentaa11y.com/


HTML

Specifications

• Accessible Rich Internet Applications 
(WAI-ARIA) 1.2 

• Using ARIA 

• ARIA in HTML

ARIA

• HTML specification

Eric Bailey: What I Wish Someone Told Me When I Was Getting Into ARIA

https://www.w3.org/TR/wai-aria-1.2/
https://www.w3.org/TR/wai-aria-1.2/
https://www.w3.org/TR/using-aria/
https://www.w3.org/TR/html-aria/
https://html.spec.whatwg.org/
https://www.smashingmagazine.com/2025/06/what-i-wish-someone-told-me-aria/


Is it ready to use?

• caniuse 

• a11ysupport

https://caniuse.com/
https://a11ysupport.io/


How to use a screen reader

• Search YouTube for demos 

• Search: ”how to use a screen reader" or 
"screen reader demo"



How to use a screen reader

• Voice Over on macos & ios – pre-
installed 

• Talkback on Android – pre-installed 

• Microsoft Narrator – pre-installed 
 

• Orca on Linux – free and open source 

• NVDA – free and open source 

• JAWS – paid

https://support.apple.com/en-euro/guide/voiceover/welcome/mac
https://support.google.com/accessibility/android/answer/6007100
https://www.microsoft.com/en-us/windows/tips/narrator
https://help.gnome.org/users/orca/stable/introduction.html.en
https://download.nvaccess.org/documentation/keyCommands.html
https://www.freedomscientific.com/products/software/jaws/


Enhance your workflow

• Use a linter 

• Check pages with axe-core 

• Check pages by using only a keyboard

https://dev.to/steady5063/automated-accessibility-part-1-linting-5378
https://github.com/dequelabs/axe-core


Summary



Semantic HTML  
represents 

the meaning of your content



Context – Convention 

Connotations – Associations



Separation of concerns



HTML has defined semantics



"I don't know,  
I will have to look that up"



Thank you!



Contact
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