
Electronic Thesis & Dissertation (ETD) Checklist 
Accessibility & Formatting Checklist for MS Word Documents 

Auburn University Graduate School 

1. File Setup  

 Download the MS Word template from the Graduate School’s ETD website resources.  
 Save the file as a unique filename locally on your computer or cloud storage.  
 Set the document title, author, subject, and keywords under the ribbon in File > Properties (info). 
 Set the document language to English: Review > language > set proofing language. 
 Ensure no password protection, copy/paste restrictions, or compression restrictions are applied. 

 

2. Document Structure & Navigation 

Margins  
 Follow template instructions about spacing, indentations, or other formatting notes included as guidance within 

the template. Replace instructions with your own content as you move through the document.  
 Reference the sample pages on the Graduate School’s website for margins, line spacing and other formatting 

by section. 

 

Spacing 

 Line spacing is defined by each section in the template, listed in the guidelines; Exceptions: footnotes, block 
quotes, bibliographic entries, and list entries longer than one line are single-spaced entries, double-spaced 
between entries. 

 Consult the Graduate School’s formatting requirements and sample pages for spacing in ETD sections.  

 

Fonts & Text Readability 
 Use a consistent 12-point black standard sans-serif font (Arial, Calibri, Helvetica, Verdana or similar) 

throughout — including headings and subheadings. 
 Hyperlinks are the exception, must be underlined, and clearly distinguishable to meet color contrast 

requirements. 
 Hyperlinks are written and linked as descriptive text— not ‘click here’ or typed out URLs. 

Bad example: click here. | Good example: see the Auburn Graduate School’s style guide.’ 
 Text is not formatted as an image (e.g., screenshots of typed text, scanned pages, etc.). 

 

Color & Visual Contrast 

 Use black font color on the white page background where possible and use a color contrast checker to verify 
any use of table background colors meet contrast minimums. See previous hyperlink exceptions.  

 Color contrast between images/graphics and adjacent background colors meets a 3:1 minimum ratio. 
 To quickly check contrast, print or preview in grayscale (file > print > grayscale). Content hard to see in 

grayscale likely fails contrast standards. 
 

Major Section Headers 
 Use proper heading styles (heading 1, heading 2, etc.), not just bold or large text. 
 Headings must be applied structurally, and in hierarchy that is logical and not skipped (e.g., h1 → h2 → h3, 

never h1 → h3). In MS Word: use the styles panel.  
 All major section headers are in Mixed Case and aligned centered. 
 Only one double-spaced line appears between a major section header and the following text. 

https://graduate.auburn.edu/current-students/academic-resources/etd.php
https://graduate.auburn.edu/current-students/academic-resources/etd-guide-samples.php
https://graduate.auburn.edu/current-students/academic-resources/etd.php
https://graduate.auburn.edu/current-students/academic-resources/etd.php
https://graduate.auburn.edu/current-students/academic-resources/etd-guide-samples.php


Pagination 
 All pages are numbered except for the title page. 
 Preliminary, body, and reference pages: Use Arabic numbers (1, 2, 3, 4, etc.). 
 Page numbers are centered, 0.5 inch from the bottom of the page. 
 Page numbers are not bold and match the document’s font size and type. 

 

Images, Figures & Tables 

 Every figure, image, chart, and illustration must have alternative text describing its content and purpose. 
 Alternative text should be meaningful and concise — describes what the image conveys, not just what it looks 

like. Bad example Alt text: ‘graph’ | good example Alt text: ‘bar chart showing mean response time by 
treatment group, with group A highest at 4.2s’ 

 Tables are used only for data and not for layout/visual purposes. 
 Tables use proper table structure, including row and cell structure (not tabs, spaces, or images of tables). 

Table header rows are designated as headers. In Word: insert > table. Avoid drawing tables manually. 
 Tables do not contain split or merged cells. Table rows are set not to break across pages.  
 Figures have a descriptive caption positioned below the figure. Tables have a descriptive caption positioned 

above the table. Captions must be added as Word captions (references > insert caption), not typed manually. 
 Charts and graphs include either a text summary or data table as an alternative. 
 Images that contain text (e.g., screenshots, equations as images) have that text fully represented in the 

alternative text or surrounding body text to convey content and meaning in a fully textual manner. 

 

Reading Order & Layout 
 Reading order in the document is logical from top to bottom, left to right. 
 Avoid text boxes and floating objects where possible. If used, they must follow correct reading order and 

should be verified in the exported PDF. 
 Columns, if used, are created with Word’s column features, not with tables or tabs.  

In Word: Layout > columns. 

 

Equations & Special Content 
 Mathematical equations use MathType, Word’s built-in equation editor, or LaTeX — not images. 
 Equations pasted as images must have full alternative text containing the equation written out in words. 

Example alternative text: ‘y equals m x plus b’ 
 Special characters (Greek letters, symbols) should be inserted as Unicode characters, not character images. 

 

3. References & Appendices 

 References longer than one line are single-spaced; double spacing is maintained between entries. 
 Individual references are not split across a page break; each entry appears in full on a single page. 
 Appendices have descriptive titles formatted as major headings in Mixed Case, i.e. Appendix A: Survey 

Instrument 
 An IRB approval letter with Auburn University letterhead is included as the final appendix. All ink signatures 

are redacted. 
 

5. Final Review, Export to PDF & Submission 
 Verify that no blank pages appear anywhere in the document. 
 Replace any signatures – digital or physical – in the electronic document with typed names. 
 Run MS Word’s built-in accessibility checker (review > check accessibility). Errors must be fixed; warnings 

should be addressed; tips are optional but recommended. 
 Export to PDF using “File > Save As Adobe PDF” to preserve accessibility. Do not ‘Print to PDF’.  
 Open the exported PDF and verify that all bookmarks, hyperlinks, and navigation work correctly. 
 Confirm all pages are in the correct order, and all figures, tables, and images display correctly in the PDF. 
 Submit the approved, final PDF through the Auburn University ETD system with the filename following this 

format: “FINAL_LastName_MonthYY.pdf”  
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