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IHC Guidelines for Plain Language information
Information that is easy to understand and straight forward to read is what most of us want. We want to be able to understand information after reading it once.
A large amount of information in New Zealand is produced in the written form; government reports, consultation documents, local body information, newsletters, people’s legal rights, response to complaints and many other things important to New Zealanders. Not all information people need in their every day lives is written in a way it can be easily understood.
A number of government departments, organizations and individuals recognise the need for plain language information and are beginning to develop it.
The work IHC Advocacy largely focussed on providing accessible information for people with intellectual disabilities. Over the last 5 years they have developed plain language information along with pictorial and/or facilitated information responding to the continuum of people’s needs.  Plain language information helps everyone.
These guidelines provide some pointers that might be of assistance to your organization when beginning to think and write in plain language.  
We are all learning and we need to share our lessons, if you have other ideas or experiences, contact Cyndi Aramoana at IHC on (04) 471 5732 or email cyndi.aramoana@ihc.org.nz and let us know.

Some Quick Pointers:
‘The Hitchhiker’s Guide’

More information on these pointers is attached.
· Know your reader – What is important to them?
· Plan your document. Have a beginning, a middle and end 

· Keep sentences short, clear and concise
· Don’t use jargon, technical words/details

· Be consistent in your use of words

· Presentation/layout is important – be consistent
· Use pictures and symbols that assist with understanding
· Seek advice and help from the people who know your readers/topic
· Think about your budget. How much money do you have? 

· Don’t worry about getting it right for everyone - give it a go!

Know Your Reader
Sounds simple but don’t forget some people need large print, others a personal supporter or facilitator.  
Some have access to computers and others not.
· Ask yourself - why do people want/need the information?
· What do the readers already know about the topic?

· What do I want to happen when people read this document?

· Look at accessible information/documents that have worked in the past

· Check with your readers what works and what doesn’t – they are your best source of knowledge

· Keep the information age appropriate – adults need adult content

Plan Your Document 
All documents require planning but with plain language information you need to think from the reader’s point of view.
· Keep related information together
· Organise information into a logical order
· Use headings and sub headings that give information
· Use white space
· Organise from the readers point of view
· Plan and edit thoroughly

Keep Sentences, Short, Clear and Concise

A difficult task for those of us who have been taught that a long wordy report is better than a simple sentence.  

Take some time to look at some of the government reports and you will see how some of the most simple concepts are made to look difficult by a jumble of words. 

· Use bullet points or boxes to make things clear or stand out
· Use short, familiar words
· Keep sentences short 

· Be punchy
· Use simple punctuation and no jargon

· Keep the language personal, imagine you are talking directly to your reader- I, we, you
· Use active verbs as much as possible
· Use positive language
Don’t Use Jargon, Technical Words or Details 
The world is full of these and they are hard to avoid.  

BUT
Keep it simple and cut out confusing or unnecessary detail – provide a list of words and what they mean if you think you can’t avoid it. 

· Use bullet points if you are explaining technical stuff – breakdown the concept/idea
· Use the dictionary or a website to find a different word

· Don’t use short cuts – if you want to say something use the full word e.g. MoH – Ministry of Health

· The Plain English web site – www.plainenglish.co.uk – give hundreds of words/ideas

Be Consistent In Our Use of Words

It can be difficult to do this sometimes.  Words are used interchangeably and we think everyone understands this.  

Words such as consumer, client, patient, audience, participant, self-advocates can be used to describe the same person – choose a word and stick to it. 

· If you introduce new words – then explain what they mean
· If you are using symbols or pictures to describe words – use the same ones each time
· Repeat your messages when describing the same thing
· Think of the word/words that your reader is most familiar with and use them
Presentation and Layout                

So you have the words and next thing you have to do is decide how to present them.
The pitfalls are many but here are a few tips. 

· Don’t print words over the top of pictures
· Use clear typeface – Arial or Universal

· Use a Contents list

· Use large print, avoid block letters

· Keep layout consistent

· Make sure the paper and type has a good contrast- black print with a light coloured background
· Use bullet points and boxes to highlight or emphasise

· If you are publishing different versions be consistent with the look – keep covers the same design but use a different color
Pictures and Symbols
It sounds simple but finding just the right one to match the text can be a trial.
Some sources for these are: clipart from web, computer programmes such as Boardmaker, Illustrators and  Photographers.
· Make sure any photos, symbols, and drawings are relevant, culturally appropriate and up to date 

· Place pictures alongside of text

· If using photos be careful about photocopying

· Keep it simple

· Find what suits the words/test best – photos, drawings, symbols

· If you use drawings make sure they are not childish

· Don’t use busy pictures or photos

Advice and Help
Some overseas countries such as England have been have been creating plain language information for some time. 
New Zealand is a bit behind so don’t be afraid to ask for help. 
· Seek help from others 
· Ask your readers
· Ask organisations who work with your audience to assist

· Use the web to contact other organisations doing this work

Don’t worry about getting it right for everyone

Give It a Go! 
All public information can be in plain language.  That means all information people have to read to get by in their daily lives.
Writing in plain language takes practice.  No matter what you do, there will always be critics, but giving it a go is what it is about. 

Think about information in:

· Agendas and minutes to meetings
· Job advertisements and job descriptions
· Consultation documents
· Policies and procedures

· Responding to queries or complaints
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