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Find what they 
need 

Understand 
what they find 

Use what they 
find to meet 
their needs 

What is Plain Language? 

Plain language is communication your audience can understand 
the first time they read or hear it.  

Ginny Redish’s definition, adopted into the official guidelines for plain language at 
www.plainlanguage.gov.  
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http://www.plainlanguage.gov/


What do you write, edit, or review? 
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What happens when Minnesotans don’t 
understand what they receive or look up? 



Can plain language help? 

Yes!!   
Story 1: Plain language saves money. 
The Veterans Benefits Administration (VBA) reduced phone calls.  

 
 

Work by Reva Daniel  
with VBA counselors  
in Jackson, Mississippi 

Office of Governor Mark Dayton, based on workshops from Redish & Associates, Inc. (with Permission), 2014 



Can plain language help? 

Yes!!   
Story 2: Plain language saves money. 
The Washington Department of Revenue collected $800,000 more  
than their goal.  
 

 
 

97% 

3% 

Original 
No response Responded

57% 

9% 

34% 

Revised 

No Response

Paid Tax

Declared did
not owe tax
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Typical manufacturer’s warning: 

This is a multipurpose passenger vehicle which will 
handle and maneuver differently from an ordinary 
passenger car, in driving conditions which may occur 
on streets and highways and off road. As with other 
vehicles of this type, if you make sharp turns or 
abrupt maneuvers, the vehicle may roll over or may 
go out of control and crash. You should read driving 
guidelines and instructions in the Owner's Manual, 
and wear your seatbelts at all times.  
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Why should we do this? 

Enhance the value of services provided by state 
government 

Significantly improve customer service 

Save time and resources 

Reduce confusion 
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Respecting your readers 

The people you want to reach are very busy.   
 
They want to grab information quickly. 
 
People inside an organization overestimate 
the vocabulary knowledge of people 
outside the organization by about 30 
percent. 

“dumbing down” ✗ 

✔ Respecting your busy readers’ time! 
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How do we communicate in plain language? 
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• Plan 
• Organize 
• Write 
• Edit 
• Review/ Test  

 
The following slides include some useful guidelines for each of these 
steps 
 
 
The actual process isn’t as linear as this list suggests. You will probably 
cycle through write/ edit/ review/ revise/ review at lease a few times. 



Plan 
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Plan 

Before you write, ask: 
 

• Why? 
 Explain your purpose 

• Who? 
 Know your readers 

• How? 
 Understand the readers situation 

• What?  
 Think “conversation” 
 



Plan: Explain your purpose 

• Align with goals of your agency 
• Be measurable 
• Be specific 
• Clearly state what you want/ need your 

reader to do 
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• To whom are you writing? 
 

• What should you keep in mind about this 
person?  
 
 - Abilities 
 - Aptitudes 
 - Attitudes  

Plan: Know your readers  

The Smith Family 



Plan: Know your readers 

Create a persona (Identity) 
• A character assumed by an author in written work 
 
• What is life like for them? 

 
• Include: abilities, aptitudes, and attitudes 
      For example, your persona might 

• Be very busy 
• Feel overwhelmed by information and paperwork 
• Not know the agency’s internal language  

 
 



Plan: Think “conversation” 

With your persona in mind, answer these questions: 
 

• What will your reader need from you? (for example, 
information, a plan)? 

 
• What questions or concerns will the reader likely have? 
 
• What part of your message is likely to confuse the reader? 
      How can you improve understanding? 
 
• What will you write to compel the reader to read and act 

on your message? 
 

 
 



Plan: Understand the readers’ situation 

• How is this person receiving 
your information? 
•   Mail 
•   Email 
•   On your website 

 
• Who opens the mail? 

 
• When, how, why do they deal 

with the document? 



Plan: Think “conversation” 

Everything you write is part of a 
conversation. 
 

• “See” your reader: keep their persona in 
mind as you write 

 
• “Talk” to your reader 
 
• “Hear” your reader’s questions 
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Organize 
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What helps us organize? 

• Selecting the right (and right amount of) content 
 

• Arranging information logically 
 

• Formatting for easy use 
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Organize: Selecting content 
Think through the conversation with your persona 
 

• Determine your key message 
 
• Identify essential information/ content 
 

• Need to know – Keep it! 
• Nice to know – Loose it! 

 
• Answer your persona’s questions 
 

 
 



Organize: Arranging information logically   

• Main point at the top 

• Group related items/information 

• Determine sequence of information 

• Use headings, lists, tables 

• Include only information your reader needs  
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Organize: Formatting your message 

• Keep headings close to the text they cover 

• Keep a straight left margin 

• Leave the right margin where it falls               
(don’t right-justify the text) 

• Use mixed case, not all capitals 
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Write 
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Write 
What helps us write in plain language?  
 

• Put in the necessary information 
 
• Include a clear subject line that summarizes the main point 
 
• Put the key message first 
 
• Watch the tone 
 
• Use personal pronouns 
 
• Prefer the active voice 
 
• Use your reader’s words 

  



Write: Put in the necessary information 

Beginning: 
• Subject line 
• Key Message – even if it’s bad news 
• Context – only if needed 
• Overview – especially if the letter is long 
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Write: Put in the necessary information 

Middle:  
• Tell the reader what to do, in logical order 

• What does the reader need to do? 
• Answer anticipated questions 
• Inform of rights 

 
 
End: 

• Where to go for more information 
• Contact information (always have contact 

information on the document) 
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Write: Include a clear subject line 

Your subject line should: 
 

• Grab the reader’s attention. 
 
• Include a mini-preview of the key message. 
 
• Contain keywords useful for search and retention.   
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Key Message 

Write: Include a clear subject line that  
summarizes the main point 

 
• What is the key message? 
 
• What do you want/need  

this person to do? 
 
• How would you compose the 

key message  like a "subject" 
line in an email? 
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Write: Use short, simple sentences 

Redish's Rule: 
When your reader has to read the 
sentence more than once to understand 
it, rewrite it! 
 

Office of Governor Mark Dayton, based on workshops from Redish & Associates, Inc. (with Permission), 2014 

Tell the reader what to do, in logical order.  
 
• Use short sentences 
 
• Keep each sentence to one thought 

– or two tightly connected thoughts. 
 
• Strive for 10 – 20 words per sentence 

– Think short and to the point 
– A fragment may be all you need 
 

• Paragraphs can be one sentence 



Write gender-neutral, use “you” 

 
 
 
 

Use the plural 

✗ 

✔ 

✗ 

✔ 

Write: Watch the tone 

An applicant may apply at any time, even if she is 
working.  

You may apply at any time, even if you are working. 

A contractor must renew his insurance each year.  

Contractors must renew their insurance each year.  
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Write: Use personal pronouns 
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• Help readers see themselves in the text 
– Use words like “I, me, we, our, ours, you, yours” 

 
• Use personal pronouns or name the person doing the 

action 
– You must respond by… 
– John Smith will contact you… 

 
 
 



 
• Focuses attention on the doer of an action rather 

than the receiver of the action 

 
• Writes in the natural sequence of occurrence 

 

 
 

 Passive 

Active 

Write: Prefer the Active voice 

Office of Governor Mark Dayton, based on workshops from Redish & Associates, Inc. (with Permission), 2014 

Ania mailed the letter.  

The letter was mailed by Ania.  



Instead of Use or do this 
aforesaid the 

hereby (not needed; take it out) 

pursuant to The law says you must...  
(or cite the law at the end) 

shall must 

shall be construed to mean means 

such  the 

to wit (not needed; take it out) 

Write: Use your readers’ words 

Many words in typical legal documents were common 
hundreds of years ago. They are not today. 
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Edit 
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Edit 
What helps us edit in plain language?  
 

• Go over your draft 
 
• List items when you can 
 
• Keep list items parallel 
 
• Use tables where appropriate 
 
• Use highlighting sparingly  

  



Edit: Go over your draft 
First draft ≠ final draft 
 
As you read over what you have written,  
ask yourself  

 
• Does my reader need to know that? 
• Would my reader have a question I have not answered? 
• Is every word necessary? What can I cut? 
• Would a list help my reader? 
• Would a table help my reader?   
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Edit: Use lists when you can  
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Lists help the reader by 
 
• Highlighting levels of importance 
 
• Helping the reader understand the order in which things need to 

happen 
 
• Making it easy for the reader to identify all necessary steps in a 

process 
 
• Adding blank space for easy reading 

 



Edit: Keep list items parallel 
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You save readers time and mental energy when you put                              
all list items in the same structure. 
 
In this example, you can read the beginning and each bulleted item           
as a grammatical sentence 

 
To apply for a permit, you must 

• Be 21 or older 
• Have a valid drivers license 
• Have no convictions for drunk driving. 



Work by Minnesota Department of Labor and Industry 
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Work by Minnesota Department of Labor and Industry 
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If you need x Then y 

If you need z Then a 

If you need c Then d 

Edit: Use tables where appropriate  
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Tables are another great way to save readers’ time and mental 
energy. 
 
Tables are a way of showing a set of “if, then” sentences. 
• If you need a receipt, you must enclose a self addressed, 

stamped envelope. 
 
When you have more than one “if, then” sentence, make a table 
– with the “if” part first. 

 



• Bold or color makes headings stand out. 
 

• Excess bold makes text hard to read, and whole messages 
in bold can tire readers.  
 

• A few words in bold can make that text easy to see. 
 

• Use italics sparingly for emphasis. (One or two words.) 
 
• Using multiple text formatting methods within the same 

document can leave the reader completely confused. 

Edit: Use highlighting sparingly 
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Review/ Test 
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• Reviewing is a part of the plain language process.         

Let it work for you 

• Wait – Put it down for a while 

• Read or whisper aloud 

• Ask a colleague in an unrelated area to read it for you 

• Work with Communications 

Review 
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Goal: Find,  Understand,  Use! 
 

Test 
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Three Techniques: 
• Have representative readers try it out                                           

(usability, or user acceptance, testing) 
 

• Ask a few people to read it 
(less formal) 
 

• "Channel" your reader 
(persona-based, conversation-based, review) 



Examples 
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Before: 

 

Original VA Letter 
 
 
Dear __________: 
 
Please furnish medical evidence in support of your pension claim. The best evidence to 
submit would be a report of a recent examination by your personal physician, or a 
report from a hospital or clinic that has treated you recently. The report should include 
complete findings and diagnoses of the condition which renders you permanently and 
totally disabled. It is not necessary for you to receive an examination at this time. We 
only need a report from a doctor, hospital, or clinic that has treated you recently. 
 
This evidence should be submitted as soon as possible, preferably within 60 days. If 
you do not receive this information within 60 days from the date of this letter, your 
claim will be denied. Evidence must be received in the Department of Veterans Affairs 
within one year from the date of this letter; otherwise, benefits, if entitlement is 
established, may not be paid prior to the date of its receipt. SHOW VETERAN’S 
FULL NAME AND VA FILE NUMBER ON ALL EVIDENCE SUBMITTED. 
 
Privacy Act Information: The information requested by this letter is authorized by 
existing law (38 U.S.C. 210 (c)(1)) and is considered necessary and relevant to 
determine entitlement to maximum benefits applied for under this law. The information 
submitted may be disclosed outside the Department of Veterans Affairs only as 
permitted by law. 
 
 
 
 
_____________________ 
 
Adjudication Officer 

 



Examples 
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After: 

 

Revised VA Letter 
 
 

 
Dear _____________: 
 
We have your claim for a pension. Our laws require us to ask you for more 
information. The information you give us will help us decide whether we can pay you a 
pension. 
 
What We Need 
 
Send us a medical report from a doctor or clinic that you visited in the past six months. 
The report should show why you can’t work. Please take this letter and the enclosed 
Guide to your doctor. 
 
When We Need It 
 
We need the doctor’s report by [date]. We’ll have to turn down your claim if we don’t 
get the report by that date. 
 
Your Right to Privacy 
 
The information you give us is private. We might have to give out this information in a 
few special cases. But we will not give it out to the general public without your 
permission. We’ve attached a form which explains your privacy rights. 
 
If you have any questions about this letter, you may call us at 1-800-827-1000. The call 
is free. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
 
_________________________ 
 
 
Enclosures: Doctor’s Guide, Your Privacy Rights 



Examples 
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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. 



Examples 
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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. 



Examples 
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Before: 



Examples 
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After: 



Examples 
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Before: 



Examples 
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After: 



Examples 
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Before: 



Examples 
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After: 

Citing "multiple issues with the products," 
the Minnesota Department of Revenue 
issued a crisp statement today urging tax 
filers to avoid using Intuit products to 
prepare or file their state income taxes. 



Examples 
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After: 



Examples 
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Before: 



Examples 
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After: 



Examples 
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Before: 



Examples 
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After: 



Resources: 

• Plainlanguage.gov 

• Centerforplainlanguage.org 

• Jen Gates: jen.gates@state.mn.us, 612-710-0168 

mailto:jen.gates@state.mn.us
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