	President Obama signed the Plain Writing Act of 2010 on October 13, 2010.  The law requires federal agencies to use "clear Government communication that the public can understand and use." The Act imposes several requirements on federal agencies:
· Proceed to write all new or substantially revised” documents” in plain writing.
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Quick Reference Guide
The Basics of Plain Language


	Think about your Audience:  

	Identify and write for your audience:
Who is my audience? 
What does my audience already know about the subject? 
What does my audience need to know? 
What questions will my audience have? 
What's the best outcome for our audience? What do I need to say to get this outcome? 


	

	Organize

	Chronological organization
· Chronological organization is best for process information
· General information first, exceptions, conditions, and specialized information later


	

	Writing

	Sentences
· Express only one idea in each sentence 
· Break up your idea into its parts and make each one the subject of its own sentence 
· Write short paragraphs and include only one topic in each paragraph.
· Limit each paragraph or section to one topic


	

	4. When writing for the web

	· People do not read entire web pages. They scan instead.
· Users often scan pages in an F pattern focusing on the top left side of the page, headings, and the first few words of a sentence or bulleted list. 
· On average, users only read the first two words on each line. 
· Users can decide in as little as five seconds whether your site is useful to them.

Good web content uses:
· Keep the most important and clear message at the top of the web page 
· Chunk your content into logical sections 
· Use headings to help users navigate the content 
· Highlight key facts in a bulleted list 
· Explain complex instructions in a visually appealing If/Then table

Do not post numerous PDF Versions on your site
PDF files:
· Are slow to open and can sometimes crash a computer if they are too large 
· Are difficult for some screen users to read 
· Can make a user lose the website if they open in the same window

If you need to post a PDF use a PDF gateway page – a web page that includes information about the PDF, including. 
· What it's about 
· How large the file is 
· Who might find the information helpful


	Web-Writing and Print Writing
	· Informative Headings: Do not make your Headings too long!


	
	· Question Headings are the most useful type of heading, but only if you know what questions your audience would ask.


	
	· Use Active Voice. Active voice makes it clear who is supposed to do what.


	
	· Do not use Passive Voice.  How do you identify passive sentences?
Passive sentences have two basic features, although both may not appear in every passive sentence.
· A form of the verb “to be.” (for example: are, was, were, could be) and 
· A past participle (generally with “ed” on the end)
· Do not confuse passive voice with past tense!


	
	· Use Pronouns – such as “you” and “we.”  Pronouns help the audience picture themselves in the text and relate better to your documents.


	
	1. Use Common Words
1. Prefer the familiar word to the far-fetched.
1. Prefer the concrete word to the abstraction.
1. Prefer the single word to the circumlocution. Circumlocution is an ambiguous or roundabout figure of speech.  In its most basic form, circumlocution is using many words to describe something simple. (e.g., using text such as “a tool used for cutting things such as paper and hair” – when the word scissors will work.)
1. Prefer the short word to the long


	
	· Use Lists and Tables
Vertical lists:
· Highlight levels of importance
· Help the reader understand the order in which things happen
· Make it easy for the reader to identify all necessary steps in a process
· Are an idea way to present items, conditions and  exceptions. 


	
	1. Avoid Jargon and legalese
What do we mean by jargon? Jargon is unnecessarily complicated, technical language used to impress, rather than to inform, your audience.


	
	1. Use Common Words
1. Prefer the familiar word to the far-fetched.
1. Prefer the concrete word to the abstraction.
1. Prefer the single word to the circumlocution. Circumlocution is an ambiguous or roundabout figure of speech.  In its most basic form, circumlocution is using many words to describe something simple. (e.g., using text such as “a tool used for cutting things such as paper and hair” – when the word scissors will work.)  
1. Prefer the short word to the long. 


	
	· Avoid Hidden verbs.  A hidden verb is a verb converted into a noun.

Hidden verbs come in two forms. Some have endings such as -ment, -tion, -sion, and -ance or link with verbs such as achieve, effect, give, have, make, reach, and take. Often, you will find a hidden verb between the words "the" and "of."


	
	1. Long sentences or paragraphs -  Express only one idea in each sentence


	
	· Abbreviations – Minimize the use of abbreviations
Always define an abbreviation the first time you use it, for example, "The Indian Health Service" (IHS). Limit the number of abbreviations you use in one document to no more than three, and preferably only two.


	
	· Unnecessary Words
Nothing is more confusing to the user than long, complex sentences containing multiple phrases and clauses.

Watch out for "of," "to," "on," and other prepositions. They often mark phases you can reduce to one or two words. 


	
	· Information the user doesn’t want
Organize your document.  Organization is key. Start by stating the document's purpose and its bottom line. Eliminate filler and unnecessary content. Put the most important information at the beginning and include background information (when necessary) toward the end.


	
	· Avoid Meaningless Formal language. Here is a brief list of meaningless filler phrases:
1. Thinking outside the box 
1. Value added 
1. Best practice 
1. For all intents and purposes 
1. Touch base 
1. Integrating quality solutions 
1. Promoting an informed and inclusive multicultural society 
1. Strategically engaging schools, community organizations, and so on..


	5. Testing
	Testing your documents should be an integral part of your plain-language planning and writing process, not something you do after the fact to see if your document (or your website) is a success.

You can use several techniques to help you improve your document so that the final version will be successful

· Paraphrase Testing: individual interviews, best for short documents, short web pages, and to test the questions on a survey 
· Usability Testing: individual interviews, best for longer documents and web sites where finding the right information is important; also best for forms — see www.usability.gov. 


	Questions?
Mary.Wachacha@ihs.gov or
Chris.Lamer@ihs.gov 


	



