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Introduction 

In the summer of 2014 through Spring of 2015 four member agencies from the Ontario Land Trust 

Alliance (OLTA) participated in a review of accessible features they offer staff, volunteers and 

visitors in relation to meeting the requirements of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities 

Act (AODA).  The review was conducted by an independent accessibility consulting firm, Sterling 

Frazer Associates (SFA), who worked with OLTA representatives and management from each of the 

participating agencies.  Findings from the review was intended to serve as “A Roadmap to 

Accessibility” for other OLTA members to follow when assessing their own accessible features and 

compliance with the provincial legislation. 

At the conclusion of the four member agencies completing the assessment, three additional 

documents were produced:  (1) Built Environment; (2) Public Spaces; and, (3) Communication.  

Each highlights relevant information that was learned from the experience of the project.  The 

reports also provide supplemental information that can be used to help other Ontario Land Trust 

Alliance member agencies evaluate their properties/programs as they relate to published 

standards for accommodating people with disabilities. 

Part III of the Accessible Roadmap series focuses on accessible communication in compliance with 

the Information and Communications accessibility standards.  This report focuses on three of 

accessibility standards under the AODA (Customer Service, Information & Communication, and 

Design of Public Spaces).  Each will be addresses individually. 

Legislation: 

Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA) 

In June 2005 the Province of Ontario passed into legislation the Accessibility for Ontarians with 

Disabilities Act, 2005 (AODA).  The intent of the Act is to create a province that is inclusive and 

respectful to people with disabilities by identifying and removing barriers.  The expected deadline 

to reach this goal is 2025.  While discrimination based on disability is covered under both the 

Ontario Human Rights Code and the Canadian Human Rights Act, they only serve to provide an 

avenue of recourse when discrimination has occurred; whereas, the AODA is an attempt to create 
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an accessible province for people to live, work and play. 

The AODA has five standards.  They are: (1) Customer Service; (2) Employment; (3) Information & 

Communication; (4) Transportation; and, (5) Design of Public Spaces (originally referred to as the 

Built Environment).  Each Standard has various deadlines and requirements for compliance, 

depending on the number of staff employed by the organization.  Four of the standards are 

grouped together under one regulation — the Integrated Accessibility Standards Regulation (IASR), 

which includes:  Employment, Information and Communications, Transportation and Design of 

Public Spaces. 

Complying with the AODA is the responsibility of all public, private and not-for-profit organizations 

that have one or more employees in Ontario.  Each of the five standards under the AODA has 

specific requirements for compliance and timelines in which an organization must comply.  The 

size of the organization will impact which timelines are to be followed.  The  four standards under 

the Integrated Accessibility Standard Regulations (IASR) have instances where small organizations 

are exempt.  For example, organizations with less than 49 employees are exempt from meeting the 

criteria for accessible web design. 

Ontario Human Rights Code 

Under the Ontario Human Rights Code organizations are required to accommodate persons with 

disabilities to the point of undue hardship.   

The AODA does not replace the obligation of an organization to accommodate a person with a 

disability.  Where there are two or more laws that relate to accommodating a person with a 

disability, the law that provides for the greatest benefit to the person with a disability shall take 

precedence. 



Sterling Frazer Associates  Page 5 Ontario Land Trust Alliance 

A Roadmap to Accessibility Part III:  Accessible Communication 

Integrated Accessibility Standard Regulations 

Customer Service 

The greatest barrier faced by a person with a disability is ignorance from the general public.  

Typically, this occurs when an individual is unsure how to interact with a person with a disability for 

fear of saying or doing the wrong thing.  The fastest and simplest solution is to simply ask the 

person with a disability how best to serve him/her.  However, being proactive and learning about 

various disability groups and the assistive technologies they use will go a long way in decreasing 

any fear, which ultimately creates a better understanding of the disability community. 

Understanding “people first” terminology is critical in breaking down communication barriers and 

for removing stereotypes.  The people first approach is exactly as it sounds — reference the person 

first followed by the technology they use or the type of disability.  For example, refer to the 

individual as a “person who uses a wheelchair” rather than “handicapped”.  The disability 

community wants to be acknowledged as people, rather than being defined by their disability.  

Another example is to refer to a “person who is blind” rather than a “blind man”.  Many people 

with a clinical background refer to people based on their diagnosis or disability, referring to a 

person as a “quadriplegic” rather than a person who is paralyzed, or a person who uses a 

wheelchair. 

Refrain from negative terminology.  Using the example above, a person is not “confined to his/her 

wheelchair”, rather he/she is a “person who uses a wheelchair”.  Many people in society view a 

wheelchair as something that is negative, whereas a person who uses a wheelchair gains freedom 

from the wheelchair.  Some people are born with their disability and have never experienced life 

without assistive technology — which is the norm for them.   

It is acceptable to refer to a person as having a “disability” but it is not acceptable to refer to the 

person as being “disabled”.  The latter portrays a societal interpretation of the persons ability 

where the former acknowledges their difference. 

Do not try to adapt standard conversation to accommodate the inclusion of person with a 

disability.  For example, when speaking with someone who is blind, it is appropriate to talk about 

what they “watched” on television.  It is not appropriate to talk about what they “listened to” .  

Similarly, there is nothing wrong in asking a person who uses a wheelchair if they would like to join 

you in going for a walk. 
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While the term handicap (handicapped) is commonly used, even by people with disabilities, the 

term has a negative history.  Generations ago (and in some societies today) people who had 

disabilities were turned out into the streets and had to resort to begging.  Handicap can be broken 

down to hand-in-cap as a reference to begging for money or food. 

Terms such as “handi-capable” or “differently abled” are not generally accepted by the disability 

community.  In most cases, these are examples from individuals who are avoiding the reality of 

who the person is as if it is a secret or something to be ashamed about.  

The Customer Service Standard affects all businesses with one or more employees.  Organizations 

are required to train staff and volunteers on how to provide accessible customer service.  The 

legislation protects the rights of people with disabilities to use their assistive technologies, to be 

accompanied by their service animals (seeing eye dogs, guide dogs, dog guides, etc.) ,  or to be 

accompanied by an attendant/personal support worker.  It also gives consumers the right to ask for 

information to be presented in an alternate format that is accessible to him/her.  This must be 

done within a reasonable amount of time and must not cost the consumer more than what any 

other consumer is charged for comparable information. 

When providing accessible documents, consult with the person making the request to find out 

which type of document or communication style works for him/her.  Do not assume that a person 

who is blind wants a document in Braille.  Only 6% of the population of people who are blind can 

read Braille.  At times, providing information by reading it to the individual, or providing a summary 

of the information is all that is required. 

Each person’s requirements are different; therefore, rather than create multiple versions of 

documents that may potentially meet a need, using accessible document design from the time a 

document is created reduces challenges when alternate formats are requested.  When done 

properly, the conversion to a variety of formats can be done easily, including pdf files and web 

pages. 

Some documents are difficult to create accessible alternatives.  This requires a different approach 

to share the information.  For example, it may not be possible to provide an accessible document 

that is comparable for maps, floor plans or schematic drawings, but providing an overview of the 

item may be an option that is suitable for the individual. 

Creating an accessible document does not mean that all creative options have to be abandoned.  

Using the built-in “style” feature in Word, including alternate tags for pictures, charts, and images 

allow a full range of creativity. However, there are times when a document is created for visual 
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impact, such as sales brochures, and the document cannot be made accessible due to a large 

amount of graphic imagery.  In these cases, an alternate document with text only provides the 

same technical information and may be an acceptable option. 

Accessible documents are not just for people with low vision or who are blind.  People with 

learning or cognitive disabilities may need alternate forms of communication. 

Information & Communication 

Organizations are required to create materials that are accessible for a wide range of individuals.  

While the  greatest challenge for many will be addressing the needs of people who are blind or 

with low vision, people with physical disabilities are also affected by barriers to communication. 

A person with a physical disability may 

have difficulty holding a book and flipping 

through the pages.  Bound documents 

often do not want to lay flat, creating a 

challenge for a person to keep the 

document on the right page.  A task as 

simple as changing pages, is a barrier to 

many who do not have the strength or 

dexterity. 

A physical disability may affect a person’s 

ability to speak.  For example, a person 

with Cerebral Palsy may have difficulty 

being understood because of their speech 

pattern.  Others do not have enough 

breath to create the volume to be heard 

(e.g. a person with Lou Gehrig's Disease).  

In both cases it may be necessary for the 

person to use an assistive device to 

communicate on their behalf. 

A person with profound hearing loss or a 

person who is Deaf will have difficulty 

A person who is culturally Deaf is born with 

profound hearing loss.  The disability is 

severe enough they usually have not 

learned to speak; even though they may 

vocalize sounds.  Therefore, even if born to 

hearing parents who speak English, 

English will not be his/her first language.  

Within the Deaf community, it is 

unacceptable to speak.  Doing so 

separates the individual from others in the 

community. 

When referring to a person who is culturally 

Deaf, the “D” is capitalized.  A person who 

experiences profound hearing loss after 

they have learned to speak are not 

considered to be Deaf and are referred to 

with the lower case “d” — deaf. 

Children, parents and spouses of 

individuals who are Deaf are accepted into 

the Deaf community.  However, a hearing 

person who learns to communicate using 

ASL may not be fully accepted. 
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communicating  because they cannot hear what is being said.  In addition, a person who is 

culturally Deaf has likely never learned to speak and requires alternate formats of communication.  

Although, when two people who are Deaf get together, they are able to communicate without 

difficulty if both know and understand (for example) American Sign Language. 

Not everyone who is Deaf knows American Sign Language (ASL).  It is only one of many signed 

languages that are used around the globe.  Canada alone has multiple sign languages, including 

Quebecois Sign Language and Atlantic Sign Language, to name two.  ASL is affected by  “dialects” 

based on local regions just the same as English is spoken with different accents in different parts of 

the country (or around the world).   However, ASL  is considered to be the fourth most widely used 

language in North America. 

ASL is a language completely separate and distinct from English.  It contains all the fundamental 

features of language — it has its own rules for pronunciation, word order, and complex grammar.  

Therefore, it is important to acknowledge when interacting with a person who is Deaf it is 

appropriate to  communicate through written notes, as long as it is understood, English is not the 

person’s first language and therefore there is room for misinterpretation or the person may 

require a longer time to comprehend the message. 

As mentioned earlier, contrary to what is believed, Braille is not a widely used form of 

communication for people who are blind or with low vision.  General consumer products, such as 

smart phones and tablets, are quickly replacing the need for Braille because the general consumer 

software has the ability to read information from the screen of the device.    

While advancements are being made in making general consumer products more accessible for 

people with disabilities there continues to be significant barriers in  how best to share complex 

information such as maps, illustrations, technical schematics etc., with people who are blind.  This 

has an impact for some individuals in their education, career choices and recreational activities.   

Websites are  required to become compliant with the AODA.  Timelines and requirements vary 

depending on the size of the organization.  Small businesses (1 to 49 employees) are exempt from 

making their websites compliant to WCAG 2.0. 

Regardless of whether accessible communication is intended for print or electronic format 

(websites), there are some basic visual design requirements that can make material more 

accessible. 
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Basic Considerations For Creating An Accessible Document 

A Word document that is created with accessible design is easier to translate into alternative 

formats.  PDF files that are converted from accessible Word files are more likely to be read by 

screen reader software, such as JAWS.   

The following suggestions will help to create documents that are accessible and easily converted to 

alternate forms of communication. 

 Use simple language.  Don’t overcomplicate a message.  A grade 8 reading level is 
appropriate for most people.  Refrain from using corporate or industry jargon. 

 Maintain 1 inch margins on either side of the page (for an 8.5 x 11 inch page).  This provides 
white space and is easier on the eyes.    White space is important in web design and  signage 
designs as well. 

 Leave space between paragraphs. 

 Do not justify the text.  This creates uneven spacing between letters and words.   A 
staggered right side of the paragraph allows a person to follow the lines more easily. 

A screen reader is a software program that people with low vision or who are blind 

use to read documents such as web pages, electronic word documents, email etc.  

Screen readers are also used by people with learning disabilities and some 

physical disabilities.   

The screen reader follows an embedded path of coded text as it navigates through 

a web page or document.  For example, it searches the document for text coded as 

Heading 1, followed by Heading 2, Heading 3, etc.  It is important that headings 

are created using the proper embedded coding, not simply by bolding or changing 

colors of text.   

A screen reader will identify when images are present, but without a proper 

description they only cause a disruption to the flow of reading because they appear 

to be a new section of information in the middle of other information.  

In an effort to accommodate a person using a screen reader, imagine navigating 

through a document without a mouse or screen.  The user moves through the 

document with a series of commands, most of which only use the arrow or tab 

keys. 
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 Tracking refers to the space between each character.  Providing more white space around 
each letter allows it to stand out on its own, making it easier to see.  This is particularly 
important when using smaller font sizes. 

 Use sans serif font (Calibri, Arial, Tahoma, Verdana). 

 Printed documents should have a font size no smaller than 12.  Large print materials 
typically use 14 or 16 font.  When creating an electronic document, the reader has the ability 
to alter the font size on his/her own. 

 Use italics sparingly when emphasizing words.  With a sans serif font, italics in small 
amounts is acceptable.  Bold or underlining words is preferred.   

 ALL CAPS is difficult to read because all the 
letters are the same height;  but Small Caps 
with a capitalized first letter in each word 
helps create the visual separation of words 
and is easier on the eye. 

 Avoid using color to define styles.  A person 
who is color blind may not be able to 
distinguish the difference.  Color may be 
lost if the document is photocopied or 
reprinted in black and white. 

 An online website is available to research 
which colors work and which do not.  Visit 
www.snook.ca/technical/colour_contrast/
colour.html  

 Use headings to separate spaces on the 
page and highlight key subject areas.  It is 
possible to create an attractive Word 
document using accessible design features. 

 Use the built-in style feature found on the 
home ribbon of Word documents.  The 
various headings work with screen readers 
to help establish the layout of the page and 
allows the user to skip from heading to 
heading within the document. 

 Use the modify feature to make changes to 
the selected style; for example, you can 
modify the font styles, font size,  paragraph 
spacing, and features such as bold, italics 
and underline.  This does not impact the 

Minimum character 
height (mm) 

Maximum viewing 
distance (mm) 

25 750 

50 1500 

75 2250 

100 3000 

150 4500 

200 6000 

250 7500 

300 9000 

Use the appropriate size font on 

property signage for information and 

wayfinding.   

Use high contrast colors between the 

text and background. 

Pay attention to shadows and areas 

where there may be intense sunlight.  
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screen readers ability to find the various headings.  

 Use the style feature to set spacing around headings or between paragraphs rather than 
adding extra lines.  These extra lines may give the impression to a person using a screen 
reader that the document has ended — in particular if a series of blank lines are used to 
separate sections of a document. 

 Create a table of contents at the beginning of a document with hyperlinks to the subject 
headings. 

 Where electronic versions of the document are available (including the web) use Alt Text to 
describe illustrations/maps/photographs.  Provide sufficient information for a person to 
visualize the image.  Useful hint:  when creating Alt Text, use the same description that 
would be used if describing the image to someone over the telephone. 

Design of Public Spaces 

Signage 

Signs that are used for outdoor spaces should be printed on materials that are suited to the 

environment.  The surface should be a matte finish to reduce glare from the sun.  Use Sans Serif 

Nature and recreational trails require 

regular maintenance; ensure that 

vegetation is removed from areas 

where signs are placed. 

The “wordy” sign is difficult to see 

because of the small font size. 

Place signs in areas that are not 

heavily shaded by trees.  Provide 

supplemental lighting to make the 

sign more visible. 
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font and font size that can easily be read from a distance (see 

chart on previous page).   

Placement of signage is important.  Do not post signs against 

busy back drops.  Chooses colors that are suitable for the 

environment.  For example, green signs in the forest blend 

with the environment, but it may be difficult to find the sign 

against the backdrop of trees and grasses. 

Keep the message simple and uncluttered.  A picture can be 

worth a thousand words.  Make use of pictograms where 

possible.  If the picture is worth showing, make sure it is a size 

that can be seen and that it won’t detract from the message; 

in particular if the message is about safety. 

In some locations, tactile signs are appropriate.  In fact, tactile signs are preferred over Braille 

signage as more people are able to access information through touch than those who can read 

Braille.  Access to a tactile sign must be free of clutter (such as garbage cans or office furniture) and 

mounted at a height that a person seated in a wheelchair can reach (<1200mm). 

Tactile signs (raised lettering) provide an 

alternative to Braille for a person with 

low vision or who is blind. 

When raised letters are used, they 

should be raised between 0.8mm and 

1.5mm above the surface of the sign.   

A series of signs lead visitors to 

the parking areas on the 

property. 
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The Design of Public Spaces standard requires that all 

nature trails provide signage at either end of a trail.  The 

sign must provide information about the length of the 

trail, its surface material, what types of obstacles may 

be met (such as significant slopes or changes in ground 

elevation along the trail) and any noteworthy sights.  

Sans Serif font should be used on the sign and have 

contrast from the background.  Where possible 

international symbols should be used to assist people 

who have difficulty reading.  The information is intended 

to provide the visitor with sufficient information to 

determine whether he/she can walk all or part of the 

trail.  This same information should be included on the 

website to help a person determine before he/she 

arrives at the destination whether or not it will be 

accessible to them. 

Signs used for interior spaces, such as office numbers, 

staff names or department headings should be placed 

beside the door, rather than on the door.  Door signs 

may become hidden from view along the main path of 

travel (hallway) if the door is open into the office.  Also, 

a person with low vision  or a person who is blind will 

need to be close to the sign in order to see/feel its 

message, which could become a safety hazard if a 

person on the opposite side of the closed door is 

unaware a person is standing directly in front of the 

door. 

Select a location for door signs and keep them 

consistent throughout the property; for example, to the 

left of the door frame at a height of 1500mm (+ 25mm). 

Overhead signs must provide a clearance of at least 

2030mm from the surface to allow pedestrian traffic to 

flow without running into the sign. 



Sterling Frazer Associates  Page 14 Ontario Land Trust Alliance 

A Roadmap to Accessibility Part III:  Accessible Communication 

Wall signs should not extend more than 100mm from the wall.  In cases where the sign is greater 

than 100mm wide, its lower edge should be placed at a maximum height of 680mm to be 

positioned so that a person using a white cane can detect its presence. 

Wayfinding 

Wayfinding signage should be brief, simple to understand, located in areas that have clear 

sightlines along natural paths of travel, and be discernible from the environment.  Where possible 

use internationally accepted pictograms (which will be suitable for both official languages).  Font 

should be in a sans serif style.  Page 10 of this document includes a chart for font size compared to 

viewing distance.  Font and pictograms must be in high contrast to the background. 

In order to keep the messages simple, it may be appropriate to start with a general wayfinding list 

if the area (building or property) is large.  As visitors move to the appropriate areas provide 

additional wayfinding signs along the path of travel.   

Wayfinding signs need to be part of an overall plan.  In order for them to be effective, careful 

choice of information to be included on each sign and the locations of each sign will determine 

how effective the wayfinding system works. 

 

Heritage Room 

Habitat Room 

Kitchen 

Watershed Room 

Washrooms 

Meeting Rooms 

Front Reception 

Washrooms 

Accessible 

Wayfinding signs shall 

be easily read from a 

distance.  They shall 

provide directional 

information prior to 

the junction of 

multiple hallways and 

be repeated at each 

junction. 
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SterlingFrazer.com 

Information contained in this document is not to be considered legal advice.  Always consult with 

your legal counsel in areas that may involve the Ontario Human Rights Code.   

At the time of writing this report there are no requirements to proactively modify the built 

environment to become accessible to people with disabilities.  However, creating an accessible 

Ontario is the goal of the Accessibility for Ontarians with Disabilities Act (AODA).  

At such time as renovations or new construction is being considered please check with the latest 

requirements in the province of Ontario or your local jurisdiction governing such matters. 

The AODA is law in Ontario.  Learn how it affects your organization and understand the timelines 

for compliance. 


