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Plain Language 
Introduction

“People have the right to 
understand the information in 
documents that is important to 
their daily lives”

 -Cheryl Stephens, Plain 
Language in Plain English, 
2010 

• Why Plain Language?
– The Communication Philosophy

• How is Plain Language relevant to you?



Plain Language & Design Resources



What is Plain 
Language?

A communication is in 
plain language if its 
wording, structure, 
and design are so clear 
that the intended 
audience can easily 
find what they need, 
understand what they 
find, and use that 
information. 
Source: International Plain Language 
Federation

(Worfolk, 2022)



Why is Plain Language Important

Literacy Statistics: 

• 49 % of Canadians struggle to 
understand complex text. 

• 27% of Canadians with 
postsecondary education struggle to 
understand complex text. 

   (Worfolk, 2022)

Keep in mind:

• Cognitive Capacity

• Reading Fatigue 



Literacy in 
British Columbia

“More than 700,000 British Columbians have 
significant challenges with literacy. (16% of British 
Columbians are at Level 1 literacy or below).

45% of British Columbians aged 16 to 65 have 
difficulty understanding newspapers, following instruction 
manuals, reading health information and other daily living 
tasks.

52% of British Columbians aged 16 to 65 have 
difficulty calculating interest on a car loan, using information 
on a graph, calculating medicine dosage and other daily living 
tasks.”

Source: www.decoda.ca 

https://decoda.ca/resources/literacy-facts-figures/


The Plain Language Focus

• Organizes information so that it makes sense to the reader.

• Speaks directly to the reader.

• Explains technical terms and uses examples that relate to the reader’s experience.

• It uses design and layout appropriate to the content of the document and the 
needs of the reader.

Key Word: READER



Plain Language Myths

1. Plain language is simple-minded and talks down to people.

2. Plain language is just condensing text.

3. Plain language takes too long and costs too much.

4. Plain language isn't necessary for people who read well.

5. You can’t write in plain language because you need to use technical 

terms.



The Plain Language Process – 5 Principals to Consider

1. Audience and Purpose

2. Structure

3. Design

 CARP

4. Expression

5. Evaluation

Source: www.plainlanguagenetwork.org



The Plain 
Language 
Process
 
Audience & 
Purpose

Start with a Strong Base

Task Know what outcome you want

Task Know why you are writing to them

Task Know who your reading audience will be



Audience 
Research Audience Questions to Ask Yourself:

• How many audiences are there?

• What is their reading level?

• Is English their first language?

• How much do they know about my topic?



How to Focus on the Reader

Do not focus on:

• What do I want to say?

• How can I protect my interests?

• What can I do to impress you?

Focus on:

• What does the audience need to 
know?

• How can I serve the audiences 
interest?

• What can I clearly express to the 
audience?



Purpose Questions to Consider:

Why are you writing?

Who will use this document?

What do you want this document to achieve?

Writing Goals:

To persuade

To inform

To gather information



The Plain 
Language 
Process 

Structure 

Structure Goals

Organize Information Logically 
&

Answer Readers’ Questions

Quick to 
Find

Use 
Descriptive 

Labels

Use 
Headings

Divide 
Information 

by 
Categories

Use Lists



The Plain 
Language 
Process

Expression

Key Areas to Consider Include:

• Tone

• Word Choice

• Jargon

• Sentences

• Verbs



Hidden Verbs
• Conduct an analysis

 

• Present a report

 

• Do an assessment

• Provide assistance

• Came to the conclusion of

• Analyze

• Report

• Assess

• Help

• Concluded



Use Everyday Words

• anticipate

• attempt

• commence

• demonstrate

• implement

• in the event that

• submit

• terminate

• expect

• try

• begin, start

• show, prove

• start

• if

• send, give

• end, cancel



(Worfolk, 2022)



(Worfolk, 2022)



Plain Language 
Process 

Design

(Worfolk, 2022)



Plain Language 
Process 

Design

C ontrast

A lignment

R epetition

P roximity



Contrast
Principal of Contrast: The difference in visual properties that 
makes an object (or its representation in an image) distinguishable 
from other objects and the background. 

In Plain Language: Things which look different from one another.

(Williams, 2015)



Contrast 
Continued…

Two Goals of Contrast:

1. Create Interest on the Page

2. Organize Information

Key Takeaway: 

If items are not exactly the same, make them different!

Typography
Colour
Size
Line Thickness

Shape
Position
Format
Space

Contrast Through:

(Williams, 2015)



Alignment Principal of Alignment: 

Nothing should be placed on the page arbitrarily. Every 
item should have a visual connection with something else 
on the page. 

In Plain Language: Unify and Organize the Page

(Williams, 2015)



Alignment
Continued…

Key Points:

• Create a Visual Connection

• Create Unity

• Avoid using more than one text alignment on a 
page. 

Key Takeaway: Be conscious of where you place 
elements. 

(Williams, 2015)



The Plain 
Language 
Process

Repetition

Principal of Repetition:

Repeating some element of the design throughout 
the entire piece.

Repetitive Element May Be:
• Bold Font
• A Certain Bullet
• Colour
• Format
• Spatial Relationships
• Headlines
• Etc..

Anything a reader will visually recognize!



Repetition 
Continued…

(Williams, 2015)



The Plain 
Language Process

Proximity

• Principal of Proximity: Group related items 
together. Physical closeness implies a relationship. 

(Williams, 2015)



Proximity
Continued…

Quick Exercise: 
Squint your eyes slightly and count the number of visual 
elements on the first business card and count the number of 
times your eye stops. 

(Williams, 2015)



Proximity
Continued…

Key Takeaway: Group related items in close 
proximity. (Think of a restaurant menu)

Be Conscious of:
• Where do you start looking?
• What path do you follow?
• Where do you end up?
• After you’ve read everything…where does your 

eye go next?

Logical Progression: The reader should be able to 
determine a definite beginning and a definite end. 

(Williams, 2015)



Pictures Can Be Key



Source: www.write.co.nz



The Plain 
Language 
Process 

Evaluation

• Cloze Test
– Replace every 5th word with a blank

• Flesch Reading Easy Score
– Use Words built-in-editor to “show readability 

statistics” 

• Use a checklist



Plain Language Headline Exercise 

Source: Plain language exercises - Province of British Columbia (gov.bc.ca)

https://www2.gov.bc.ca/gov/content/governments/services-for-government/service-experience-digital-delivery/web-content-development-guides/web-style-guide/plain-language-course/plain-language-exercises


Headline Options

• What is Toast?

• How to make Toast

• History of Toast



Exercise - Rewrite this statement in Plain Language 

1. Identify the main 
purpose and a 
primary audience

2. What is the key 
message? 

Once the candidate’s goals are established, one or more potential 
employers are identified. A preliminary proposal for presentation to 
the employer is developed. The proposal is presented to an employer 
who agrees to negotiate an individualized job that meets the 
employment needs of the applicant and real business needs of the 
employer. 



Revised in Plain Language 
• Once the candidate’s goals are 

established, one or more 
potential employers are 
identified. A preliminary 
proposal for presentation to 
the employer is developed. 
The proposal is presented to 
an employer who agrees to 
negotiate an individualized job 
that meets the employment 
needs of the applicant and real 
business needs of the 
employer.

• Once we establish your goals, 
we identify one or more 
potential employers. We 
prepare a preliminary proposal 
to present to an employer who 
agrees to negotiate a job that 
meets both his and your 
employment needs.  

We eliminated: the passive voice, hidden verbs, and redundancies. 



Final Thoughts  / Discussion 

What next?

• How will it affect your work & organization if you do not write in plain 
language?

• Make your message stand out.



Questions?

Contact
Kaitlyn Vecchio

kaitlynvecchio@hotmail.com
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