
Plain Language
Tips for Writing to the Public

By: Suzy Wilson, RDN,LD



Slide credit: Viki Lorraine, Michigan Dept. of Education, “Let’s Get Real: Communicating in Plain Language”



What is Plain Language?

▪ Communication that your audience or    
readers can understand the first time they 
hear or read it.

▪ Language that is simple, clear, direct and 
uses common words.
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Goals of Plain Language

 Help the reader find what they need

 Help the reader understand what they find

 Help the reader use what they find to meet their needs

If your document doesn’t do all three, 
it’s not plain language.
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1/3 of U.S. adults have trouble reading and acting on health 
related information
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Plain Language Myths
Plain Language is NOT:

 Imprecise

 An attempt to dumb-down information

 Stripping out necessary technical/legal information

 Just editorial “polishing” after you finish writing

 Something state leaders, legislatures will never go for

 Easy 
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What You May Think

• Others will think you’re not smart unless you use big words 
• Think it sounds better
• Can’t talk about hard, complex ideas in plain language
• Feel like you are talking down to people
• You want to fit in (it’s the cultural norm, how it’s always 

been done) 
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What Your Audience May Think
• You don’t care
• You don’t want to want take the time to find a more plain 

way to write
• You want to show off
• You want to hide something not clear or not true
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Plain Language Characteristics
• Concise 

o Short sentences
o Short paragraphs

• Conversational
o Simple words
o Relatable tone



Active Voice

Source: Federal Plain Language Guidelines, March 2011, plainlangage.gov



Present Tense

Source: Federal Plain Language Guidelines, March 2011, plainlangage.gov



Avoid Hidden Verbs

Source: Federal Plain Language Guidelines, March 2011, plainlangage.gov



Conversational Writing
• Use contractions.

o “If you’re looking for…” instead of “If you are looking for…”

• Use pronouns.
o “Physical activity is good for you” instead of 

“Physical activity is good for older adults.”

• Use one word rather than two.
o “cheaper” rather than “less expensive”

• Use smaller words instead of big ones.
o “great” rather than “excellent”

Source: Debra Engle, “Conversational Tone”. 2015



Conversational Writing

• Use slang.
Examples: “comfy” and “yep”

• Start sentences with “and” and “but.”

• Ask hypothetical questions.
“What do you think?” and “Did you know…”

Source: Debra Engle, “Conversational Tone”. 2015



Document Format
Use:
• Lists with bullets or numbers
• Headings
• Tables
• Images
• Examples





Plain Language Resources
National Institutes of Health – Health Literacy Initiative https://www.nih.gov/institutes-
nih/nih-office-director/office-communications-public-liaison/clear-communication/plain-
language/plain-language-getting-started-or-brushing/

Center for Plain Language – www.centerforplainlanguage.org

CDC Clear Communication Index
http://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/

Plainlanguage.gov

Debra Landwehr Engle – www.debenglespeaks.com
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