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Webinar overview

• The principles of plain language 

• How to edit content according to plain 

language principles 

• How the Plain Writing Act could affect your 

agency’s operations 

• Where to find additional plain language 

training and resources 
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Today’s presenters:

Leslie O’Flahavan
• E-WRITE 

• Faculty – Web Manager 

University

Kathryn Catania
• Web Content Editor with U.S. 

Citizenship and Immigration 
Services 

• Co-Chair of the Plain 
Language Action and 
Information Network 
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Webinar overview

• Part 1: The principles of plain language 

• Part 2: How to edit content according to 

plain language principles 

• Part 3: How the Plain Writing Act could 

affect your agency’s operations 

• Part 4: Where to find additional plain 

language training and resources 
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What is plain language?
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Plain language is a communication 

philosophy

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

• “A communication is in plain language if 
the…audience for that communication can 
quickly and easily 
– find what they need 

– understand what they find 

– act appropriately on that understanding” 
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Plain language is a community

• Plain Language Action and Information Network (PLAIN)

• Federal agencies with plain language programs
– U.S Citizenship and Immigration Services 

– Bureau of Land Management 

– Environmental Protection Agency 

– Federal Aviation Administration  

– Fish and Wildlife Service 

– Health Resources and Services Administration 

– National Institutes of Health 

– Office of the Federal Register 

– Securities and Exchange Commission 

• Plain Language Awards 
– Center for Plain Language’s ClearMark Award

– Legal Writing Institute’s Golden Pen Award

– NIH’s Plain Language Initiative’s annual award
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Plain language: It’s the law
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Plain language shapes writers’ decisions 
at every stage of the writing process

• Planning stage
– Does this content meet an actual need?

– Have the writers anticipated readers’ questions?

– Does it have a clear message?

– Will it enable readers to take action?

• Drafting stage
– Is the content broken into logical units or chunks?

– Does the content offer the right amount and type of information; 
does it answer readers’ questions?

– Does it include headings that will enable readers to scan?

• Reviewing stage
– Is the writing concise? Is the wording concrete?

– Will readers understand the jargon or acronyms?

– Are the sentences written in active voice?
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Plain language: 
We know it when we see it
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Not plain language

Local Veterans Employment Representatives 

conduct outreach to employers to engage in 
advocacy efforts with hiring executives to 
increase employment opportunities for 
veterans, encourage the hiring of disabled 
veterans and generally assist veterans to gain 
and retain employment.
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Why is this not plain?

Local Veterans Employment 

Representatives conduct outreach to 

employers to engage in advocacy efforts

with hiring executives to increase 

employment opportunities for veterans, 

encourage the hiring of disabled veterans 

and generally assist veterans to gain and 

retain employment.
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Plain language rewrite

Local Veterans Employment 

Representatives contact employers to 

encourage them to hire veterans, including 

disabled veterans, and generally assist 

veterans in finding and keeping jobs.
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Questions?
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Webinar overview

• Part 1: The principles of plain language

• Part 2: How to edit content according to 

plain language principles 

• Part 3: How the Plain Writing Act could 

affect your agency’s operations 

• Part 4: Where to find additional plain 

language training and resources 
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How to edit content according to 
plain language principles
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Army’s Information Security 
Program Handbook - Before 
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Army’s Information Security 
Program Handbook - After
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FAA’s Airworthy Directives Regulation: 

14 CFR Part 39 - Before
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FAA’s Airworthy Directives Regulation: 

14 CFR Part 39 - After
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Plain language in NIH applications
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Plain language in NIH applications
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Washington State Dept. of Labor and 

Industries’ Confirmation Letter - Before
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Washington State Dept. of Labor and 
Industries’ Confirmation Letter - After
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Florida Dept. of Children and Families –

Family Safety Letter: Before and After
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Florida Dept. of Children and Families –
Family Safety Letter - After
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Handouts, Page 2
How is this content difficult for readers?
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Handouts, Page 2
How is this content difficult for readers?

• Unfamiliar terms

• No links to more info

• No headings

• No scannable 
features

• Wordy phrasing 

(“Of particular importance 

was the finding that …”)
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Aflatoxin content in plain language
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Handouts, Page 3
Draft content for Energy in Brief
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Handouts, Page 4

Plain language in the published EIB:
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Questions?
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Webinar overview

• Part 1: The principles of plain language 

• Part 2: How to edit content according to 

plain language principles 

• Part 3: How the Plain Writing Act could 

affect your agency’s operations 

• Part 4: Where to find additional plain 

language training and resources 
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The Act: 
• Requires federal agencies to use clear communication 

that the public can understand.

• Includes documents that:

– Are needed to get federal benefits or services or for 

filing taxes

– Provide information about benefits or services

– Explain how to comply with requirements administered 

or enforced by the federal government

Plain Writing Act of 2010
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What does my agency need to do?

• Create a plain writing section of its website.

• Follow OMB–issued guidance. 

• Create plain writing guidance.

– Agencies may follow the Federal Plain Language 

Guidelines.

• Train agency employees on plain language

• Create and submit an implementation plan

• Create and post annual compliance plans online

• Use Plain Language in public facing documents

Plain Writing Act of 2010
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2011 Key Dates

• By 4/13, OMB must issue final guidance 

• By 7/13, agencies must 

– Designate a senior official for “plain writing”

– Submit implementation plan to OMB

– Create plain writing web page 

• By 10/13, agencies must:

– Use plain language in any new or substantially revised 
document 

– Write annual compliance reports and post these reports on 
its plain language web page

Plain Writing Act of 2010
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Your Action Items:

• Take a Plain Language course (PlainLanguage.gov and 
WMU offer training)

• Post a Plain Writing Act page for your agency off your 
Open Gov page
(http://www.plainlanguage.gov/plLaw/law/agency_pl_pag
e.cfm )

• Apply OMB-approved Federal Plain Language 
Guidelines to documents and web pages 

• Work on the most key content first

Plain Writing Act of 2010
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References:
PLAIN’s Plain Writing Act of 2010: Federal Agency Requirements page

http://www.plainlanguage.gov/plLaw/law/index.cfm

OMB Preliminary Guidance

http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/memoranda/2011/m11-

05.pdf

Web Manager University

http://www.howto.gov/web-content

Plain Writing Act of 2010
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The Act does not cover regulations
• 3 separate Executive Orders emphasize the need for 

plain language. 

– E.O. 13563 Improving Regulation and Regulatory 

Review

– E.O. 12866  Regulatory planning and review

– E.O. 12988  Civil Justice Reform

Regulations

WMU - Plain language webinar -

January 21, 2011

40

Agencies with PL Programs

• GSA WMU classes

• NIH has an online plain language course 

open to the public

• FAA Plain Language program

• USCIS Plain Language program

• SEC Plain English Initiative

• OFR has how to write regulations in plain 

language online
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Questions?
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• Part 4: Where to find additional plain 

language training and resources 
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Plain Language Training

• Plainlanguage.gov lists free online training

http://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/take_training/i
ndex.cfm

• Webcontent.gov’s plain language page lists training 
resources 

http://www.usa.gov/webcontent/managing_content/writ
ing_and_editing.shtml

• Web Manager University’s class schedule lists its plain 
language courses

http://www.usa.gov/webcontent/wmu/schedule/

• WMU is developing an online course in plain 
language, expected to be available this summer. 
Contact Nicole Burton:nicole.burton@gsa.gov 
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Plain Language Resources
• Center for Plain Language

http://centerforplainlanguage.org/

• Easy-to-Read NYC: Guidelines for Clear and Effective Communication
http://www.nyc.gov/html/adulted/downloads/pdf/easy-to-read-nyc.pdf

• Federal Plain Language Guidelines
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/howto/guidelines/reader-friendly.cfm

• Florida Department of Children and Families: Before-and-After Examples
http://www.dcf.state.fl.us/initiatives/plainlanguage/pl_examples.shtml

• National Archives – Plain Language Tools
http://www.archives.gov/federal-register/write/plain-language/

• PlainLanguage.gov
http://www.plainlanguage.gov/

• Toolkit for Making Written Material Clear and Effective (Centers for Medicare 
and Medicaid Services) 
http://www.cms.gov/WrittenMaterialsToolkit/



23

WMU - Plain language webinar -

January 21, 2011

45

Plain language Organizations

• Plain Language Action and Information 

Network (PLAIN)

• Center for Plain Language

• Plain Language Association International

• Usability.gov

• Clarity - international association 

promoting plain legal language
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Plain Language Guidelines

• Federal Plain Language Guidelines

• Easy-to-Read NYC

• Plain Language - Making HIPAA Privacy Notices More Readable –
Health Resources and Services Administration

• Guidelines from NIH’s Plain Language Initiative

• FAA’s videos on plain language

• Governor’s Plain Language Handbook (Florida)

• Making Regulations Readable (Federal Register)

• Plain English Handbook (SEC)

• FAA Writing Standards

• Plain Language Guidelines Oklahoma Department of Human 
Services

• Writing to Customers in Plain Talk (Washington State)
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Questions?
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Contact information

Leslie O’Flahavan

E-WRITE

www.ewriteonline.com

Leslie@ewriteonline.com

301-989-9853

Writing Matters blog at 
http://writingmatters.typepad.com

Kathryn Catania 
Office of Communications 

US Citizenship and 

Immigration Services 

Department of Homeland 

Security

202-272-1241

kathryn.catania@dhs.gov

http://www.uscis.gov/portal

/site/uscis


