
Digital Accessibility Series
Part 5: Adobe PDFs



Today’s Objectives

• Familiarity with WCAG 2.1 AA text-related requirements
• Understanding of the types and accessibility limitations of various 

PDF types
• Awareness of remediation workflows for existing PDFs

• Text-based
• Non-text based
• Forms

• Ability to discern best practices when choosing file types



WCAG 2.1 AA Refresher

• Applies to digital content produced, hosted, or shared by public 
universities

• Including but not limited to Blackboard Content
• P.O.U.R. -- Perceivable, Operable, Understandable, Robust
• “Make content more accessible to a wider range of people with 

disabilities, including accommodations for blindness and low 
vision, deafness and hearing loss, limited movement, speech 
disabilities, photosensitivity, and combinations of these, and 
some accommodation for learning disabilities and cognitive 
limitations”



Common Myths About PDFs

• They’re unchangeable
• They’re secure
• They’re universally accessible



If students need PDFs

This only works if 
the parent file is 
formatted and 
tagged correctly!



The number 1 issue with PDFs

• Designed to be compressed, printer friendly versions
• Not designed to be rich text with embedded metadata

• However, this metadata is what makes the file screen reader 
friendly – without it you just have images of text!



Recognizing accessible content



Logistics: How do I remediate a PDF?

• 3 Main Steps
• Is it text?
• Is it tagged?
• Is it described?



Is it text?

Here’s a demo on how to tell if a PDF has a text layer and what to do 
if it doesn’t.

Step-by-Step
1. Search/select
2. Scan and OCR
3. Correct

Considerations
1. Can you go back to the 

original and use that?
2. Does this have 

handwriting?
3. Do I really need this?



Is it tagged?

Here’s a demo of what an accessibility tag is, how to create them, 
and how to correct them.

Step-by-Step
1. Enable tag menu
2. Auto-tag
3. Quick Check
4. Reading Order

Considerations
1. Can you go back to the 

original and use that?
2. Can I break it into smaller 

chunks?
3. Do I really need this?



Is it described?

Here’s a demo of how to add alternative text/image descriptions in 
Adobe PDFs.

Step-by-Step
1. Find the Image Tag
2. Right click -> Properties
3. Enter Alt text description
4. Save!

Considerations
1. Is it decorative?
2. What purpose does this 

image service?
3. What information does 

this image contain?



Alternative Text

• On every content-containing image
• Context is king!
• Best practices in alt-text

• Informative
• Brief
• Relevant
• Non-redundant

• Never use images of text

This descriptive image does need alt text

This decorative line does not need alt text



Form Specific Concerns

• In addition to being text-based, tagged, and in reading order
• Form Fields Labeled
• Check Boxes Annotated
• Tables 
• Keyboard functionality

• Many of these issues cannot be resolved in the accessibility 
windows – must go back to form builder!



Helpful PDF Checker

• PAC 2026 (linked here) you can check for WCAG 2.1 specific 
criteria

• Easier to understand and navigate than Adobe’s built in checker
• Links directly to WCAG guidance

https://pac.pdf-accessibility.org/en/download


Print to PDF is Your Enemy

• No matter how diligent you’ve been in 
Word to format and alt text your 
document

• Print to PDF eliminates ALL of the metadata

• This option turns your document into an 
X page list of images

• Consider – why does this need to be a 
PDF?



A note about handwriting

• Handwriting in any file format is not accessible as it is nearly 
impossible to make compliant

• Please consider typing answer keys and notes to allow for 
accessible content

• If you are someone who using mathematical or other specialized 
notation, please consider using Microsoft equation builder, 
MathPix, MathKicker, or some software to convert these to 
digitally accessible formats



Before using a PDF ask

• Is a PDF the best format for this content?
• Do I have this content in a more inherently accessible format?
• Is this a high-quality document that I’ll be able to make 

accessible?
• Do I have the time to make this document accessible?
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