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Universal Access Tip Sheet: Creating Accessible PDF Files from a Scanned Document 

Just having a PDF file online does not mean that it is automatically accessible to students with 

disabilities. If the PDF file is from a scanned document, there is a chance that it is only recognized as an 

image and thus students who rely on text reading technology to access materials will not be able to 

access the text. Creating an accessible PDF is not difficult. Although this looks like a lot of information, 

this seven step process can be followed fairly quickly. 

NOTE: To create an accessible PDF, you must use Acrobat Pro or higher. 

Step 1: Run Accessibility Full Check 

Before doing anything else, run an accessibility check. To do this: 
1. Click Advanced 
2. Click Accessibility 
3. Click Accessibility Full Check 

 
Running an accessibility check will provide a report that will pinpoint areas that are considered 
in accessible. This can be referenced throughout the process. Clicking on individual accessibility 
errors will take you to that point in the document. 
 

Step 2: Check for Whether or not the Document is Scanned. 

Scanned PDFs cannot be searched and documents must be searchable to be accessible. To check if the 

document is scanned is to search for a word that you know is present. If the word cannot be found in 

the document, the document has been scanned. This will likely be followed by a scanned page dialogue 

box. 

If scanning a document, check the final output to ensure that everything has scanned clearly. If there is 

text that has not scanned clearly, try rescanning, otherwise text reader users will not be able to access 

this text. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Copyright: Universal Access Project, ICATER, College of Education, University of Iowa, 2009 

 

Step 3: Set the Language 

Make sure that the reading language is set to English. To do this: 
1. Click File and select Properties 
2. Click the advanced tab and choose English from the language dropdown menu 

 

 

Step 4: Run Optical Character Recognition (OCR) 

Running OCR on the document allows the computer to recognize the text that is present. To do this 

1. Select the Document dropdown menu, select OCR Text Recognition, select Recognize Text 

Using OCR 

a. From here, a properties box will appear, click the Edit button to change properties if 

necessary. The properties should be as follows: 

i. Primary OCR Language: Whatever language is used in the document 

ii. PDF Output Style: Formatted Text and Graphics or Clearscan 

iii. Downsample Images: Lowest (600 dpi) 

b. Click OK to run the OCR engine 

NOTE: If you are using a scanned document from the library, the first two pages will be a text page, 

OCR should be run from page 3 to the end. You can verify that the OCR process was successful by 

running the search test. 
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Step 5: Add Tags 

To make text accessible, PDFs will tag sections of text, images, and tables to indicate what they are. To 

check if the document has been tagged: 

1. Click the Advanced dropdown menu 

2. Choose Accessibility 

3. Look for the availability of the Add Tags to the Document option. If it is available, the 

document has not been tagged and needs to be. 

4. If available, choose Add tags to the document. This will add some tags to the document, but 

they will likely be insufficient.  

At this point, tags have been added and a recognition report is given. This report appears on the left side 

of the screen and lists the places where tags have been added and where problems may have occurred. 
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Step 6: Modify Tags and make the Document Properly Accessible 

Some of the tags that have been added are likely incorrect or insufficient. For example, there may be 

text that has not been tagged and needs to be, or there may be text that is tagged as a figure. These 

issues need to be fixed and can be done through the TouchUp reading Order Menu. To access this: 

1. Click the Advanced dropdown menu 
2. Choose Accessibility 
3. Choose TouchUp Reading Order 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This will bring up the TouchUp Reading Order panel and will active your tagged areas. This will allow you 
to change your tags. Once this menu has appeared, 

1. If text is not tagged and needs to be, Click and Drag a box around the desired text or figure you 
would like to tag 

Accessibility 

Report 

 

TouchUp Reading 
Order Panel 
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2. Select the attribute (text, heading, figure, etc.) that you desire from the TouchUp reading Order 
Menu   

 

 

Now you need to check and possibly modify the reading order to ensure that users using a text reader 

will be able to access the document properly  

To check reading order: 

1. Click on the Show Order Panel button in the TouchUp Reading Order Panel. Each tagged area 

will appear with a gray box. In the top left corner, there will be a number that is the order in 

which the tagged areas will be read. If you would like to change the order, simply drag the 

tagged chunks in the order panel into the desired order 

 

Step 7: Adding Alternative Text to Pictures and Figures 

Just like with a webpage, any image in a PDF must have a thorough description in the form of alternative 

text to make it accessible to a user with a visual impairment; otherwise screen reader users will not be 

aware of the images content. To add alternative text: 

1. In the Tag Navigation Panel, right click on a tag labeled Figure. 

2. Choose Properties 

Step 1: Draw a box 

around the desired text. 

Step 2: Select the 

proper attribute 

Reading Order 

Panel 
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3. Add your description into the Alternative Text box  

4. Click OK 

Or 

1. Select the Figure in the Navigation Tab 

2. Right click on the word Figure in the document 

3. Select Edit Alternative Text 

Enter your description for alternative text and click Ok. 

 

Step 8: Test the File to Ensure Accessibility 

At this point, you should be pretty close. To check the accessibility: 

1. Choose Advanced: Accessibility: Full Check 

2. The full check dialogue box appears and allows you to select what you are looking for 

The full check will provide an accessibility report that will appear on the left side of the document. This 

tells us what the problems are, how to fix them, and gives us links to the specific problems. 

 

Right click on the 

word “Figure” 

Select Edit Alternative 

Text 


