
Designing Accessible 
PDFs in InDesign

Integrating Life Design Thinking



Welcome & Framing

• Introduction – Kelly Cooney

• This session is about using InDesign to create accessible PDFs

• This assumes you have access to InDesign and Adobe Acrobat 
Pro



Digital Accessibility

• At JHU, websites, web applications and digital content need to 
meet the Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) 
2.1AA guidelines

• It is important to build the accessibility into your source 
document before conversion to PDF

• It's more difficult to fix a PDF than it is to fix your source 
document



What is good 
design? 

Viable Desirable

Optimal 
design …

Feasible

… is 
coherent.



From Principles to Practice

Good design is not separate 
from accessibility. It is the 

foundation for it.
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Document Structure



Reading Order
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Example



Table of Contents 
& Bookmarks



Tables
1

2



Lists

1

2 3

3



Shapes as Objects

Do not embed groups 
within groups.
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Alternative Text
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AI Alternative Text Prompt: 

Please provide ADA compliant alternative 
text that is optimized for a  screen reader 
for the attached image.



Alt Text for Infographics

Best Practices

• Provide a 
detailed textual 
summary before 
or after the 
graphic

• Export as a single 
image

As described in the 
accompanying text, this 
image visually represents 
staff engagement metrics 
from the Center for Staff 
Life Design's Impact 
Report (August 2024 – 
June 2025), including total 
engagements, workshop 
participation, co-design 
and pop-up event 
attendance, course 
completions, and top 
participating divisions.



Color Contrast

>18 pt font should have contrast ratio of at least 3:1 

<18 pt font should have contrast ratio of 4.5:1 

WebAIM.org

https://webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker/


Artifacts
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NOTE: 

Master page items are 
automatically marked as 
artifacts.
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Hyperlinks: Built-in
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Export to Accessible PDFs
Settings for you to consider



What NOT to Do…

IMPORTANT

Don’t use 

Print > Adobe PDF Printer

You will lose all the 
accessibility that you just built 
into your document.



Exporting Your InDesign Materials
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Print PDFs



Interactive 
PDFs



Advanced Settings



Where Design Meets Practice



Designing an Accessible Training Guide



Applying Accessibility through Life Design

What one action could you 
take in your daily workflow 
to make accessibility part of 
your design routine?



Reference Materials for You

• Digital Accessibility website

• Digital Accessibility events page (contains upcoming events and 
recordings of past trainings)

• Digital Accessibility Teams site for any JHU staff member to 
share information and be informed of upcoming events

• Creating Accessible PDFs from Adobe InDesign (document from 
Tufts)

https://accessibility.jhu.edu/
https://accessibility.jhu.edu/
https://accessibility.jhu.edu/events
https://accessibility.jhu.edu/events
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fteams.microsoft.com%2Fl%2Fteam%2F19%253ANrg_zYdeKrha1D_AoIC7lRVjSoD4LPpIxzHowP7-7V41%2540thread.tacv2%2Fconversations%3FgroupId%3D9dc53c7c-8f22-439b-b1a0-04ac51cff541%26tenantId%3D9fa4f438-b1e6-473b-803f-86f8aedf0dec&data=05%7C02%7Ckelly.cooney%40jhu.edu%7C79f96542e6c24978724108de0da6229f%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638963204345435334%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=SWIizJSrsdBGklv61VKk9OHxsOo6r2N0cVtAx0eZgno%3D&reserved=0
https://nam02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Fteams.microsoft.com%2Fl%2Fteam%2F19%253ANrg_zYdeKrha1D_AoIC7lRVjSoD4LPpIxzHowP7-7V41%2540thread.tacv2%2Fconversations%3FgroupId%3D9dc53c7c-8f22-439b-b1a0-04ac51cff541%26tenantId%3D9fa4f438-b1e6-473b-803f-86f8aedf0dec&data=05%7C02%7Ckelly.cooney%40jhu.edu%7C79f96542e6c24978724108de0da6229f%7C9fa4f438b1e6473b803f86f8aedf0dec%7C0%7C0%7C638963204345435334%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJFbXB0eU1hcGkiOnRydWUsIlYiOiIwLjAuMDAwMCIsIlAiOiJXaW4zMiIsIkFOIjoiTWFpbCIsIldUIjoyfQ%3D%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=SWIizJSrsdBGklv61VKk9OHxsOo6r2N0cVtAx0eZgno%3D&reserved=0
https://accessibility.sites.jhu.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/Accessible-PDFs-with-Adobe-InDesign.pdf
https://accessibility.sites.jhu.edu/wp-content/uploads/sites/31/Accessible-PDFs-with-Adobe-InDesign.pdf


Connect 
with me!

Kelly Cooney
Learning Engineer,         
Center for Staff Life 
Design

Johns Hopkins University
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