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No Manual Formatting --> Use “Styles”

Why & the Basics

If you do not know how a screen reader works there is an excellent 6-minute video about screen readers by an individual who uses them at http://www.doit.wisc.edu/accessibility/video (TRACE Center, University of Wisconsin-Madison).  Go watch it now.

If you're concerned about whether or not you need to learn how to use the “styles” feature of word processing, we can put it rather simply: you do.  Styles are the architecture upon which Microsoft Word® (or Open Office) is based. Just about everything in Word is style-driven.

More importantly, however, is that when you use manual formatting for most documents, your document organization is apparent to only those that are sighted. For structural levels to be read by a screen reader, styles must be used.  For example, the Heading 1 style is read before the text as a “Level 1 heading”; Heading 2 is read as a “Level 2 heading”; the title is read as “title”, and so on.

The use of styles provides logical organization that is not available with manual formatting that only provides visual organization.

The problem is that while customizing the title and headings of your word-processed documents by choosing, for instance, a Helvetica font type, in the color red and emphasized by a bold italic style is visible to the sighted reader, such text characteristics are not readily recognizable to some assistive technologies or users with visual limitations.

There are several very good on-line tutorials for learning to use styles if you don’t have someone to help you to learn the method.  We offer 2 sources here.

1. The Center on Education and Work at the University of Wisconsin-Madison offers several choices.  A short but excellent overview text tutorial, Creating Accessible Microsoft Word & Word Perfect Documents by Using Markup is found at http://www.cew.wisc.edu/accessibility/tutorials/structuralmarkuptutorial.htm.  It explains the importance of using styles and formatting for electronic document accessibility. “Markup” is the word that is commonly used for this process when working with HTML documents.  

They also offer Office Documents Video Tutorial, (1 hour, 12 minutes, requires Windows Media Player to view), from a link reached on the following page: http://www.cew.wisc.edu/accessibility/tutorials/default.htm.  This tutorial explains the importance of accessibility crossing multiple electronic media, from Web Pages, to Word documents, to PDF documents, and to Multimedia (PowerPoint Presentations & videos).  It also discusses some of the accessibility features within the fore mentioned programs, such as the importance of equivalent text descriptions (the ACCESS-ed terminology for what started out as “ALT-text” in the web world).

2. Or check out Microsoft’s training on styles at 

 http://office.microsoft.com/training/training.aspx?AssetID=RP011039281033&CTT=6&Origin=RC011039261033
or at  http://www.addbalance.com/usersguide/styles.htm.  This one is a law office’s tutorial that is copyrighted by Microsoft, but there must be a good reason why they felt they needed to create their own version.  
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