How to Make Accessible PDF Documents
What is PDF

PDF stands for Portable Document Format. It is a file format used to share documents that look the same on different phones, tablets, and computers. People commonly use PDFs for reports, forms, notices, books, and handouts.
What are screen reading software
Screen reading software, often called a screen reader, is a tool that reads what is on the screen aloud. It also helps a person move through text using the keyboard or touch gestures. Common examples include:
· NVDA and JAWS on Windows
· VoiceOver on iPhone and Mac
· TalkBack on Android
How people with visual impairments use screen readers
People with visual impairments use screen readers to:
· Read text line by line or word by word
· Jump between headings to understand structure
· Move through links, lists, tables, and form fields
· Search within the document
· Fill forms using labelled fields
Most users operate screen readers with the keyboard on a computer or with touch gestures on a mobile phone.
Why inaccessible PDFs are a challenge
An inaccessible PDF creates serious barriers such as:
· Text saved as images that the screen reader cannot read
· Missing headings, making navigation slow and confusing
· Wrong reading order, so sentences are read out of sequence
· Images and charts without text alternatives
· Tables without proper structure
· Form fields without labels
· Poor colour contrast or very small text
The golden rule
Always create the document properly first and export it as a tagged PDF. Accessibility begins in the original document.
Step by step: Make an accessible PDF
Step 1: Create the document properly before making the PDF
Use Word, Google Docs, or another editor and follow these basics:
· Use built in heading styles such as Heading 1 and Heading 2. Do not only increase font size.
· Use proper bullet or numbered list tools. Do not type hyphens manually.
· Keep a logical order: title, headings, subheadings, then body text.
· Use clear fonts and good spacing.
· Write meaningful link text such as “Download the form” instead of “click here”.
Step 2: Add text alternatives for images
For every meaningful image, logo, chart, or infographic:
· Add alt text that explains the purpose or key information.
· If a chart contains important numbers, also write the key points in normal text near the chart.
If an image is purely decorative, mark it as decorative so screen readers skip it.
Step 3: Make tables readable
· Use tables only for data, not for page layout.
· Keep tables simple and well organised.
· Identify the header row.
· Avoid merged or split cells where possible.
· If a table is complex, add a short summary before the table.
Step 4: Make forms accessible
 if the PDF is a form
If users must fill the document:
· Use real form fields, not blank lines.
· Ensure each field has a clear label such as Name, CNIC, Phone.
· Set the correct tab order so keyboard users move in the right sequence.
· Clearly mark required fields and give instructions.
Step 5: Export correctly to a tagged PDF
When saving or exporting:
· Choose the option that creates a tagged PDF.
· Avoid using Print to PDF unless you are certain it keeps accessibility tags, because printing often removes them.
Step 6: Check reading order
After exporting, confirm that:
· Content is read from top to bottom correctly.
· Multi column pages read in the proper sequence.
· Headings are recognised as headings.
Step 7: Run an accessibility check
Use the accessibility checker in your PDF software if available.
Fix issues such as:
· Missing document title
· Missing tags
· Missing alt text
· Incorrect headings
· Unlabelled form fields
· Table header problems
Run the check again after fixing issues.
Step 8: Test with a screen reader
Before sharing the document:
· Open the PDF and try reading it with NVDA or VoiceOver.
· Try moving by headings.
· Test links and tables.
· If it is a form, try filling it using keyboard only.
What an accessible PDF should have
· Selectable, readable text
· Proper headings for navigation
· Correct reading order
· Alt text for meaningful images
· Tables with headers
· Labelled form fields and logical tab order
· Document language set correctly
· Clear title
· Good contrast and readable font size
