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A Guide to digital content text simplification  
 

 

 

Cognitive access to digital content: why should it be a concern? 

 

When talking about access to educational digital content, we identify five complementary 

ways (or levels) to conceive it. There is the first level of accessibility dealing with 

physical access to the technology that disseminates the digital content. The second type 

of accessibility level involves the access from local systems to the necessary resources 

and communications (connectivity access). The third type of accessibility level involves 

the access to the interface (interface access). The fourth type of accessibility level 

(cognitive access) involves cognitive processes like comprehension. The fifth type of 

accessibility is social accessibility that stands behind the fact that access to information 

(educational digital content) is not an end in itself:  If the access to this content doesn’t 

allow the students to have equivalent opportunities as students without disabilities to 

learn better and to succeed, this content will be little used or abandoned. Learning access 

is the ultimate goal of digital content access in education. 
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Figure 1 : Five complementary levels the educational digital content accessibility 
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In the field of accessibility to information facilitated by technology, lots of efforts were 

devoted to the first, second and third kinds of accessibility level. In many respects, 

cognitive accessibility (the 4
th

 type) has been neglected. Besides a review of almost 

research on this subject typically show a strong bias towards sensory (vision and hearing) 

and physical impairments, neglecting the cognitive dimension. When developers of 

digital content are faced with the latest existing statistics showing that 22% of Canadians 

are identified as enable to read written information while 26% have difficulties to read it, 

moving toward a solution to this situation becomes a must. This is even more important 

in the educational setting where the number of struggling readers among students with 

learning difficulties and other different disabilities is increasing.  

To overcome this issue and reach the learning access goal, it is important to make 

cognitive accessibility a concern for all agents involved in editing digital content    

 

Solutions to ensure cognitive access to digital content in the educational 

setting 

 

To ensure special need students’ cognitive access to digital content (level 4), we consider 

three possible solutions to adapt the text based on the recommendations of the 

Elementary and Middle Schools Technical Assistance Center (EMSTAC) (2002):  

 Text Circumvention: This solution consists in replacing the text by using alternative 

formats
1
 (Link to the SNOW Website, Heidi’s work) such as audio version. We think 

that alternative formats should be used with precaution and moderation. In fact, only 

students who do practice reading actually improve the skills needed to be better 

readers. When students don't read, they actually lose their reading abilities. That’s 

what may happen when we rely intensively on text alternative format. Besides, we 

must keep in mind that for equity reason and in an inclusive approach, it is important 

to provide the student with same content in the same format to the maximum extent 

possible with regard to the concerned student’ abilities. 

 Text Supplementation: This solution does not replace text but help make it clear 

through the use of materials such as organizational materials with visual/spatial 

features, graphic and non-graphic aids, semantic-feature analyses, and concept 

diagrams. This solution is extensively used in education and is fairly effective in the 

case of moderate struggling readers.  

 Text Modification: This solution consists in creating a simple content or identifying 

complexity factors within content and modified in order to make the text more 

"considerate" for students. We will refer to this solution as “Text simplification” in 

our work. 

                                                 

1 Usually, digital content is considered as an alternative format. In this text, when talking about alternatives formats, we 
focus on all substitute formats to text in digital contents. We have to mention also that this work applies in main of its parts 
even to print text content. 
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What is text simplification? 

 

Text simplification is a strategy that involves making changes and adding to an existing 

text in order to make it more clear and comprehensible for students with disabilities and 

their nondisabled peer. The concept of « clear language » or “comprehensible language” 

is not universal and it is impossible to write down a text that is adapted to the abilities 

and needs of all the students having reading and comprehension problems. However, in 

this work, we gathered and developed a set of guidelines that can guide digital content 

developers to deal with this issue. These guidelines are complementary to those dealing 

with physical, connectivity and interface accessibility as presented in many guides such 

as Electronic and Information Technology Accessibility Standards (Section 508), Web 

Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG), ATAG 1.0 and Accessible Digital Office 

Document (ADOD) Project. 

 

 

Guidelines to simplify digital content 

These pages are designed to help digital content developers, mainly teachers, understand 

a little more about how to make content accessible to their students in an inclusive 

setting. We suppose they can be helpful for teachers when preparing their course 

presentations or any other content that their students have to access, read and understand. 

When considering the following guidelines, teachers have to select the most appropriate 

between them taking into account the following directives: 

 

 Simplifying digital content consists in reducing the complexity of the content 

depending on the severity of the disabilities/learning difficulties and the evolution 

of the learning of the student. 

 
 Simplifying the text must not be equivalent to the student’infantilization. 

Teachers have to provide the student with a digital content that is appropriate to 

his chronological age while being adequate for his mental age and his level of 

knowledge 

 

 Teachers have to make sure that the simplified content presents achievable 

challenges for the student. Too simple content in regards of the student’s abilities 

may demotivate him.  

 

 Teachers must make sure that they present to their student with a simplified 

digital content whose complexity increases gradually in terms of the student’s 

increase with the evolution of the learning level and the abilities of the student. 

 

 

http://www.w3.org/WAI/intro/atag
http://adod.idrc.ocad.ca/
http://adod.idrc.ocad.ca/
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Tableau 1 : Suggested guidelines to text simplification 

 Guideline Justification/explanation 

Grammar Use simple constructed 

sentences (subject, verb, object) 

The basic structure of a sentence is 

easier to understand 

Ideally, submit one piece of 

information per sentence 

If a single piece of information is 

processed within a sentence, that 

sentence will be much easier to 

remember and process 

If it is impossible to present a 

proposal by sentence, change 

the line for each proposal of the 

sentence 

Where each row represents a piece 

of information, the brain can retain 

the essential elements of these more 

easily 

 

Use verbs in the active voice 

rather than the passive voice  

 

The active voice respects more the 

basic scheme of the sentence, thus 

limiting the complexity of its 

structure  

Use positive language (avoid 

the negation) 

 

The positive form is easier to 

understand and less complex to 

decode because it avoids the analysis 

and the deduction processes 

Approach the student in a direct 

and personal way (for eg. use 

the pronoun “you” instead of 

talking about “the user) 

When using impersonal forms in a 

text, the reader has to do an extra 

effort to transfer the information to 

himself 

 

Avoid the use of pronouns Each time pronouns are used,  the 

reader has to infer to what subject 

they refer  

Use simple verb tenses and 

most commonly used (present, 

simple past, simple future). 

As in the words of common usage, 

the verb current tenses are 

privileged. They are closer to the 

everyday spoken language of the 

reader. 

Avoid inversions between the 

verb and subject 

 

Inversions make understanding the 

text more complex and less linear. 
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Vocabulary Avoid abstract concepts 

 

This is important to lessen the 

differences between the information 

explicitly provided to the student and 

what he must understand 

Avoid metaphors and figures of 

speech. 

If necessary, illustrate them 

with practical examples. 

Understanding of metaphor can be 

an obstacle to understanding the 

general meaning of a sentence 

 

Use short words taken from 

everyday language, as used in 

oral communication. 

A language closer to the  everyday 

language is easier to understand  

 

Use vocabulary in its first 

meaning (common meaning).   

The use of synonyms automatically 

leads the reader to infer what name it 

replaces. 

In text, always designate the 

same object by the same word,  

even at the expense of style 

The use of synonyms automatically 

returns the reader to infer what name 

it replaces. 

Avoid abbreviations and  

acronyms 

 

Reading/listening to an abbreviation 

requires inferring what word it 

stands for.  

Even if the sentence appears to be 

longer, the avoidance of 

abbreviations makes it more 

intelligible. 

Try to avoid using technical 

language 

Technical language requires highly 

organized knowledge base. 

Do not borrow words from 

other languages. 

If this is unavoidable, explain 

them, except, commonly used 

words. 

Understanding words from another 

language is associated with a high 

cognitive level capacity.  

 

Text 

organisation 

The elements of the content 

should follow a logical order.  

Structure critical pieces of 

information within close 

proximity to each other 

A linear content avoids backtracking 

and facilitates understanding by 

reducing the number of elements for 

attaining the sense of the information 

presented. 

The rule of consistency 

suggests that textual or visual 

elements that recur regularly in 

your presentation to be always 

located in the same place  

This makes it easier to find and to 

recognize the information you 

present. 

If you mention a procedure 

(enumerated list of tasks), be 

The provision of the "step by step" 

logical order of execution greatly 
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sure to place the steps in a 

chronological expected order, 

like a cooking recipe. 

facilitates the creation of "mental 

images"  

Provide the student with clues 

or representations that help to 

anticipate upcoming events 

This may help the student manage 

his time 

Provide the student with clues 

to estimate the duration of an 

activity and when it ends 

This may help the student manage 

his time 

Numbers Write the numbers using 

numerical symbols (1, 2, 3...) 

Numbers are universal and are easier 

to decode than letters. 

Do not use percentages. 

 

Understanding percentages implies 

that the reader has acquired the 

concept of fractions. If you want to 

use percentage, make sure that these 

concepts have been previously 

acquired by the reader. 

When it is necessary to write 

the date, do not write it in 

abbreviated form. 

In order to remain consistent and 

faithful to spoken language, we write 

the date in this form: the day in 

numbers, the month in letters and the 

year in numbers 

If necessary, use phrases like 

"long ago" instead of a date  to 

refer to the past 

A date earlier than that to which we 

are counting requires further skills.  

 

Write addresses as they should 

appear on an envelope (not on 

one line). 

This presentation is more similar to 

the context in which this information 

is found in common situations. 

Enumeration If necessary, use phrases like 

"too many, etc." instead of large 

numbers. 

 

For people who have intellectual 

disabilities, the very high numbers 

can be very abstract. However, they 

may very well imagine phrases like 

"too many". 

Replace the comma with a 

newline when enumerating. 

 

An enumeration which takes the 

form of a list is easier to treat than 

enumeration with commas 

Separating visually the enumerated 

elements  makes them easier to read 

Limit the number of items 

enumerated in a list 

 

Although the enumerations in the 

form of a list are easier to read, it is 

recommended to use them sparingly 

since they are difficult to understand 
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Information 

density 

Do not overload the page with 

information.  

An aerated page (with white spaces) 

is perceived as easier to read and 

understand and is less demotivating 

for the students with learning 

difficulties. 

Change the page when you 

change the subject 

It may help separate each concrete 

piece of information in the reader's 

mind. 

 

Use indicators such as color, 

text layout, shape/texture, and 

audio to provide contextual 

clues and easy recognition 

This may help the reading and the 

navigation easier for the student 

Use visual cues to highlight 

important points or sections of 

the content. 

Many struggling readers have 

difficulties to identify the relevant 

information in a text. These cues 

(words written in bold, underlined, 

repeated, etc.) will make this task 

easier for them. 

Be consistent in the use of the 

indicator : An indicator must 

have the same signification all 

over the text 

Instability is a major source of 

complexity. 

Don’t suppose any knowledge 

to be already acquired by the 

reader. Describe the maximum 

possible 

Since we can not induce the level of 

reader knowledge, better define 

everything 

 

Use practical examples This may greatly facilitates the 

creation of "mental images" 

Avoid references to other 

documents, fields of knowledge 

or events. 

References to other documents 

require the reader to know their 

content or to read them. 

If the reference is necessary, it is 

better to join the other 

document and ensure it meets also 

the simplification rules. 

Avoid presenting the student 

with noise stimuli 

Adds on a Website, extensive use of 

illustrations, audio background, etc. 

may distract the reader. 

Reduce the number of 

instructions to be followed by 

the student to perform the task 

required 

Easier to understand and to perform 
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Present the student with one 

instruction at a time 

Easier to understand and to perform 

Provide simple reminders such 

as "step 2 of 4"  

This will help the student keep track 

of what the has already done and 

what he has left to do 

Ensure that the procedure for 

executing a task is always the 

same 

Instability is a major source of 

complexity. 

Repeat the instruction each time 

you refer to it 

Cognitive limitations are usually 

associated with limitations in short 

term memory. 

Layout Justify the text only on the left  When justifying text to the right and 

to the left, the spacing between 

words is changed, this affects the 

reading.  

The right and centered alignments 

are difficult to read and compare 

texts since the beginning of each 

sentence is at a different place of  the 

line. 

Don’t split words at the end of 

the line. 

A split word ultimately requires a 

hyphen, which makes it a word that 

people who have difficulty reading 

may not recognize in this case. 

Link text should indicate the 

nature of the link target.  

Avoid “click here” because it is 

ambiguous and doesn’t provide the 

user direction 

When a link text appears more 

than once on a page, it should 

point the same link target. 

Distinct links should be indicated by 

different link text 

Link should not be a single 

word or letter 

This makes them ambiguous 

Links presented as buttons or 

icons should be large enough  

This  makes the digital content easily 

to navigate 

A non-clickable text must not 

seem to be clickable.  

Differentiate well format assigned to 

your text that is attributed to your 

links. For example, if your links are 

one color, do not use that color for a 

non-clickable. 

In presenting the menu, that 

means the list of options, better 

present it from right to left than 

from up to down. 

It is difficult and frustrating  to read 

a document that can begin and end 

anywhere and that is different from 

the usual presentation of a “standard 
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book” 

 

 

Use skinny panels for 

presenting menu options 

 

With non skinny panels, when we 

open the options menu, we hide the 

content which makes it difficult to 

use. 

Avoid the presentation of text 

in many columns 

It is difficult and frustrating  to read 

a document that is presented in a  

different way from the usual 

presentation of a “standard book” 

 

Do not present information as a 

brochure or other presentation 

format that does not read like a 

standard book. 

It is difficult and frustrating  to read 

a document that can begin and end 

anywhere. 

 

The location of the interface 

elements must be  kept in 

similar contexts 

Better consistency facilitate the use 

of the interface 

Limit the use of background 

images  

Better contrast 

Never use shading Better contrast 

Avoid the use of page frames Less confusing 

Punctuation Adjust punctuation to make the 

text more live 

Live text is easier to understand. 

In general, use the period, the 

question mark, the exclamation 

mark and the apostrophe. 

 

The less common punctuation marks 

represent graphical elements that 

could attract the reader's attention 

and involve judgments. This may 

slow or hinder the flow of reading 

and understanding. 

Limit the maximum possible 

the use of the semicolon, the 

colon, the hyphen, the 

parentheses the comma and the 

ellipsis. 

The less common punctuation marks 

force the reader to remember their 

usefulness before applying them to 

the sentence. 

Use a font containing neat 

characters and whose letters are 

clear, easy to discriminate and 

without serifs. 

 

By selecting a font whose 

calligraphy resembles to the one 

learned at school, we respect the 

prior knowledge of the reader.  

Better choose a calligraphy that 

looks like the handwriting (for eg.: 
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comic sans MS) 

Letters that are clear and easy to 

discriminate are preferred to promote 

readability.  

Font Use characters large enough (14 

points minimum). 

Large characters are easily perceived 

and processed. 

Avoid italics.  Italics deform letters 

To highlight an item, use 

colors, bold, larger font or 

capital letters. 

 

Highlighting should be used 

sparingly since the objective of this 

manoeuvre is to draw the attention to 

some specific words. Used to excess, 

these strategies risk to lose their 

effect 

Limit use of capital to very 

short sentences 

Use capital letters only to attract 

attention. From 5 words, reading a 

title in upper case will be 

complicated 

Avoid the use of the underlined 

format 

The underlined format has too many 

connotations: it suggests that the 

underlined text is a link. 

Use a maximum of two fonts in 

a text, one for titles and another 

for the text. 

Too much "style" graphics can cause 

confusion. As with letters, numbers 

and pictures, the graphic is a code 

that must serve the text and support 

information accessibility.  

 

If you use special fonts, you 

must be consistent in their use 

 

 

If you use a special font for the 

subtitles, you must keep its use only 

and for all the subtitles of the 

document. 

Ensure that color symbolizes 

the same thing in all the text 

Instability is a major source of 

complexity. 

Color Do not use color alone to 

convey information 

Information presented in color 

should also be evident without color 

Do use color to reinforce 

information presented in text, 

images or icons 

This may help the student find 

relevant information easily 

Provide sufficient contrast 

between text and background 

Use either light text on dark 

background or dark text on a light 

background. Avoid placing text over 

a strongly patterned background. 

The best contrast is given by black 

text on white background 
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Avoid high contrast flickering 

on the intense blinking colors  

Some students may have sensitivity 

to such effect, potentially resulting 

in severe physical reactions 

(photoepileptic seizure). If 

flickering, flashing or blinking 

content is used, be sure that the 

interface provide a mechanism to 

stop blinking (for eg.: “Stop 

animation”) 

Illustrations must be: clear, 

precise and in color if possible 

Poor quality illustrations may 

actually decrease the accessibility of 

the content, by making it more 

confusing 

Illustrations Illustrations should be 

transparent: requiring no further 

explanation to be understood. 

 

The purpose of the illustrations is to 

help the reader while reading. They 

should not require more intellectual 

effort from the reader. 

Illustrations must not only 

satisfy aesthetics requirements 

 

Aesthetics sometimes "complicated", 

may hinder understanding the 

information  

When the text refers to a known 

person or place or object, add, if 

possible, its photo  

This is the logical complement to the 

information given. 

 

Avoid images that flash more 

than  4 times  per second 

Some students may have sensitivity 

to such effect, potentially resulting 

in severe physical reactions. 

Illustrations must show a 

habitual view of the object or 

the situation presented in the 

text (avoid underground, areal 

or partial views) 

If the illustration shows an unusual 

perspective, readers with cognitive 

limitations  may not recognize what 

it is about. 

When using symbols, use those 

with whom the student is 

familiar or those currently used 

The reader hasn’t to decode the 

illustration in addition to the text 

Group the different visual 

elements in a coherent and 

ordered by location or format 

Easier to locate and to understand 

Ensure consistency in the way 

of grouping the elements (same 

format, same location) 

Instability is a major source of 

complexity. 

Avoid animated images when 

they are next to a text 

When there are animated elements 

on an interface, reader is usually 

distracted from the text to focus on 
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the moving images. 

Avoid extensive use of 

pictograms and images 

Students may learn how to decode 

illustrations and not learn to read 

Use mental imagery and teach 

high image words first than 

increase difficulty by gradually 

moving to less visually charged 

words 

Students may learn how to decode 

illustrations and not learn to read 

Tables Structure information in a way 

that it is displayed in a readable, 

well-balanced manner 

Avoid large, multiple entries and 

complex tables. Difficult to read and 

understand. 

Better use on entry tables Easy to understand. Better three 

simple tables than one that is 

complicated 

Video/audio/m

ultimedia 

supplements 

Provide information in multiple 

formats, with a heavy emphasis 

on visual formats. 

To accommodate your students’ 

needs 

Video and multimedia, 

accompanied with narration, 

may be the best way to 

communicate to cognitive 

limited people 

A moving, talking person in a video 

may be easier to identify and 

mentally process than a static image 

of a person in a photograph. 
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