Creating Accessible Documents in 
Word 2007
Module 1: Requirements to make a document accessible

Laws and policies require that we make our electronic and information resources available to people with disabilities, including employees and members of the public. This includes documents we create with Microsoft Word.
Unfortunately, our keyboards do not include a “make accessible” button. So, we need to know how to create accessible documents. 
People with visual disabilities frequently use assistive technologies to “read” a document. Typically, this is software that reads a computer screen out loud. Screen readers can convey the structure and features of a document by reading its underlying code. When the document is coded properly, it is accessible.
There are seven requirements to make a Word document accessible.
First, and most important, the document must have structure. Structure is coded into a Word document by applying heading styles. Microsoft provides nine levels of heading styles, with the most important, or highest level, being Heading 1. As heading levels decrease in importance, the heading number increases. Most documents will use only three or four heading levels. 

Document structure can be thought of as the document’s outline. In Word, you can view this structure, or outline, using the Document Map. When you view the Document Map, you will notice that each level of decreasing importance is indicated by a level of indention, very similar in appearance to an outline.
The second requirement for an accessible document is that Lists be created using list styles. Microsoft provides list styles for Paragraph Lists, Bulleted Lists, Numbered (and Lettered) Lists, as well as a style called List Continue to be used if your list item exceeds one paragraph. The Lists module of this course will provide more detailed information.
The third requirement is that Columns be created using the Columns Tool. Authors who are not familiar with this tool may be tempted to create the appearance of columns by using the Tab key to align column items. However, columns are intended to be read from top to bottom, then left to right, as in a newspaper. By using the Columns tool, screen readers will read correctly. An added benefit is that editing the text in a column is much easier!
The fourth requirement is that Tables must be formatted correctly. The module in this course addressing Tables will give the specifics, but it is important to know that a screen reader cannot handle split or merged cells, and that three additional steps are required to make a table accessible.

The fifth requirement concerns Figures. These include photographs, drawings, charts, graphs and other images. The procedure for adding Alternate Text is described in the Figures module of this course. 
The sixth requirement concerns the use of hyperlinks. Meaningful text must be used for the hyperlink, rather than the generic “Click Here” or “For More Information.” Screen readers will read out a document’s hyperlink. Imagine hearing this list of links: “click here, click here, click here, click here.”

Finally, color and contrast are important. Do not use color as the only way to convey your content. Many people are colorblind and may not be able to identify a color you use in your document. Contrast is important, too. Black and white is a good default combination, while red on black is nearly invisible. There are some very good tools for determining acceptable color contrast – these will be discussed in the Colors and Contrast module.
One final note about accessibility: text boxes and paragraph frames should never be used in your documents. Both are used to direct attention to areas of text, but they are completely inaccessible. Instead, try adding borders to a selected area of text.

This concludes our overview of requirements to make a document accessible. We encourage you to watch the other modules in this series, Creating Accessible Documents in Word 2007.
