How to Make PDFs ADA Accessible
1. Start with an Accessible Source Document
The best way to create an accessible PDF is to start with an accessible Word, PowerPoint, or InDesign file before exporting.
Your source document should include:
• Proper heading styles
• Alt text for images
• Structured lists
• Accessible tables
• Descriptive link text
Export using:
File → Save As → PDF
Avoid printing to PDF because it removes accessibility structure.
2. Add Document Tags
Tags are structural elements that allow screen readers to understand a document.
Examples of tags include:
• Heading 1
• Paragraph
• List
• Table
• Figure
How to Check Tags in Adobe Acrobat Pro
1. Open the PDF in Adobe Acrobat Pro.
2. Go to View → Show/Hide → Navigation Panes → Tags.
If the document says “No Tags Available,” the PDF is not accessible.
Automatically Add Tags
1. Go to Tools → Accessibility.
2. Select Autotag Document.
Review the tags manually to ensure accuracy.
3. Verify Reading Order
Screen readers follow the reading order of a document. If the order is incorrect, content may be read out of sequence.
How to Check Reading Order
1. Open Tools → Accessibility.
2. Select Reading Order.

Ensure the order follows a logical sequence:
1. Title
2. Headings
3. Body text
4. Images
5. Tables
4. Add Alt Text to Images
Images must include alternative text descriptions so screen readers can explain them.
How to Add Alt Text
1. Open Accessibility Tools.
2. Select Set Alternate Text.
3. Enter a meaningful description.
Example
Poor Alt Text: image1
Accessible Alt Text: Network diagram showing firewall protecting internal LAN and servers.
Decorative images should be marked as decorative or artifact so screen readers skip them.
5. Ensure Proper Heading Structure
Headings allow screen reader users to navigate documents.
Example Structure
H1 – Document Title
H2 – Section Heading
H3 – Subsection
How to Verify
1. Open the Tags Panel.
2. Confirm headings use tags such as:
• <H1>
• <H2>
• <H3>
Do not simulate headings by using bold text alone.
6. Fix Tables
Tables must include header rows so screen readers understand relationships between cells.
How to Fix Tables
1. Open the Tags Panel.
2. Expand the table tag.
3. Ensure it contains:
• <TH> for header cells
• <TD> for data cells
Complex tables may require manual tagging.
7. Check Color Contrast
Text must be readable for users with low vision.
WCAG 2.2 AA Requirement
Minimum contrast ratio: 4.5:1
Avoid:
• Light gray text
• Red and green color combinations
• Low contrast backgrounds
8. Ensure Text is Selectable
Some PDFs are scanned images, which screen readers cannot read.
To fix this, run Optical Character Recognition (OCR):
1. Open Tools → Scan & OCR.
2. Select Recognize Text.
OCR converts image-based text into selectable, readable text.
9. Add Document Properties
Accessible PDFs require proper metadata.
How to Add Document Properties
1. Go to File → Properties.
2. Add:
• Title
• Author
• Subject
Then select:
Initial View → Show Document Title
This ensures screen readers announce the document title correctly.
10. Run the Accessibility Checker
Adobe Acrobat includes an accessibility checking tool.
Steps
1. Go to Tools → Accessibility.
2. Select Full Check.
The checker identifies:
Errors
• Missing alt text
• Untagged content
• Missing document language
Warnings
• Possible contrast issues
• Reading order concerns
Common PDF Accessibility Issues
Most non-compliant PDFs contain:
• Missing tags
• Images without alt text
• Improper reading order
• Untagged tables
• Scanned text images
• Missing document language
• Poor color contrast
PDF Accessibility Checklist
Document contains tags
Reading order is correct
Images include alt text
Headings follow proper structure
Tables include header rows
Text is selectable (not scanned images)
Color contrast meets WCAG standards
Document title and language are set
Accessibility checker shows no critical errors
Recommended Workflow
Create an accessible Word or source document
Export as a tagged PDF
Open the PDF in Adobe Acrobat Pro
Review tags and reading order
Run the accessibility checker and correct issues
