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Exercise 15-2: Editing for Plain Language
The passage below is excerpted from Federal Plain Language Guidelines (March 2011; revision 1, May 2011, posted at https://www.plainlanguage.gov/; the entire 118-page document is in the public domain). 
***
The Plain Language Action And Information Network (PLAIN) is a community of Federal employees dedicated to the idea that citizens deserve clear communications from Government. We first developed this document in the mid-90s. We continue to revise it every few years to provide updated advice on clear communication. We hope you find this document useful, and that it helps you improve your writing — and your agency’s writing — so your users can:
•
find what they need,
•
understand what they find; and
•
use what they find to meet their needs.
We’ve divided the document into five major topics, although many of the subtopics fit within more than one topic. We start with a discussion of your audience because you should think about them before you start to write your document or your web content. In fact, you should start to think about them before you start to plan. From there we move to organization, because developing a good organization is important during your planning stage. Next, we discuss writing principles, starting at the word level and moving up through paragraphs and sections. This is the most extensive topic. We follow principles of writing documents with principles of writing for the web. We conclude with a short discussion of testing techniques.

When we first wrote this document, we were primarily interested in regulations. We’ve broadened our coverage, but the document still bears the stamp of its origin. If you have a suggestion about something we should add to address other types of writing, or have a comment on this edition, contact us at www.plainlanguage.gov/contactus.cfm.
[• • •]
I. Think about your audience

One of the most popular plain language myths is that you have to “dumb down” your content so that everyone everywhere can read it. That’s not true. The first rule of plain language is: write for your audience. Use language your audience knows and feels comfortable with. Take your audience’s current level of knowledge into account. Don’t write for an 8th grade glass if your audience is composed of PhD candidates, small business owners, working parents, or immigrants. Only write for 8th graders if your audience is, in fact, an 8th grade class.

Make sure you know who your audience us—don’t guess or assume.

[• • •]

IV, Write for the web

This section refers to the audience as users since that is a more common term in the web community. To effectively communicate with your web users, you must use plain-language techniques to write web content. This section will explain the differences between print and web writing and how to create sites that work for your users.
a. How do people use the web?
People use the internet to easily find, understand, and use information to complete a task. Unlike print media, people do not read entire web pages. They scan instead. Nielsen and Morkes, in a famous 1997 study, found that 79 percent of their test users always scanned any new page they came across; only 16 percent read word-by-word.
Even with more people using the web, the percent of content that is read on a website has not increased by much.  Here are some facts to consider when writing web content:
•
In a 2008 study, based on analysis of 45,237 page views, Nielsen found that web users only read about 18% of what’s one page.
•
As the number of words on a page goes up, the percentage read goes down.
•
To get people to read half your words, you must limit your page to 110 words or fewer.
What do web users look at?
Since we know web users scan web pages, we need to learn what they look at. Users often scan pages in an F pattern focusing on the top left side of the page, headings, and the first few words of a sentence or bulleted list. On average, users only read the first two words on each line. Also, users can decide in as little as five seconds whether your site is useful to them.

b. Write for your users
Think about how well your website allows customers to get something done.
•
Customers come to your site to perform a task.
•
They come because they expect to get self-service.
People come to your website with a specific task in mind. If your website doesn’t help them complete that task, they’ll leave. 
You need to identify the mission — the purpose — of your website, to help you clarify the top task your website should help people accomplish.
c. Identify your users and their top tasks
In order to write for your users, you need to know who they are! Here are some 
general tips to help you identify your users:
•
Listen to user questions — what do your visitors ask when they send you an email or call your office?
•
Talk to users and ask them what they want.
•
Analyze your web metrics to figure out what people are looking for on your website:
What are your most-visited pages and where do people spend the most time?
What top search phrases do people use?

There are many techniques to help you learn about your users. For details and best practices visit www.usability.gov.
d. Write web content
After identifying your users and their top tasks, it is time to actually write web content. If you think it would be easy to just duplicate information you’ve written for print documents, you are wrong. While the information is helpful, it’s not in the right format for the web. Remember, people scan web pages and only read about 18 percent of what’s on the page! This means you need to cut whatever you have in print form by 50 percent! Good web content uses:
•
The inverted pyramid style. Begin with the shortest and clearest statement you can make about your topic. Put the most important information at the top and the background at the bottom.
•
Chunked content. Don’t try to pack everything into long paragraphs. Split topics up into logical sections separated by informative headings.
•
Only necessary information: Use only the information your users need to achieve their tops tasks. Omit unnecessary information.
Remember:
Your content is NOT clear unless your users can:
•
Find what they need
•
Understand what they find
•
Use what they find to meet their needs
e. Repurpose print material for the web

Don’t cut and paste the text of print documents to create web content. People are more likely to leave your webpage, potentially costing you time and money, because they will not take the time to find what they are looking for.
Print writing is different from web writing. Print is very linear and narrative driven. In print, you can go into great detail about mundane things like eating breakfast. If you are a great writer, that can be an interesting story. But, those interesting stories don't work on the web. Instead they slow down web users who are trying to accomplish a task.
Jakob Nielsen (useit.com) explains that “Web users want actionable content; they don’t want to fritter away their time on (otherwise enjoyable) stories that are tangential to their current goals.”
Because the web is “action-oriented,” you need to repurpose your print document. Pick out necessary information in your print document that will help your web users and create a new web page.

•
Keep the most important and clear message at the top of the web page
•
Chunk your content into logical sections
•
Use headings to help users navigate the content
•
Highlight key facts in a bulleted list
•
Explain complex instructions in a visually appealing If/Then table.

