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Plain language tool
APPENDIX – F
	Documentation Checklist for Plain Language



	· Written for the average reader

	· Organized to serve the reader’s needs

	· Uses “you” and other pronouns to speak to the reader 

	· Uses short sections and sentences

	· Places words carefully (avoids large gaps between the subject, the verb and the object; puts exceptions last; places modifiers correctly)

	· Uses no more than two or three Subordinate level

	· Has useful headings

	· Omits excess words

	· Uses base verbs, not hidden verbs 

	· Uses concrete, familiar words

	· Uses “must” to express requirements; avoids the ambiguous word “shall” 

	· Uses the simplest tense possible - simple present is best

	· Uses lists and tables to simplify complex materials

	· Uses active voice


Average reader
Know the level of expertise and interests of your average reader and write to that person.


Reader’s needs 
Organize contents in the order that the reader will need them: most important information first, exceptions last; or order materials chronologically.


“You” & other pronouns
Pronouns pull the reader into the document and make it more meaningful to the individual.

Short sections & sentences
Help the reader get through materials without getting lost or bogged down.  White space opens materials and makes them more appealing.


Place words carefully
Placing words together carefully in a sentence is as important as organizing your document effectively.  Ex: “We want only the best.” and “We only want the best.”


Subordinate levels 
Readers get lost when there are more than two or three levels in a document.  Consider sub-dividing the topic level into more parts.
Useful headings
Help the readers find their way through the material.  Should capture the essence of all the material under that heading, or you need more headings.  Should have at least one on every page.

Excess Words


Challenge every word – do you need it?

Base Verbs 
Use base verbs, not nominalizations – also called “hidden verbs”.  They make writing weak and longer than necessary.  Ex: Use “We analyze data” and not “We conduct an analysis of the data”.

Concrete & Familiar Words
You don’t impress people by using big words, you just confuse them.  Limit and define abbreviations.   Avoid jargon, foreign terms and legal terms unless appropriate to the subject matter and the user.

Must
Use “must”, not “shall” to impose requirements or obligations.  “Shall” is not frequently used in everyday conversation.

Simplest Verb Tense
The simplest verb tense is the clearest and strongest.  Say, “We issue a report every quarter”, not “We will be issuing a report every quarter”.

Lists and Tables


Shorten and clarify complex materials by using 
lists and tables.  This technique adds white 
space to your document and is more appealing 
to the eye.

Active Voice
Using active voice clarifies who is doing what; passive obscures it.  Active sentences are structured with the actor first (as subject), then the verb, then the object of the action.
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