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What is Plain Language/Plain Talk? 

Plain Talk is writing clearly so your audience can understand, 
after one read, the message you are sending and what they 
need to do.  
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What is Plain Talk? 
•  Plain Talk is not deleting complex information to 

make a document easier to understand.  

•  For your reader to make informed decisions, 
complex information must be provided.  

•  Plain Talk assures that the complex information is 
presented clearly and orderly so that it can be 
understood.  
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What is Plain Talk? 
•  Plain Talk is deciding what your reader needs to know 

before words and sentences are even considered.  

•  A Plain Talk document doesn’t contain unnecessary 
words, and is written at the reader’s level.    

✓ Sentence structure is tight.  

✓ Tone is welcoming and direct.   

✓ Design is visually appealing.   

Adapted from the Security and Exchange Commission’s  

“A Plain English Handbook” 
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State and federal support of clear writing 
•  2005 – Washington Governor Gregoire issues 

“Plain Talk” Executive Order 

•  2010 – President Obama signs the Plain Writing  
Act of 2010 

•  2011 – President Obama issues Executive Order 
requiring  regulations to be written  
in plain language 
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How did we get here? 
•  We learned to talk at home.  

Success was being understood.  

•  We learned to write in school.  
Success was impressing our teacher and getting an A. 

•  At the Department of Revenue, success means your 
readers get the message you intended to send.  

•  We must write to inform not to impress.  
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Plain Talk is smart business  

When customers don’t understand documents, you may 
have to: 	


✓ Answer phone calls	


✓ Correct customer mistakes	


✓ Write follow-up letters to explain	


✓ Develop background materials	


✓ Litigate issues	
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Plain Talk is smart business 

We can write documents that are: 

✓ legally accurate and sufficient. 

✓ clear and usable. 

These documents provide: 

✓ better customer communication 
and understanding. 

✓ increased compliance. 

✓ improved customer service. 
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Choosing your documents 

Things to consider: 

✓ Agency business goals 

✓ Documents that are hard 
to understand 

✓ Documents with broad 
circulation 
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Who should be involved? 
•  Plain Talk writer 

•  Customer experts 

✓ Know the questions customers have after  
reading the letter 

•  Policy expert or legal counsel 

•  Management 

✓ Approves new letter and makes sure it gets used  
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Six steps 
1.  Plan your letter and write to your reader 

2.  Focus on people 

3.  Use short, simple sentences 

4.  Use words readers know 

5.  Organize information in logical order 

6.  Make the text visual 
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Step 1 – Plan Your Letter 
What’s the story? 

✓ What do you want to achieve? (purpose) 

✓ Who is the letter going to? (readers) 

✓ When, where, why, and how will they read the 
letter? (Scenarios of use) 
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Step 2 – Focus on People 
•  Help readers see themselves in the text 

✓ Use words like “I, me, we, our, ours, you, your” 

•  Use personal pronouns or name the person  
doing the action 

✓ I am writing in response… 

✓ Suzy Smith will contact you… 

✓ You may copy this certificate…  



Exercise 1  
Using personal pronouns 
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Step 2 – Focus on People 
•  Use action verbs 

✓ Affix a signature = sign 

✓ Make payment = pay  

•  Look for nouns that hide verbs 

✓ denial = deny 

✓ maintenance = maintain, keep up 

✓ assignment = assign 

✓ failure = fail  
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Step 2 – Focus on People 
•  Write in active voice 

✓ Active = “who is doing what to whom” 

✓ Passive voice: 

•  Form C must be completed  
by all homeowners.  

•  Active voice: 

✓ All homeowners must  
complete Form C. 

✓ You must complete Form C.  
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Exercise 2  
Changing Passive to Active 

22 



23 

Step 3 – Short, Simple Sentences 
•  Keep each sentence to one thought –  

or two tightly connected thoughts 

“If you have to read a sentence more than 
once to understand it, it is too long.”  
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Step 3 – Short, Simple Sentences 
Avoid unnecessary words  

✓ Weak:  The purpose of this letter is to tell you 
that we have accepted your claim… 

✓ Strong:  We have accepted your claim… 

✓ Weak:  There are three forms that must be 
completed. 

✓ Strong:  You must fill out three forms.  
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Step 3 – Short, Simple Sentences 
Think about the order you want to give the message  

Before: 

Interested persons, on or before March1, 2015, 
may submit to the Hearing Clerk written 
comments regarding this proposal.  
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Step 3 – Short, Simple Sentences 
Think about the order you want to give the message  

After:  

We invite you to comment on this proposal. 

Send comments to:   
 Hearing Clerk 
 PO Box 400 
 Olympia, WA 98501 

Deadline:  March 1, 2015 



Exercise 3  
Untangling Sentences 
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Step 4 – Use Words Readers Know 
Use short and simple words 

✓ cease = stop 

✓ prior to = before 

✓ procure = get 

✓ remit = send, pay 

✓ retain = keep 

✓ terminate = end  
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Step 4 – Use Words Readers Know 
Use short and simple words 

✓ commence = ? 

✓ employ = ? 

✓ furnish = ? 

✓ inquire = ? 

✓ transmit = ? 

✓ utilize = ?  
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Michael Scott offers his wisdom 
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Step 4 – Use Words Readers Know 

Avoid “legalisms” 

✓ aforesaid = the 

✓ pursuant to = the law says 

✓ said “person” = the “person” 

Define terms, if necessary  
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A lien may be claimed for all professional 
services, materials or equipment furnished 
after a date that is 60 days before this 
notice was given to you or mailed to you, 
unless the improvement to your property 
is the construction of a new single-family 
residence, then 10 days before this notice 
was given to you or mailed to you. 	
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Step 4 – Use Words Readers Know 
Use “must,” “may,” “should” appropriately.  
Do not use “shall” in letters.  

✓ For obligation, use “must” 

✓ For permission, use “may” 

✓ For a strong suggestion, use “should” 

✓ For a physical possibility, use “can”  



34 

Step 5 – Organize information in logical order 
•  Add a reference line 

✓ gives a quick view of the main point 

•  Chunk information 

✓ separates information into manageable pieces 

•  Use bold headings and white space 

✓ help users locate information  
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Step 5 – Organize information in logical order 
Beginning 

✓ reference line 

✓ context – if needed, give a brief context-setting, 
background statement 

✓ main point – right up front, even if it is bad news 

✓ overview – what’s in this letter (if it is long)  
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Step 5 – Organize information in logical order 
Middle  

What users need to know in logical order  

✓ tell user what to do 

✓ answer questions user will have 

✓ inform of rights (appeal, privacy, others)  

End 

✓ where to get more information 

✓ whom to call if user needs  
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Exercise 4  
Create strong reference lines 
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Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
The design of your document is  

✓ Lots of text 

✓ Blocky 

✓ Not scannable 

✓ Not respectful of the reader’s time 

✓ Not a very good first impression   

the first thing  
your reader sees. 



Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
Good design lets information flow 

•  Good design lets information flow 

•  Header clearly identifies purpose 

•  Short paragraphs create white space 

•  Content is easily scanned by reader 

•  Bold, clear subheads help reader  
find information 

•  Respectful of the reader’s time 
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Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
•  Use lists and tables whenever possible 

•  Use bulleted lists for items/conditions 

Before: 

In addition to your application,  
please include:  

your resume, references, work  
samples, and photograph.  
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Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
After:  

Please submit:   

✓ Your application 

✓ Resume 

✓ References 

✓ Work samples 

✓ Photograph  
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Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
Use numbered lists for instructions 

1. Complete the form. 

2.  Sign and date it. 

3. Mail it in the enclosed envelope.  



44 



45 

Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
Make the lists parallel 

Before: 

Individuals applying for permits must  

✓ be 21 or older 

✓ shall have a valid driver’s license 

✓ residency in this state is required 

✓ not have drunk driving convictions   
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Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
Make the lists parallel 

After: 

Individuals applying for permits must be  

✓ 21 or older 

✓ a legal resident of the state  

They must have:  

✓ a valid driver’s license 

✓ no conviction for drunk driving  
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Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
First draft of our  
Amnesty Application  

•  Used another state’s amnesty  
form as a template. 

•  Users found it difficult  
to complete. 

•  We asked ourselves: 

What is the least amount of 
information a taxpayer can  
provide that will allow us to  
process their application?  
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Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
Final Amnesty Application  

•  White space makes the  
form less intimidating  

•  We asked for only  
basic information 

✓ Business and contact 
information 

✓ Amnesty periods 

✓ Payment information 

✓ Signature and date  
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Step 6 – Make the Text Visual 
Good design checklist: 

•  Can your reader scan for information?  

•  Do you use headers? 

•  Is there white space? 

•  Do you use bold text appropriately? 

•  Is the data visual? (bullets, tables, charts, or graphs) 
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Usability Testing 
You think your document is clear, but you: 

✓ Know the material 

✓ Work at the agency 

✓ Know the language 

Is the customer like you? 
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Usability Testing 
Usability testing observes a typical customer’s behavior:  

Can they find what they need and understand what they find? 
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What is Usability Testing? 
•  One-on-one meetings with representative customers 

•  15 min to one hour long 

•  Participant reads a scenario 

•  Reads sections aloud 

•  Paraphrases in own words 

•  Answers factual questions about what they read 
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Usability Test in action 
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Who should you test? 
•  It is best to select people who represent the 

customers receiving the document 

•  A range of ages, familiarity with the program, 
education, responsibility 

•  4 -10 people  
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What you can learn 
•  Words people don’t understand 

•  Words with different meanings 

•  Sentences too long or tangled 

•  Information customers still need 

•  Information that is not important 

•  Information not in the order or format expected  



57 

Examples of Rewrites - Before  

The Department of Revenue 
routinely reviews the reporting 
practices of registered taxpayers  
to ensure proper reporting. We are 
contacting you with this reminder 
because, according to our records, 
you have not recently reported any 
use tax on the Combined Excise 
Tax Returns and may have 
overlooked a tax obligation.  

Therefore, please take some time to 
review your purchases made since 
January 1, 1998. 
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Examples of Rewrites - After  

According to our records, you 
have not recently reported use tax 
on your Combined Excise Tax 
Returns. Because businesses 
engaged in similar activity typically 
owe use tax, we are asking you to 
review your purchases for possible 
unpaid tax. 
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Before 

After 

Examples of Rewrites  
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Examples of Rewrites  
Before After 
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Examples of Rewrites  



After Before 

Examples of Rewrites  
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Examples of Rewrites  
After Before 
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Getting Started 
•  Clearly define goals and communicate expectations 

•  Provide staff training so everyone is on the same page 

•  Designate “go to” people who are accessible  
and knowledgeable 

•  Look for small successes and aim for continuous 
improvement  

✓ Better response rates 

✓ Shorter cycle times 

✓ Increased revenue 

✓ Improved customer satisfaction 
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Building Project Framework  
•  Agency Policy 

•  Agency Style Guide 

✓ Standardizes letterhead, layouts, fonts, etc 

•  Forms/Letters Tracking System 

✓ Catalogs existing letters/documents 

✓ Maintains version control – pre/post 

✓ Standardizes flow of letter through  
review and implementation 

✓ Provides management reports 
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Lessons Learned 
•  Support from the top is critical! 

✓ Make sure your top managers are plain language 
champions 

•  Flexibility is important – evaluate your approach and adjust 
if necessary 

•  Communicate and celebrate your successes! 

✓ Share good examples with staff 
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Plain Talk resources 

Washington State Plain Talk website 
http://www.governor.wa.gov/issues/reform/plaintalk/resources.aspx 

The Gregg Reference Manual 

Federal Plain Language website 
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/ 

Center for Plain Language 
http://centerforplainlanguage.org/ 



“I don’t have time to 
write you a short letter, so 
I’m writing you a long one 
instead.”  

Mark Twain 
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Questions? 


