Accessible Word Documents: Simplifying Complex Tables
Workshop example: The tables below use findings from a hypothetical NSF Advanced Technological Education (ATE) project. In this example, a community college is building an advanced manufacturing technician program with support from faculty and regional employers. The first table uses merged cells and a two-row header to show how evaluation findings often get packed into one place. The next three tables present the same information as simpler tables, one for each partner group, that are easier to read and navigate, especially with a screen reader.
Note: All project details and numbers are made up for training purposes. Claude AI was used to create these examples. 
1. Complex table with merged cells
Example: Year 2 evaluation findings for an ATE advanced manufacturing project, by partner group and data source.
	Partner Group
	Data Source
	Participation
	Key Finding
	Recommendation

	
	
	Invited
	Took Part
	
	

	Students
	End-of-course survey
	112
	94
	Students reported more confidence operating industry-standard equipment, such as PLC trainers and CNC machines.
	Add open lab hours so students get more hands-on practice.

	
	Focus groups (4 groups)
	40
	32
	Evening and part-time students wanted more chances to work in teams on real industry problems.
	Build team-based troubleshooting scenarios into each course module.

	Faculty
	Professional development survey
	17
	12
	Faculty said the summer professional development institute made it easier to adapt the new curriculum modules.
	Continue the summer institute and share finished modules on ATE Central.

	
	Interviews
	10
	8
	Faculty asked for help using evaluation data to decide what to change in their courses.
	Offer a data use workshop each semester led by the evaluation team.

	Industry partners
	Advisory board interviews
	10
	8
	Employers valued graduates’ technical skills and their ability to communicate on the shop floor.
	Keep the annual business and industry advisory board curriculum review.

	
	Employer survey
	20
	15
	Employers named teamwork and troubleshooting as areas where new hires still need to grow.
	Expand capstone projects that use employer-defined problems.



Why this can be difficult to navigate: The table looks organized on screen, but several features make it hard to use with a keyboard or screen reader:
1. The Partner Group cells are merged down across rows, so a screen reader may only announce “Students” or “Faculty” on the first row of each group. Readers can lose track of which group a finding belongs to.
1. The two-row header (Participation split into Invited and Took Part) means a screen reader may read the wrong header for some cells, or skip one.
1. Readers have to hold three groups, two data sources each, and four numbers in mind at once to answer a simple question like “What did employers say?”
1. Response rates are not shown, so readers have to do the math themselves.



2. Simplified tables: one table per partner group
The original table is split into three tables, one for each partner group. Each table has a heading, a single header row, and no merged cells. Invited and Took Part are combined into one Participation column that also shows the response rate.
Table 2.1: Students
Evaluation question: To what extent did the new courses build students’ technical skills and readiness for advanced manufacturing jobs?
	Data Source
	Participation
	Key Finding
	Recommendation

	End-of-course survey
	94 of 112 students (84%)
	Students reported more confidence operating industry-standard equipment, such as PLC trainers and CNC machines.
	Add open lab hours so students get more hands-on practice.

	Focus groups (4 groups)
	32 of 40 students (80%)
	Evening and part-time students wanted more chances to work in teams on real industry problems.
	Build team-based troubleshooting scenarios into each course module.


Table 2.2: Faculty
Evaluation question: How well did professional development prepare faculty to teach and improve the new curriculum?
	Data Source
	Participation
	Key Finding
	Recommendation

	Professional development survey
	12 of 17 faculty (71%)
	Faculty said the summer professional development institute made it easier to adapt the new curriculum modules.
	Continue the summer institute and share finished modules on ATE Central.

	Interviews
	8 of 10 faculty (80%)
	Faculty asked for help using evaluation data to decide what to change in their courses.
	Offer a data use workshop each semester led by the evaluation team.


Table 2.3: Industry partners
Evaluation question: To what extent does the program prepare graduates for the needs of regional employers?
	Data Source
	Participation
	Key Finding
	Recommendation

	Advisory board interviews
	8 of 10 employers (80%)
	Employers valued graduates’ technical skills and their ability to communicate on the shop floor.
	Keep the annual business and industry advisory board curriculum review.

	Employer survey
	15 of 20 employers (75%)
	Employers named teamwork and troubleshooting as areas where new hires still need to grow.
	Expand capstone projects that use employer-defined problems.




Takeaways
When a table has multiple levels of headers, merged cells, or several distinct groups, consider whether the information would be easier to understand as two or more simple tables. In ATE evaluation reports, splitting by partner group, evaluation question, or project goal often works well. Simplifying the structure improves navigation without changing the evaluation findings.
Before you finish, check each simplified table for these accessibility basics:
1. A clear heading above the table that says what it shows
1. One header row, set to repeat across pages (Table Properties > Row > Repeat as header row at the top of each page)
1. No merged or split cells, and no blank cells used for spacing
1. Alt text added in Table Properties > Alt Text

