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Readability  
Readability [noun] the quality of written language that makes it easy to read and 
understand.  The Americans with Disabilities Act states that people with disabilities have an 
“equal opportunity to participate” and an “equal opportunity to benefit from” service.  Some 
audiences may need alternate formats in order to benefit from the information you have to 
share, such as larger print, tactile or oral formats for people who are blind or visually 
impaired. Others may need a modification of the content in order to make use of the 
information. People with cognitive and intellectual disabilities present a widely varied 
audience who may benefit from modified content, as well as alternate formats. 
 
Printed promotional materials: 
People who are blind or have low vision may prefer to receive printed materials on a disk or by email attachment 
that they can access via their computers. When combining print with background colors, it is best to use colors 
that will provide the maximum brightness contrast between print and background. Readability of the printed 
material will be improved if black ink is used on white or cream (preferred) or pastel paper. If colored print and 
paper are used, two shades of the same color should be avoided and a light color should be used for the 
background. People with low vision may request materials be provided in large print. Large print materials are 
most commonly available in 16 or 18 point font, with 14 point font considered the minimum. It’s a good idea to ask 
large print users which font size is best for them, as some people may require up to a 36 point font. Use left-
margin justification only, because right– and left-margin justification produces uneven spacing.  Avoid centered 
text as it can be difficult to track.  Use upper case and lower case characters, capitalize only proper nouns and the 
first word of a sentence.   

People who have an intellectual disability are likely to have difficulty with academic learning and their reading and 
writing may be at a basic level. The reading level of printed materials may need to be adjusted to accommodate 

people with intellectual disabilities. The general guideline is to stay at a sixth grade reading 
level or below. Using pictures along with uncomplicated text can be an effective way to 
convey information. Some Word programs allow users to check the readability of materials 
on the computer.  Breaking text into shorter sections, each with a specific point, helps 
comprehension. Using bold headings and numbering the items, rather than using bullets, 
also clarifies the content. A question-and-answer format is more easily understood than 
straight narrative. Some people may not have had the educational support needed to learn 
to read or write and may be self-conscious about this. It is important to be sensitive when 
asking people to read information or complete written forms.  



Health-related information provided in this fact sheet is for informational purposes only and should not replace advice from a medical professional. The ND 
Disability Health Project is funded by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) through a grant (1 u59 DD000278) to the North Dakota Center 
for Persons with Disabilities at Minot State University. Opinions expressed here do not necessarily reflect the official policy of the CDC. 

North Dakota Center for   
Persons with Disabilities 
Minot State University 
500 University Ave. W. 
Minot, ND 58707 
1.800.233.1737    
701.858.3580  
www.ndcpd.org/health 
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Brent Askvig 
Principal Investigator  
701-858-3052 
brent.askvig@minotstateu.edu 

Kari Schmidt 
Program Director   
701-858-3048 
kari.schmidt@minotstateu.edu 

 

Brenda Munson 
Project Coordinator   
701-858-4477  
brenda.munson@minotstateu.edu 
 

Korie Huettl  
Administrative Assistant  
701-858-4154 
korie.huettl@minotstateu.edu 

Pay It Forward…..  
Pass it on to others who may 
find this information helpful. 

V i s i o n :  

All people in ND have 
access to information and 
services they need to 
maintain good health and 
wellness.  There are no 
health disparities between 
people with and without 
disabilities that are based 
solely on the presence of 
a disability. 

Sources: 
• Accessibility—It’s More than Just a Ramp (2009)/www.ndcpd.org/health  
• Making Materials Useful for People with Disabilities/http://www.ncddr.org/products/

researchexchange/v08n03/2_materials.html 
Additional Resources: 
• Braille Access Center/http://www.ndvisionservices.com/services/ 
• The Web Accessibility Initiative/http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/people-use-web 
• Lower Reading Level of Education Materials/http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Flesch-

Kincaid_readability_test 
• People First Language information/www.disabilityisnatural.com  

Printed material should mention the availability of the material in alternative 
formats such as large print, Braille, or Easy Read and that these are available 
upon request.   

Building an inclusive website: 
When people think about accessibility of web content, there's a tendency to 
concentrate on people with visual impairments. People with intellectual disabilities 
and learning difficulties are often overlooked.  The web can bring considerable 
pleasure and aid people with cognitive disabilities.         
Content: keep content short and simple 
Font size: provide a range of text sizes 
Readability: change the space between paragraphs 
Color themes: provide a range of reversed color and reduced glare options 
Line-length: lines should not exceed 70-80 characters and text should have left 
and right margins 
Line-height: provide a range of options for changing the line height of content 
text and links      
Many of the suggestions presented to make printed materials more readable and 
comprehensible can also be applied to documents that are presented on the 
World Wide Web.  The power of the Web to reach the public is ever expanding 
and access by everyone regardless of disability is necessary in reaching target 
audiences.    
 
The information provided in this fact sheet will not provide definitive answers for 
all the problems encountered by users with intellectual disabilities and visual 
impairments, rather these are suggestions and resources to assist in making your 
material more accessible to a wider audience.  With such a wide range of 
impairments and abilities, how does one know what sorts of modifications and 
formats will be most useful? The best way is to ask representatives of the people 
you intend the information to reach. This can be facilitated by maintaining an 
ongoing relationship with members of targeted audiences or working with self-
advocates.   

The ND Disability Health Project can provide technical assistance to assist with 
health promotion, staff training and education, and disability awareness.  Contact 
us at 800.233.1737 or visit our website at   
www.ndcpd.org/health  
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