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Where To Start With 
Plain Language 

MATERIALS AS A .pdf | SCREENCAST (video) | WEBPAGE 

https://youtu.be/59Vzu9yoJ_8
https://legacy.drup2.uvm.edu/sites/default/files/Center-on-Disability-and-Community-Inclusion/A11y/Plain-Language/How-to-Get-Started-with-Plain-Language.pdf
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OH, THIS OLD CHESTNUT: 

67% 
of accessibility failures come down to 
design choices. Reference 

https://accessibility.deque.com/qa-webinar-matthew-luken-accessibility-us-bank


 
 

 

WHAT IS PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

Plain language is: 

“Clear, straightforward, and only uses 
words necessary to make sure all people 
can understand and participate.” 

—AUCD.org 

https://AUCD.org


   

 

 

WHAT IS PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

5 elements of plain language 

1. Active voice 
2. 6th grade reading level 
3. Simple, familiar language 
4. Fewer acronyms 
5. Words of 3 syllables or less References: 

AUCD (.pdf) 
SARTAC (.pdf) 

https://www.aucd.org/docs/AUCD%20Plain%20Language%20Toolkit_Final.pdf
https://selfadvocacyinfo.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Plain-Language-Webinar-SARTAC-August-22-2019.pdf


    
      

  
 

    

WHAT IS PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

Other ways to support plain language: 
• Provide text & audio versions 
• Provide a glossary -- in plain language 
• Write the version you’re comfortable with plus 

a plain language version 
• Shorter paragraphs, more white space 
• Include headings 



 

  

WHAT IS PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

CDCI’s plain language 
starter kit 

1. Active voice 
2. Shorter sentences 
3. 6th grade reading level 



 

WHAT IS PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

Active voice 

Instead of: 
“the cake was eaten” 

We ate the cake. 



 
 

     

   

       
 

   

WHAT IS PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

Shorter sentences 
Instead of: 

“It’s exciting to present these cakes to you as triumphs of 
the art of baking, the spirit of baking, and the joy of eating 
cakes of all shapes, flavors, and compositions!” 

It’s exciting to present these cakes to you! They are
triumphs of the art of baking. They are triumphs of the
spirit of baking. And we hope everyone enjoys cakes of all 
kinds. 



 

 

WHAT IS PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

6th grade 
reading 
level 

Meet Readable.com 

https://Readable.com


   
    

  

WHAT IS PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

Readable scores your
text, and tells you how
to fix it. 



 

WHY PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

We’re writing for: 

• people with permanent disabilities 
• temporary disabilities, and 
• situational disabilities 



 

 

WHY PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

Plain language makes reading easier for: 

• People with intellectual and 
developmental disabilities 

• People who have difficulty 
reading 



 

WHY PLAIN LANGUAGE? 

Plain language also makes reading 
easier for people: 

• Who are learning English 
• Who are translating your work 
• Who are super, super busy 



 

 
 

 
 

 
 

A PLAIN LANGUAGE EXERCISE 

1. Break into groups. 
2. Each group will get a sample 

paragraph taken directly from a 
published book, journal, or 
website. 

3. Take 15 minutes to edit the 
passage and try to make it plain 
language. 



TOOLS FOR THE EXERCISE, 1-3 

1. 2. 3. 



TOOLS FOR THE EXERCISE 4-6 

4. 5. 6. 



   
         

          
        

        
    

        
 

         
       
       

     

TOOLS FOR THE EXERCISE 

1. NEWS ARTICLE: Msn.com 
“If the law itself doesn't catch your attention, then 
maybe the fine that you have to pay if you're found 
guilty of failing to slow down or move over will. 
Starting November 1, if a person is found guilty of 
endangering an emergency worker on the 
roadways, they can face fines of $1,000 for their 
first offense. 

The $1,000 fine is a significant hike from the 
current fine, which is only $250. The fines only 
become more costly for repeat offenders, with the 
fine being $2,500 for the second offense.” 

https://www.msn.com/en-us/news/other/hefty-fines-for-endangering-roadside-emergency-workers-set-to-take-effect-in-november/ar-AA1iFSRM


  
   

          
        

       
      

    

TOOLS FOR THE EXERCISE 

2. NON-FICTION BOOK: Turn On, Tune In, 
Drift Off: Ambient Music’s Psychedelic Past 

Ambient music, while appearing in name to be an asocial and 
suprastylistic artform, was in truth a socially savvy stylization of 
the intoxicating affective and embodied pleasures of psychedelic 
drone- and loop-based atmospheric audio for a presumptively 
white hip and high-middlebrow market. 

https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/61238567-turn-on-tune-in-drift-off?ac=1&from_search=true&qid=jTCYcTw6vw&rank=1
https://www.goodreads.com/book/show/61238567-turn-on-tune-in-drift-off?ac=1&from_search=true&qid=jTCYcTw6vw&rank=1


  
         

   

       
         

     
       

    
 

   
   

          

TOOLS FOR THE EXERCISE 

3. ENTERTAINMENT ARTICLE: People.com 
The latest docuseries about America's most famous family is 
coming to the U.S. 

PEOPLE can exclusively reveal that House of Kardashian — the 
three-part series that's currently airing in the U.K. and includes 
never-before-seen archival footage and interviews with family 
insiders — will air exclusively on Peacock beginning Nov. 16. 

While the immediate family — including Kris Jenner, Kim 
Kardashian, Kourtney Kardashian Barker, Khloé Kardashian, Rob 
Kardashian, Kendall Jenner and Kylie Jenner — declined to 
participate in the series, Caitlyn Jenner is featured prominently, 
as are other family insiders, including Kim's former friend Rachel 
Sterling. 

https://people.com/house-of-kardashian-us-streaming-premiere-exclusive-8364790


   
  

      
   

        
          

        
     

      
      

        
       
  

TOOLS FOR THE EXERCISE 

4. ACCESSIBILITY RESOURCE WEBSITE: 
IAAP Educational Training Database 

The resources on the Accessibility Switchboard Portal are designed 
to include actionable intelligence that is based on proven success 
stories (case studies) provided by the community of practice 
members and related initiatives. The guides build on past work in 
the field of access to technology by including pointers to existing 
books, websites, webinars, online training courses, and other 
resources. 

G3ict has developed their new information portal for the public 
procurement of accessible Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT). The new portal features curated resources, as 
well as news and blog articles on the topic of public procurement 
and digital inclusion. 

https://a11yetd.org/


 
 

 
     

       
 

      
       

        

     
        

         
     

     

TOOLS FOR THE EXERCISE 

5. PODCAST EPISODE DESCRIPTION: 
The War on Cars 

In her new book, Inclusive Transportation: A Manifesto for Repairing Divided 
Communities, Veronica O. Davis — the Director of Transportation and Drainage 
Operations for the city of Houston, Texas — takes a hard look at the ways in 
which planning a world for cars has harmed communities and how that affects 
anyone working to change things today. How do you repair a system that 
continues to divide communities? In a world where “equity” can sometimes just 
be a buzzword, what does equity truly look like if we can achieve it? 

Davis tells her own “transportation story,” asks readers to think about their 
own, and urges transportation professionals to consider past injustices and do 
the hard work that results in more than an idea and a catchphrase. She also has 
a lot of advice for how to approach community engagement and the different 
types of “stakeholders” who can make or break a street improvement project. 

https://thewaroncars.org/2023/08/22/109-inclusive-transportation-with-veronica-o-davis/


  
         

         
            

         
            

         
            

        
          

          
           

            

              

TOOLS FOR THE EXERCISE 

6. ACADEMIC JOURNAL: Gastronomica 
This article focuses on absence and exclusion within heritage food making in 
northern Italy. These absences and exclusions are structured by race and gender 
inequalities and not incidental to heritage food making but built into it. I argue 
for an understanding of heritage foods as what Anna Lowenhaupt Tsing (2015) 
has called “capitalist ruins,” or that which is left behind when capitalist 
structures and forms recede from particular landscapes and sites, leaving people 
to piece together livelihoods in the aftermath. To do this, I draw from my long-
term ethnographic and linguistic anthropological research with heritage food 
makers in northern Italy, who primarily create various types of meat-based 
products, like salamis and sausages. The local concept of “nostrano” (our local) 
generates a type of authenticity that is also a chronotope, or a fusion of notions 
of time and space, which is key to how exclusions and absences are structured. 

--Jillian R. Cavanaugh, “Authenticity and Its Perils: Who Is Left Out When Food is 
‘Authentic’?” 

https://online.ucpress.edu/gastronomica/article/23/1/28/195518/Authenticity-and-Its-PerilsWho-Is-Left-Out-When


SCORING THE EXERCISE 

What did you notice? 

What did you wonder? 



     
     

     

YOU’RE DOING AMAZING 

And there’s homework. 

Think about one piece of 
media you really like. It 
could be a podcast, a 
book, a tv show, or a 
website. 



 
 

 

YOU’RE DOING AMAZING 

Think about 
CDCI’s 3 
elements of 
plain 
language. 



 

       
      

YOU’RE DOING AMAZING 

There are no wrong answers. 

1. Is it plain language? 

2. Would you recommend it to a friend 
who you know has a cognitive 
disability? 



    

     
   

       

RESOURCES 

Plain Language Resources 
• AUCD Language Access Plan (.pdf) 

• Self-Advocacy Resources and Technical Assistance 
(SARTAC) Plain Language Formats (.pdf) 

• The ABCs of Plain Language (.pdf) – University of 
Kentucky 

• Readable.com 

https://www.aucd.org/docs/Language%20Access%20Plan%202019-2022%20Final.pdf
https://selfadvocacyinfo.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/08/Plain-Language-Webinar-SARTAC-August-22-2019.pdf
https://www.aucd.org/docs/ABCs%20of%20Plain%20Language_final.pdf
https://Readable.com


 

  
     

  

    

     
 

   
    

YOU’RE DOING AMAZING 

Four for the door: 

1. Resist the freakout: 
Accessibility is hard, and it’s 
a process. 

2. You are always encouraged 
to ask for help. 

3. Get feedback from people 
with disabilities. 

4. If you find you frequently 
don’t have time for 
accessibility, ask: what are 
you making time for instead? 



   
    

 
     

 
  

go.uvm.edu/accessibility 

Thank you for your time. 

This presentation is Feel free to share it, 
and remix it for non-licensed under 
commercial use, as CC-BY-NC-SA. long as you give us 
credit. 
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