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Key accessibility elements for Word & PDF documents
To keep remediation manageable and reduce compliance risk, we need a small set of accessibility standards applied consistently to every document we produce.
Structure and navigation
· Headings: Use Word heading styles in a sequential order (H1 → H2 → H3) so users can navigate quickly.  
· Lists: Use real bulleted/numbered lists (not manual dashes or spacing).
· Reading order: Ensure content follows a logical sequence for screen readers (especially after converting from PDF).
Tables and data
· Avoid blank table headers: Use true header rows/columns and keep tables simple where possible. Be sure to include Alt Text and descriptions for each table.
· Try to avoid merged cells: Merged/split cells often break screen reader interpretation.
· Use meaningful labels: Column/row labels should be clear and not rely on layout or color.
· Check that you can tab through your table in a logical order. You should begin in the upper left corner, and make your way down to the bottom right. 
Images and non-text content
· Alternative text: Add meaningful alt text for informational images; mark decorative images as decorative.
· Charts/graphs and complex visuals: Provide a text summary of the takeaway (not just “chart”). For detailed graphics, include a short description plus a linked/adjacent longer explanation.
Links and references
· Use descriptive link text: Avoid “click here” and use purpose-based text (e.g., “Submit Travel Reimbursement Form”).
· Avoid bare URLs in running text when possible; they’re hard to parse with assistive technology.
Color, contrast, and visual reliance
· Don’t use color alone to convey meaning (e.g., “items in red are required”).
· Contrast: Ensure readable contrast for text, especially in tables and headings.
Forms
· Real form fields: Use Word/PDF form controls (not blank lines/boxes).
· Field labels and instructions: Each field needs a clear label; include error guidance if relevant.
· Tab order: In PDFs, ensure tab order follows the form logically.
Fonts, layout, and readability
· Readable fonts and sizing: Use standard fonts and adequate size; avoid dense blocks.
· Avoid text in images: Don’t embed critical text as an image.
PDF-specific controls (when PDF is necessary)
· Tagged PDFs: If exporting PDF, ensure it is tagged and retains headings, lists, and table structure.
· Bookmarks (long PDFs): Add bookmarks for navigation when documents are lengthy.
· Scanned PDFs: Avoid image-only scans; if scanning is unavoidable, OCR plus tagging/structure fixes are required.
Document metadata and file handling
· Title and language: Set document title and language so assistive tech reads it correctly.
· File naming/versioning: Use consistent naming to prevent outdated inaccessible versions from circulating.
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