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Why make Excel Files Accessible?
• An inaccessible spreadsheet can be completely invisible to a screen reader 

user.
• Screen readers and assistive technologies help users with disabilities 

navigate spreadsheets but only if built correctly.

Key areas covered in this session:
• Worksheet setup (tab names, help text, descriptions)
• Tables: structure, headers, naming, alt text
• Charts and images: descriptions and alt text
• Hyperlinks: descriptive text and ScreenTips
• Final checks: Accessibility Checker, spell check, cleanup



Step 1: Worksheet Setup
• Name the Worksheet

• Double-click the tab and type 
a descriptive name.

• Spaces are OK — avoid 
backslashes or brackets.

• Add Help Text in Cell A1
• Type: “Press TAB to move to 

input area. Press UP or DOWN 
ARROW in column A to read 
through the document.”

• Change text color to match 
background. Sighted users 
won’t see it; screen readers 
will read it.



• Add a Worksheet 
Description in Cell A2
• Insert a row below A1 and 

write a description of the 
worksheet in cell A2.

• Include: how many tables 
and/or charts are in the 
worksheet, and their 
names.

Example:
“This worksheet contains 1 
table, nurses salary table.”

Step 1 Cont.: Worksheet Description



• Add a Table Description Row
• Insert a row above each table with a description in 

column A.
• Include: table name, number of columns, meaning of 

each column.

Step 2: Table Structure and Headers



• Add Row and Column Headers
• Ensure first row contains column headers. Screen readers rely on 

these.
• If missing: right-click first row → Insert → type header names.

Step 2 Cont.: Table Structure and Headers



• Create a Formal Excel 
Table
• Select the range (or click 

any cell) → Insert tab → 
Tables → Table.

• Check “My table has 
headers” and confirm the 
range.

Step 2 Cont.: Format and Name the Table



• Name the Table
• Click the Table Design tab → type a valid name (no spaces; 

start with letter or underscore).
• Example for multiple sheets: Salary_Table_in_Histogram

Step 2 Cont.: Format and Name the Table



• Set a Consistent Table Style
• Select any cell → Table tab → Quick Style dropdown → choose a 

high-contrast style.
• Apply the same style to all tables in the workbook.

Step 2 Cont.: Style, Alt Text, and Borders



• Add Alt Text and Borders
• Right-click table → Table → Alt Text → add a title and description.

Step 2 Cont.: Style, Alt Text, and Borders



• Add Alt Text and Borders
• Apply All Borders. Avoid merged or empty cells in data areas.
• For empty cells, type “No data” and match text color to 

background.

Step 2 Cont.: Style, Alt Text, and Borders



• Add Alt Text and Borders
• Add “End of [TableName] table” in the row immediately after 

the last data row.

Step 2 Cont.: Style, Alt Text, and Borders



• Insert Hyperlink
• Right-click the cell → Link → Paste the link in Address
• Avoid “click here”. Use descriptive anchor text or full URL (include https://).

Step 3: Accessible Hyperlinks



• Add a ScreenTip
• Type a meaningful explanation of where the link goes — screen readers read this.
• Right-click the cell → Edit Hyperlink → ScreenTip button (top right).

• Verify All Links
• Test every link before publishing. Broken links confuse assistive technology users.

Step 3 Cont.: Accessible Hyperlinks



• Chart Description (Cell A2)
• Before inserting a chart, write a description in column A in the same row region.
• Change text color to match background — hidden from sighted users, readable by 

screen readers.

Step 4: Charts and Images



• Move Chart Into Cell and Add Alt Text
• Resize the row → merge cells across worksheet column width → drag chart into the cell.

Step 4: Charts and Images



• Add Alt Text to the Chart
• After generating the chart, right-click chart → Alt Text → Add title and Description.
• Recommendation: Some screen readers might not be able to read the lengthy Alt Text, so we add the 

full information on both the cell level and the Alt Text for the chart itself.

• Images
• Same process: Write a cell description in A2 + right-click image → Alt Text → Add title and 

Description.

Step 4: Charts and Images



• Closing Tasks
• Type “End of Worksheet” in the row after the last table and match text color to the 

background
• Hide extra rows and columns. Delete unused worksheets.
• Run Spell Check: Review tab → Proofing → Spelling (one sheet at a time; set zoom to 100%).

Step 5: Closing Tasks and Spell Check



• Run the Accessibility Checker
• Go to Review → Check Accessibility.
• Review Warnings and Tips.
• Fix them if necessary, except for the color contrasts in the cell descriptions, as they 

are critical for screen readers.
• Recheck until all necessary errors are resolved before publishing.

Step 5: Excel Accessibility Checker



Digital Accessibility at Illinois Tech
For more information please visit:

https://www.iit.edu/cli/digital-accessibility



Thank you!
Q&A
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