Using LaTeX accessibility tools to improve accessibility
Overview
This document draws on the practical experience of Calum Ross (Lecturer in Physics and Engineering), who explored accessible and web-friendly formats for lecture notes, including lwarp, axessibility, and BookML. His evaluation, alongside additional tutor insights, highlights both the benefits and the common challenges of these tools, providing clear, practical guidance for staff who may wish to adopt similar approaches in their teaching.
Practical Findings
Among the tools explored, each has particular strengths and limitations. lwarp and BookML produce comparable quality HTML output, although BookML requires significantly more setup and effort. Axessibility is effective for image tagging, but in practice, image alt text visibility, particularly for TikZ figures and mathematics, can be inconsistent in HTML outputs. Compatibility issues (especially with TikZ and certain TeX packages) are common, and performance is generally better on Linux than on Windows.
Both lwarp and BookML require Perl and command-line access, which means they cannot be run on standard university Windows machines without administrator rights. In addition, TeX distributions need regular updates that also require administrative access. Success often depends on niche solutions, for example, repeating custom commands for MathJax, found in specialist resources such as Fran Burstall’s LaTeX to HTML lwarp guide.
Key Benefits and Insights
· lwarp and BookML generate comparable HTML output and allow flexible PDF page geometry control.
· Axessibility supports image tagging, though alt text may not always display consistently for TikZ figures and math.
· BookML is likely the best option for SCORM package export to Blackboard, despite the extra setup.
· Fran Burstall’s “LaTeX to HTML with lwarp” guide is invaluable for solving MathJax and custom command issues (see Converting LaTeX to Accessible HTML section below).
· Repeating all custom commands for both TeX and MathJax avoids HTML compilation errors.
· Working example: Calum’s STM0005 lecture notes created with lwarp.
Common Challenges and Pitfalls
· BookML requires careful setup, referencing multiple guides to troubleshoot.
· Compatibility problems with TikZ figures and some TeX packages remain; a claimed mathtools workaround in lwarp documentation was not effective in practice.
· BookML workflows run better on Linux; installing Perl modules such as ImageMagick can be difficult on Windows.
· Neither lwarp nor BookML run on standard university Windows machines without admin-installed Perl and command-line access.
· TeX distributions eventually fail without administrative updates.
· Lack of Linux systems at the university limits smoother workflows.
Recommended Actions
1. Match tools to goals
· Use lwarp or BookML for high-quality HTML outputs; expect similar results but more effort with BookML.
· Use BookML when SCORM packages are needed for Blackboard.
2. Use specialist guidance
· Consult Fran Burstall’s lwarp guide for crucial setup tips.
· Always repeat custom commands for both TeX and MathJax.
3. Check compatibility early
· Test TikZ figures before full production.
· Be aware that mathtools workarounds may not always function.
4. Consider platform needs
· Prefer Linux for smoother BookML workflows.
· Ensure Perl and command-line access are available.
5. Work with IT
· Arrange admin rights or IT assistance for installing/updating TeX.
· Explore the possibility of Linux or preconfigured machines for accessibility publishing.
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Converting LaTeX to Accessible HTML
Issue
When using the lwarp package to convert LaTeX into HTML (for SCORM upload into Blackboard), some commands may not compile correctly. Two common problems are:
· Custom commands not rendering as expected in MathJax.
· The mathtools package causing compilation errors.
Workaround
· Repeat custom commands in your preamble or style file: once for standard LaTeX and once for MathJax. Without this, equations may fail to display correctly in the HTML version.
· Avoid the mathtools package. Although a workaround exists, it is unreliable. Instead, adjust your .tex file so it compiles without mathtools.
Tip
Fran Burstall’s LaTeX to HTML with lwarp guide is a particularly useful resource. It highlights these issues (though some are buried in the documentation) and provides practical examples.

