PAGE  
King County plain-language writing guide—excerpts 

Page 2 of 10

[image: image1.png]tg King County




King County plain-language writing guide 

Excerpts on how to write clearly to meet the needs of readers with limited English proficiency and people who translate English documents

Plain language (or plain English) is an approach to writing that concentrates on the needs of your readers. This clear writing approach is ideal for public sector employees who write to and for King County taxpayers, ratepayers and other clients and customers. It helps us write for people who read at all levels of time, interest, and literacy and readers with limited English proficiency.

That reader focus--combined with logical organization, clear writing and inviting appearance--is key to creating readable, informative documents for King County. Those county documents can range from memos and letters to reports and newsletters to brochures and Web pages. Plain-language principles also aid translating our English documents into other languages.

But one important reference book on writing to meet the needs of nonnative speakers and translators provides this Cardinal Rule of Global English: "Don't make any change that will sound unnatural to native speakers of English." So, either improve the sentence in a different way or leave it alone.

Focusing on your reader and purpose 

Before you start writing, ask yourself a series of questions that will help you focus your writing and get your message across most effectively.

Who is your audience? Who is your primary reader? Are there others?
You may have more than one audience. Look at the characteristics most of your readers share. Figure out the most important or main audience for your document--and then adapt your writing to the abilities and interests of that audience. 

Will your readers include many members of specific cultural groups? Is English their second language? Will some or many of your readers have limited English proficiency and usually speak, read and write in Spanish, Japanese or another language? Is it likely that your document will need to be translated into one or more other languages?

Is your relationship with your readers informal and personal, or does the situation need something more formal?

How much do your readers already know about the subject? Remember that many of your readers are probably less familiar with your subject than you are. 

Why are you writing this document? 

It may be hard to single out one purpose. But a document with one primary focus is more likely to express its message effectively.
What do you want to say? What points do you need to make?
Are you trying to change people's behavior? Make sure you mention how even small changes can bring benefits that are important to your reader. Will there be skepticism? You'll need to provide more evidence to support your conclusions and recommendations than you normally would.

Is the document a "how-to" text? Be sure it includes any background information needed to understand your instructions.

How will your reader use this information? How is your reader likely to react?
How people use your document will help you decide how to organize and write the information in it. Ask yourself questions like these:

· In what circumstances will your reader be using your document? 

· Will your document be a quick reference tool? 

· Will your reader find your document in a display? 

· Will your document be translated into other languages for some readers?

· Is your reader supposed to do something after reading the document? 

· Is the reader supposed to remember certain information? 

Organizing your ideas 

Choose information to include and to leave out. Cut points and information not clearly relevant to your King County program or project. Cutting nonessential information will also save time for you, your reviewers and editors, your readers, and people or vendors translating your document into another language. Ask yourself, "Do I really need to say this?"
Divide your information into main and secondary points. Organize your information so it flows logically from your reader's point of view. Anticipate answers to reader questions: So what? How does this affect me?
Usually, make your main point easy to find--at the beginning of your document. Tell your readers early: what your conclusion is, what you want them to do, or whatever your main purpose is for your King County document. 

Organize the rest of your document into sections of related information. Try to start each section with its main point. Help your readers move from section to section with headings and subheadings about the content in each section or block of related information. 

Writing clear, effective paragraphs 

Limit each paragraph to one topic unless you are linking related points. Complicated information, or a discussion of several topics, usually needs to be broken into separate paragraphs to be easily understood. 
Use transitional words and phrases like as a result, however, and first, ... second, ... to guide your readers from paragraph to paragraph and sentence to sentence. 
Avoid using cross-references to essential information on another page, section or chapter of a document; at the beginning, end or appendix of a document; or in another document. Especially for narrative or instructional text that must be read in sequence, telling readers to go to another place in the document can be frustrating and confusing. And they might not do it. 
Instead, try one of these methods to provide the other details:

· putting it in a follow-up sentence or paragraph

· putting the follow-up sentence or paragraph in parentheses

· placing it as a footnote at the bottom of the page

· putting it in a box or sidebar article on the same page

· using one of the formatting methods below. 

Think about other formats than paragraphs to provide complex information. Use charts, tables and graphs to organize and compare related information: choices, disadvantages, benefits, dates, tasks, responsibilities, locations, percentages and so on. Those formats also cut out repetitive descriptive words. Also remember the phrase, “A picture is worth a thousand words” – and decide if an illustration, diagram or photo could supplement or even replace text. 

Use lists correctly 

You can also break up complicated text or make parallel points clear and easy to remember by using indented, vertical lists. A bullet or a number goes before each item in the list.

Here are some guidelines for lists:

· Use complete sentences to introduce lists (like shown for this list).

· Put words and ideas common to all items in the lead-in, introductory sentence. 

· Choose list items that form a logical group. 

· Present only one idea in each item. 

· Use numbers instead of bullets only when you are describing step-by-step procedures. 

· Use consistent punctuation and capitalization in list items.

Writing clear, simple sentences 

The simple, declarative sentence is the easiest to understand: Someone (or something) does (or is) something. Sentences that differ from that simple structure may cause readability problems.

Be logical, literal and precise in your use of language. Especially for readers who may have limited English proficiency, pay close attention to the literal meaning of each sentence you write and the words in them. 

Keep them short 

Readers can only take in so much new information at once. Short, simple sentences are less likely than long, compound and complex sentences to include ambiguities that hinder translation and reduce readability. Make the average sentence length in your document 20 words. 

Try to limit most sentences to one idea. Break long sentences with more than one idea into two or more sentences.

Use active voice verbs--unless there's a strong reason to use passive 

Putting the "doer"--the person or thing doing the action in a sentence--in front of its verb will usually ensure the verb is in the active voice. The "doer" in active sentences is usually named or described at the start of the sentence. The active is more direct; it helps drive home the message. Active verbs usually suggest that someone is doing something: collapse, confuse, jump. The passive can obscure the message.

· Instead of:
The service improvements were approved by the King County Council. 

· Use:
The King County Council approved the service improvements. 

Avoid pronoun ambiguity 

When you use a pronoun, make sure readers can identify the noun it represents. Pronouns like it, its, they and them can be confusing if readers can’t figure out what it or its is or who they and them are.

Especially for readers with limited English proficiency, try repeating nouns instead of referring to them with pronouns like she, they, this or these. Also, avoid using the pronouns this, that, these and those alone; instead, use them as adjectives before a noun:

· Instead of:
Please send them to us. 

· Use:
Please mail those identification forms to the Licensing Office at ..... 

Use correct punctuation consistently

Punctuation shows how words and strings of words are related, separated and emphasized. Its main purpose is to help the reader understand the structure of the sentences you write. 

Inserting optional commas after introductory phrases and before conjunctions (and, but, or) in a series of things can help, especially to language translators and readers with limited English proficiency.

Also, hyphens are not needed after most prefixes, but they can reduce confusion when used in similar or unfamiliar words: She recovered her health. She re-covered the torn seat. Avoid using hyphens to divide a word at the end of a line in unjustified text. Use of hyphens in compound words can aid reader understanding: He is a small-business man. He is a foreign-car dealer.
Also, avoid using quotation marks to highlight words or phrases; save them for enclosing quotations and identifying certain composition titles. To highlight terms, use boldfacing, italics, color, font size or font type.
Using appropriate words 

Use words your readers are likely to understand. Base your choice of words on what will be clearer for your reader. To help you draft easy-to-understand documents, below are some guidelines on your choice of words. 

Use simple, everyday, familiar words 

Choose common English words with clear meanings: explain a problem instead of address a problem; invisible, open or obvious instead of transparent. Especially if your document may have many readers with limited English proficiency or be translated for them, choose words with just one or a few clear meanings. Also avoid puns and words with double meanings: voters instead of grassroots; available instead of free (if that's what you mean).

Here are other examples of simple, precise words and phrases you might substitute:

	Instead of ...
	Try using ...

	disseminate
	communicate, deliver, distribute, give, scatter, send, send out, share, spread

	endeavor (as a verb)
	carry out, strive, take on, try

	expedite
	hasten, help along, hurry, rush, send, speed up

	hereinafter
	after this, from now on, in the rest of this document, later

	implement (as a verb)
	carry out, do, finish, fulfill, impose, put into effect, set up, start

	inordinately
	excessively, unduly, unusually

	optimum
	best, greatest, ideal, most, peak

	per annum [Latin]
	annually, a year, each year, yearly

	per diem [Latin]
	a day, daily

	terminate
	close, end, exit, finish, limit, stop, wind up

	therein
	in it, in that matter, there

	utilize
	make use of, use

	wherein
	in what, in which, where


Cut out unnecessary, useless words 

Use only as many words as you need. Use fewer structural words with little meaning: because or since instead of due to the fact that; if instead of in the event that.
Here is a sample list of some alternative words for common, wordy expressions:

	Instead of ...
	Try using ...

	a certain number of
	some

	a great many
	many

	at the present time
	now

	despite the fact that
	although, though

	from time to time
	at times, occasionally, sometimes

	in many cases
	many, often

	once in a while
	sometimes


Cut redundant ideas, words and phrases 

Avoid using wordy phrases and multiple words with similar meanings or unhelpful redundancies. For example, try protrude, not protrude out; either if or when, not if and when; result, not end result; square, not square in shape; experience, not past experience; demolished, not totally demolished; visible, not visible to the eye; complete or finished, not completely finished; four hours, not four hours of time; 5 feet high, not 5 feet in height.
Later, go through your document and ask yourself if you're repeating information needlessly. If so, combine your thoughts or remove the matching ideas.

Here is a sample list of alternative words for some redundant phrases:

	Instead of ... 
	Try using ...

	added bonus
	bonus

	advance notice
	notice

	at this juncture, at this point in time
	at this time, now, this week, today

	city of Renton
	Renton [but City of Renton to refer to the government]

	close proximity
	close, near

	current status
	status

	during the hours of 7 a.m. to 6 p.m. 
	from 7 a.m. to 6 p.m.

	10 feet in length 
	10 feet long

	filled to capacity
	filled, full

	first and foremost
	first

	future plans
	plans

	general consensus
	agreement, consensus

	join together
	join

	month of November
	November

	12 noon
	noon

	past history 
	history

	period of time
	period, time

	postpone until later
	postpone

	refer back
	refer

	thoroughly understand
	understand

	totally dedicated, totally devoted
	dedicated, devoted

	total number
	total


Avoid using jargon 

Using unfamiliar jargon and bureaucratese can cause problems because your reader may not understand it. Jargon also can distract your reader from your real message. Write boots, not leather personnel carriers; telephone, not telephonic communications instrument; advocate for the homeless, not homeless advocate; next to or near, not adjacent to; make easy or help or lead, not facilitate.
Be wary of trendy, fashionable expressions such as downtime, synergy, downside and touch base. Try inviting people into a planning process, not a visioning process. Trendy terminology could confuse or annoy readers and date it. Similarly, avoid old-fashioned sayings and formal phrases like grist in the mill, pig in a poke, as per your letter (instead, try according to your letter), notwithstanding (instead, try despite or still).
Also, avoid terms that could be misunderstood by readers who use English as a second language or by people translating a document from English into another language. Such terms include military and sports vocabulary—level playing field, end runs, targets, game plans, sticky wickets, tackle; and regionalisms and slang—that dog don’t hunt; jury-rig or jerry-built. They also include literary and cultural allusions—heart on his sleeve, move mountains, an offer he can’t refuse; and metaphors—a steep learning curve, a piece of cake, pave the way for.

Avoid or explain technical words or difficult terms

Whenever possible, avoid words that your readers do not know. Every occupation and interest group has special terms. If you must use a technical term, define it--either by giving a definition, explaining the term or by giving an example. If suitable for your publication, think about including a glossary of technical words and difficult terms.

Also, avoid technical terms used with nontechnical meanings: Use start instead of initialize; work with, meet or call instead of interface with. And avoid rare or fancy words used within your work group or profession, like nexus and infrastructure.
Don't change verbs into nouns 

Use verbs to suggest the most significant actions in your sentences. Nouns created from verbs are harder for the reader to understand. They also give the sentence an impersonal tone: explain, not provide an explanation; decide, not make a decision; decide (or find or work out or discover), not make a determination.
Also, use verbs instead of abstract nouns—consider instead of consideration, adjust instead of adjustment, recommend instead of recommendation, improve instead of improvement.

When you write a noun that comes from a verb, see if you can turn it back into a verb by removing endings like -tion, -ence and -ment. Use the clearest, crispest, liveliest verb to express your thoughts.

Here are other examples:

	Instead of ... 
	Try using ... 

	bring to a conclusion
	assume, close, decide, end, finish, infer, settle

	carry out an evaluation
	check, evaluate, test

	conduct an investigation
	explore, find out, look at, look into, research, study

	exhibit improvement
	improve

	file an application
	apply

	gave an explanation 
	explained

	give a justification for
	justify

	have an objection
	object

	have reservations about
	doubt

	make a recommendation
	recommend

	offer a suggestion
	suggest

	perform an assessment of
	assess

	reach an agreement, reach a conclusion
	agree, conclude

	send an invitation to
	invite

	take action
	act


Use acronyms and abbreviations carefully 

Remember that not everyone may know what the acronyms and abbreviations stand for. Avoid nonessential abbreviations, Latin abbreviations, uncommon contractions and obscure acronyms, especially in documents that may be translated for or used by readers with limited English proficiency. Also, avoid informal nonstandard spellings and shortened words.

Sometimes, putting an acronym or abbreviation in parentheses the first time you use the proper term can be useful. Then you can use the acronym in the rest of your text. But even if you use that technique, avoid filling a document with various obscure acronyms. Also see abbreviations and acronyms in the King County Editorial Style Manual.

When in doubt, spell it out. 

 

Here are other examples:

 

	Instead of ...
	Try using ...

	aka
	also known as

	ASAP
	as soon as possible, soon [or be specific about time]

	could've, should've, would've 
	could have, should have, would have

	e.g.
	for example, such as

	etc.
	and so on, and the rest

	i.e.
	that is

	hi, lo
	high, low

	lb., oz.
	pound, ounce

	lite
	light

	mightn't, mustn't
	might not, must not

	n.a., N/A
	not applicable, not available, none

	rep
	repetition, representative

	specs
	specifications

	stats
	statistics

	that'll
	that will

	thru
	through

	vet
	veteran, veterinarian


Use capital letters sparingly, consistently
Avoid unnecessary capitalization. Capital letters are an important cue to readers and translators that a term is a proper noun, not a common noun. Use capital letters to identify proper nouns -- the formal, official, unique or popular names of a specific person, organization, place or thing. Also use capital letters to begin sentences, headings, the important words in publication titles, and letters in some abbreviations and acronyms.

Random, excessive capitalization for other purposes hinders reading and may confuse readers. Do not capitalize the first letter of a word or words in a phrase simply to highlight them or to express their importance. Translators typically translate common nouns and leave proper nouns in English.
Creating an enticing design 

A well-written document can be hard to read if it is laid out or designed poorly. How your document looks can make the difference between your message being understood or lost. A well-designed King County document also can entice readers while a poorly designed document could deter them.

Spacing
· Leave space between paragraphs, but then don't also indent the paragraphs. 

· Divide your documents into sections of related information, separated by headings. 

· Don't print on every inch of space on your page. 

· Be generous with margin space. 

· Use left-aligned and ragged-right margins. Avoid justified alignment, when both right and left margins are even; it can reduce readability. 

Informative headings
Headings are useful for breaking up long, gray blocks of body copy. They add contrast to a page. If you can place a dollar bill on the page without touching any headings (or other graphic element), the page is probably too gray. But make sure your headings say something. They should provide some useful information about what's next or help guide your reader from point to point in the document. Use clear, consistent capitalization and type styles for headlines, headings and subheadings, so readers will recognize their hierarchy within the document.

Graphics and illustrations
Place all graphics and illustrations as close as possible to the text they refer to. Place them on the page in a way that does not interrupt normal reading patterns.

Make sure all graphics and illustrations are clear and the captions are easy to read. Be wary of relying on charts to explain information. People with poor math skills can find charts hard to understand.
Testing for clarity 

Before completing and distributing a significant King County document, make sure you test what you write. Have others read and comment on the document? Have you tested it with your targeted readers? Is it clear to them? Does it make sense? Do they get your point? Do you get the response you were seeking?

Other county writing resources

· King County plain-language writing guide -- www.kingcounty.gov/exec/styleguide/plainwriting.aspx

· King County guide to concise writing -- www.kingcounty.gov/exec/styleguide/concisewriting.aspx 
· King County Editorial Style Manual -- www.kingcounty.gov/exec/styleguide.aspx
Prepared by Gary Larson, July 14, 2010
