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HOW-TO GUIDE 

CREATING ACCESSIBLE DOCUMENTS 

IN ADOBE ACROBAT PROFESSIONAL 

SOFTWARE: Adobe Acrobat Professional 

HARDWARE: PC running Windows XP, Vista; Mac running Mac OS X 

Adobe Acrobat Professional can be used to convert certain document formats into PDF file format.  PDFs are 

widely used due to their ability to retain formatting in a smaller file size.   

This guide will cover how to create accessible documents within Adobe Acrobat Professional.  Once a document 

has become fully accessible within Adobe Acrobat Professional, it can be accessed through the freeware Adobe 

Acrobat version named Adobe Acrobat Reader.   

For the remainder of this document, Acrobat will refer to Adobe Acrobat Professional. 

Generally speaking, a file imported to Acrobat will inherit most specialized formatting from the source document.  

For instance, if accessibility for a particular document was addressed in Microsoft Word and then converted to 

PDF, the PDF file would then retain the basic structure and formatting from the work done in Word.  Applications 

vary on support for accessibility formatting, and therefore it is always wise to check an imported document within 

Acrobat to ensure that the document it is fully accessible. 

This guide is specifically aimed at creating accessibility in a document imported from Word though it can be 

applied to any form of document in PDF file format. 

ADOBE ACROBAT PROFESSIONAL AND MICROSOFT WORD  

At the bare minimum, a Word document converted from the native DOC file format will be accessible through 

screen-reading software, however the results are far from perfect.  The majority of the problems with Acrobat 

involve incorrectly grouped paragraphs and headings which may make the document harder to understand and 

navigate.  Therefore, it is necessary to correct the mistakes Acrobat makes so that the document is fully accessible.  

Furthermore, it is important to note that accessibility compliance for Word documents converted to PDF file 

format varies with the version of Word used.   

5ŜǎǇƛǘŜ !ŎǊƻōŀǘΩǎ ǎƘƻrtcomings, it is still highly advisable to do the bulk of your accessibility work within Word.   

 
For more information on how to create accessible documents in Microsoft Word, please see 

the How-To Guide entitled Creating Accessible Documents in Microsoft Word. 
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ACROBAT ACCESSIBILITY CHECKER: INITIAL TEST 

Once a document has been imported into Acrobat, it can be checked for accessibility.  The Accessibility Checker 

within Acrobat will highlight major problem areas and describe how to correct these mistakes and make the 

document fully accessible.      

To run the Accessibility Checker, choose Advanced \ \  Accessibility \ \  Cǳƭƭ /ƘŜŎƪΧ  Click on the Start Checking 

button.  A dialog box will display the results along with the more detailed Accessibility Report in the right hand 

sidebar once you click on the OK button. 

Unfortunately, the Accessibility Checker is far from perfect and should only be used as an overview to give you a 

good idea of how much work will be necessary to make the document fully accessible.  With newly imported 

documents, Acrobat will commonly report that there are no problems.  This is due to the fact that the document is 

accessible on the basic level but is not fully accessible.   

For example, the figure below is a screen shot of the Accessibility Report for a document.  Acrobat is incorrectly 

ǊŜǇƻǊǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ άŎƘŜŎƪŜǊ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƴƻ ǇǊƻōƭŜƳǎ ƛƴ ǘƘƛǎ ŘƻŎǳƳŜƴǘΦέ  IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛŦ ȅƻǳ ƭƻƻƪ ŎƭƻǎŜƭȅ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎŎǊŜŜƴ ǎƘƻǘΣ 

you will notice that Acrobat has made a few mistakes. 

 
 

To begin with, we see that Acrobat has tagged all of the text into two elements.  In the original document, the title 

of the document was formatted as Heading 1 and the subsection titles were formatted as Heading 2.  Acrobat has 

also incorrectly tagged the image as a Table and has dropped the alternate text that was originally provided. 

Note that the above example was based on a document created in Word 2003.  Different formatting errors may 

occur in the other versions of Word.  


