Some Basics for Making Accessible Documents (Title)
The first step to publishing accessible PDFs is to develop accessible documents. (Subtitle)

Introduction (Heading 1)

This document outlines a few basic concepts that will help you make accessible documents and PDFs. You’ll notice I’ve manually tagged each text element with a definition in parenthesis. I’ve done this purely for illustrative purposes. They aren’t part of the techniques, but just a visual aid to help reinforce the proper use of styles in Microsoft Word 2007. (Normal)
 As a disclaimer, I know not everyone uses or cares for Office 2007. It certainly has room for improved accessibility features itself. The tools for laying out text on a given word processor will vary. I’m using Word 2007 for this article purely as an example. (Normal)
The Semantic Meaning of Your Text Elements (Heading 1)
There’s more to creating an accessible document than meets the eye. The semantic meaning of text elements must be represented in a manner that can be understood visually and programmatically. To do this, computer users must learn to understand the features in their word processor and design software that allow for the definition of programmatic markup. (Normal) 
Programmatic Markup  Matters (Heading 2)

Often the hierarchy of how a series of headings and subheadings affect the intended meaning of the text. Too often, the meaning of such a hierarchy is only defined visually with font styles. The only way a computer can know what the data is supposed to mean is if authors clearly define each element of text with some form of information-type markup. (Normal)

Using the proper markup gives instructions to assistive technology software that allows the people who use them to more effectively “skim over” a document, skipping from one heading to another, instead of having to listen to the whole thing line-by-line. (Normal)

Most modern word processors and design software have built in features to define what an element of text is with information-type markup. For example, right now, you’re reading the text of a normal paragraph element, the default text element in Word 2007.  The text element following this paragraph is a heading 2 element.  (Normal)

Focus on the Markup before the Style, Use Outline View (Heading 2)
Remember that just because a bit of text looks like a heading, paragraph, list, etc. doesn’t mean that it actually is one. Unfortunately, programs like Word confuse users by making it too easy to edit the styles of individual text without changing the element’s actual definition. For example, normal paragraphs are often “dressed-up” as headings by use of font-size alone. As a result, the implied meaning of a level 1 heading is undeliverable to an assistive technology like a screenreader. (Normal)

You’ll also find that using the correct markup will allow you to easily change the style of your document. Really, it’s the way the word processor is supposed to be used! (Normal)

When you draft a document, keeping structure in mind is easier if you use Word’s “Outline” view. It lets you see how the computer is interpreting the hierarchical structure of your text.

Everything Has a Purpose (Heading 2)

There’s usually a specific definition for every type of text element that you need, including footnotes, tables, all different types of lists, and quotations. A bulleted list, for example, suggests that the list does not need to have any specific order associated with its individual items. If the order is important, you need to use a numbered list. (Normal)

You will most likely come to places where you will need to refer to documentation to figure out what element best defines the text. (Normal)
Font Size and Alternative Text (Heading 1)

Don’t use fonts that are any smaller than 12 point. Sans Serif fonts, such as Arial, Verdana, and Helvetica offer maximum readability.  Moderate spacing between letters helps the readability. Use high contrast colors!  Avoid fonts with unclearly illustrated characters. Access the multitude of resources regarding this topic online. (Normal)

In addition, just as with web pages, any images or animation must have alternative text to describe them. Most programs, including Word offer this feature. (Normal)

When the Time Comes to Convert to PDF (Heading 1)

You’ve got to use an add-in to save as PDF with Word. This is also the case with many other programs, as well. Regardless of the program, make sure the accessibility settings are checked. Normally a convert-to-PDF options panel will list a checkbox that says something like, “include structure tags for accessibility.” (Normal)

See the links provided later in this article to find out about add-ins for Word. (Normal)

It’s been my experience that, generally, the Adobe Acrobat Add-Ins work better than the ones provided by Microsoft, but they’re not always available. (Normal)

Also, make sure to “save as” or “convert to” PDF. Don’t use “print to PDF” functions. Normally, those don’t save the tag information required for full accessibility. (Normal)
Test Out the PDF! (Heading 1)

After you create the PDF, open it up and use accessibility checking tools to see if the semantic markup is correct, as well as the reading order.  If time and resources permit, it’s always a good idea to test your documents with a screenreader and/or ask your users who use assistive technologies how their experience with the document is. (Normal)

Here’s how to get into the guts of the Adobe Acrobat Professional accessibility checking tools (Normal)

1. Click “Advanced Menu” menu item

2. Select the “Accessibility” menu item

3. Click the “Touch Up Reading Order…” menu item

4. On the “TouchUp Reading Order” dialog, Click the “Show Order Panel” button

Also, note that the Adobe Acrobat “Accessibility Check” features can often mislead you, especially regarding semantic markup. The computer doesn’t know if you didn’t add the markup properly. Check this by looking into the “tags” outline within the “TouchUp Reading Order” dialog. (Normal) 

When All Else Fails

If all else fails, it is possible to manually tag a PDF and define its reading order in Acrobat. You can learn how to do this within the Acrobat help menus. (Normal) 

However, this is far more time consuming than if the document was well-formed to being with. (Normal)
Learn More, Practice and Keep Up (Heading 1)

There’s plenty more to learn on this subject.  As you create documents, you will encounter situations where you aren’t sure what the best accessibility practice is. Invest time in learning and implementing accessibility best practices. (Normal)

The tools and features are going to be different from program-to-program. The concepts and practices, however, will remain the same. You will have to learn how to properly form your documents in each of your programs. (Normal)

As new technologies emerge, be sure to keep accessibility in mind. Take initiative to learn the new practices. (Normal)
Here are some additional resources on this subject: (Normal)

· Adobe offers an informative article, entitled How to Create Accessible Adobe PDF Files
· This is A List Apart Article, Facts and Opinions About PDF Accessibility, addresses common concerns about PDFs for web use. It’s a little dated, but still relevant.
· This WebAim article  will show you how to save Word Documents to PDFs, as well as direct you to where to download the appropriate Add-Ins for different versions of Microsoft Word
· The World Wide Web Consortium
About this Article (Heading 1)
This article was written by Nick Williams at the Vanderbilt Kennedy Center for an AUCD conference call regarding accessibility on March 18, 2009. (Normal)
