
Why write in plain language?
Information that is written in plain language helps people to understand the law and the legal assistance available
to them. It can also contribute to and enhance an agency's service delivery. For example, when people clearly
understand who they need to contact, or the process they need to follow, or how to complete a form - it can save
time and avoid errors.

Resources to help you write in plain language
Use our ‘Checklist for writing in plain language’ and ‘Plain Language Materials Checklist’ on the Foundation
website. 
Better Legal Information Handbook – Practical Tips for Community Workers, Community Legal Education,
Ontario 2013
Plain Language for Lawyers (5th edition) by Michèle M Asprey

Organisations advocating for and supporting plain language
Clarity is a worldwide group of lawyers and others who advocate using plain language over legalese.
Plain English Foundation is an Australian organisation that advocates for plain language writing and provides
training.
Plain Language Action and Information Network (PLAIN) is a group of American government employees from
many different agencies and specialties who support the use of clear communication in government writing. 
Plain Language Association International is a volunteer non-profit organisation committed to plain language
principles.

Writing in plain language is an important
part of communicating your message to
a community group. It is particularly
important when you message contains
complex legal information that is not
easy to understand. 
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Writing in Plain Language

http://www.cleo.on.ca/sites/default/files/docs/cleo_betterlegalinfo.pdf
https://federationpress.com.au/product/plain-language-for-lawyers-5ed/
https://federationpress.com.au/product/plain-language-for-lawyers-5ed/
http://www.clarity-international.org/
http://www.plainenglishfoundation.com/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/
http://www.plainlanguagenetwork.org/
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Every document has its own purpose. This means that
there is no formula for writing in plain language. But
following those guidelines will remind you of things to
look out for as you write. 

Think before you write 
who is the audience? 
why are you writing this document? 
what do you want to say? 
what do you want your reader to do? 

 

Think about the structure first 
organise your ideas 
put the most important ideas first 
put qualifications and procedural details second 
group together related material 
use a decimal numbering system that shows
hierarchy of the information. 

Think about the content of
each sentence and paragraph 

address your readers directly 
limit each paragraph to one idea 
don't overload sentences 
link your ideas 
keep sentences and paragraphs short 

Think about the language you
use 

prefer the active voice 
avoid ambiguity 
emphasise the positive 
avoid double negatives 
don't use "shall" or "can". If your readers must do it
(mandatory), write "must". If they may do it
(permissible), write "may". 

 

This checklist was originally published by the Centre for Plain
Legal Language, 1993

Think about your choice of
words 

use everyday words as much as possible
cut out unnecessary words 
avoid jargon, technical words or "legal"
expressions 
if you do have used a technical word, explain it 
don't change verbs into nouns 
avoid long strings of nouns 
use acronyms sparingly - and only if your readers
know what they mean. 

Design your document to
help your reader 

make important information easy to find 
use headings and sub-headings 
highlight important messages 
create a table of contents. In lengthy documents
create an index based on the concepts you use 
use typefaces that are easy to read and large
enough to read 
check that the colours of ink and paper contrast
well 
use graphics and illustrations where appropriate 
don't be afraid of "white space" - it adds air to the
text. 

 
Make sure you are writing
plain language 

ask someone to read your draft 
don't "own" your draft. Accept criticism! 
test the document with your readers.

Checklist for writing in plain llanguage



Plain Language Materials Checklist
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This checklist for plain language legal information has been compiled from interviews with community workers in
which they were asked what they find effective in plain language materials about the law. 

Use plain English – simple, clear, avoid long words, avoid legalese, not intimidating, easily digestible. 
Limit the number of words on a page. 
Produce information at several levels of complexity. 
Strike a balance between too much and not enough information. 
Produce materials in relevant community languages and include the English title on these. 
Use a question-and-answer format. 
Show the steps people need to follow using a simple flow chart or pictorial diagram. 
Tell clients where they stand, where they can get further information, and what they should be considering. 
Give readers an idea that they are not alone. 
Provide details of other relevant services, including local services if possible. 
Provide telephone interpreter service details on all resources and indicate whether charges will be paid for by
the agency. 
Provide examples of precedent letters. 
Provide information about time limitations. 
Provide information about what to expect when going to court. 
Ensure that information is up-to-date, accurate and well researched. 
Indicate the date on the resource. 
Use eye-catching techniques e.g. colour, illustrations. 
Use adequate font size. 
Use coloured pictures. Photo stories were identified as being particularly useful for people with poor English
skills. 
Use simple layout and compartmentalise the information. 
Use small quick points. 
Use colour coding. 
Adapt the format to the needs of the client e.g. young people like material which is easy to carry, and fits into
their wallet or jeans pocket. 
Carry out user testing.

This checklist is from Gateways to the Law: an exploratory
study of how non-profit agencies assist clients with legal
problems, S. Scott and C. Sage, Law and Justice Foundation
of NSW, 2001 


