A GUIDE FOR CONVERTING DOCUMENTS
INTO PLAIN LANGUAGE*
©Karen Szala-Meneok, PhD - McMaster Research Ethics Board 

“Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication”, Leonardo da Vinci

Here are some ideas for converting your documents into language that will make them more easily understood by participants who do not share your familiarity with technical or academic language.   

WHY USE PLAIN LANGUAGE?  Using plain language is not “dumbing down” your writing. Academic training rewards researchers who become familiar with the technical jargon of their discipline.  Because of this, researchers might find plain language a little difficult at first.  However, writing clearly shows respect for your participants, makes it easier for them to understand what they are consenting to and enhances the credibility and rigour of your research.  The purpose of information letters, consent forms and other study documents is to inform rather than impress.  

HINTS FOR CONVERTING TECHNICAL LANGUAGE INTO PLAIN LANGUAGE:  It usually takes about two drafts to convert documents into plain language.   One for the rough conversion and a second to make sure it flows together. 
· Getting started: Envision your audience.  Imagine that you are actually sitting across from one of our study participants and he or she hands back one of your study documents to you and says;  “I don’t understand this. Can you explain it to me?” 
· Now explain it to “her or him”. You might even try speaking out loud if you have some difficulty getting started. Alternatively, you could sit down with a friend and explain the document to him or her in easy to understand language. 
· Use the “active” rather than “passive” voice.
· Use “I” and “You” rather than “the researcher” or “the participant” in consent documents and interview guides. 
· Use positively phrased statements (e.g., “Check one answer “, rather than “Do not check more than one answer”. 
· Cut down on the number of words in a sentence.
· Divide one long sentence into two short sentences.
· Read each sentence and identify complex words or technical terminology. Insert an appropriate simpler word. Make sure you don’t lose your original meaning.
· If you are having trouble finding simpler words use the thesaurus (In Microsoft Word, go to 'TOOLS', 'LANGUAGE' and then 'THESAURUS')
· If you don’t find a ‘plain’ substitute quickly – check dictionary definitions because they generally explain complex words by using simpler common words. 
· You might need to put the dictionary definition into the text just for now. Don't worry about increasing the page length in your first draft.  Get it into plain language first. Then shorten it while improve the second draft.
· Take a short break (15 minutes) from the task and return to it with a fresh perspective.  Remember to keep your study participants in mind. 
· You could also ask a friend (unfamiliar with the document) to read your draft and check for troublesome words, phrases or sentences if you still feel “too close’ to it.  
· Check layout: Is the font size and typeface appropriate for the audience (i.e., larger for the visually impaired with serifs such as Times New Roman)? Would bullets be effective? Would bolding, capitalizing and having more white space help by dividing the document into easy to find and read sections?
· Some researchers worry that a long consent document will ‘turn off’ busy participants.  However, you don’t want to waste participants’ time by giving them a one-page document that is hard to read because it squeezes everything into large blocks of text, uses tiny font and thin margins.  It is better to reduce page length by eliminating wordiness and repetition.   
· Ask a friend to read the second draft to catch grammar, comprehensibility, clarity and layout problems and anything obvious you’ve missed. 
· If possible, ask a person from the target population (e.g., a member of the community advisory team or similar group) to also read your document. 

ESTIMATING READING LEVEL:   Using a readability formula is not a foolproof or definitive way of testing how easy it is to read a document. Microsoft Word does offer the Flesch-Kincaid formula (see instructions below) to track your progress as you convert a document into plain language.  Strive to establish overall clarity and comprehensibility of the document for the audience you have in mind.  A readability formula is only one of the tools that help you reach that goal.    

HOW TO FIND THE READABILITY SCORE (FLESCH-KINCAID)  IN MICROSOFT WORD:  
1) In Microsoft Word go to 'TOOLS' click “OPTIONS’
2) Choose THE  'SPELLING AND GRAMMAR' tab
3) Select the 'SPELLING AND GRAMMAR' check box and click  ‘OK’
4) On the standard toolbar, click ‘Spelling and Grammar’
4) A small 'READABILITY STATISTICS' box appears after MSWord has checked spelling and grammar. In that box, look for the ‘Flesch-Kincaid grade level’ score for your document.  
5) Check the reading level score before you start converting the document to plain language. Write the grade level down on a piece of paper and check it periodically throughout the process.  

OTHER HELPFUL RESOURCES ON PLAIN LANGUAGE AND REFERENCE MATERIAL:   There are many resources available on the Internet.  Here is a small sample. 
· Merriam- Webster Online dictionary: http://www.m-w.com/
· Oxford English Dictionary online “Ask Oxford”: http://www.askoxford.com/?view=uk
· Simple words list: http://www.plainlanguage.gov/howto/wordsuggestions/simplewords.cfm
· “Improving Communication from the Federal Government to the Public”: http://www.plainlanguage.gov/index.cfm
*Created by Karen Szala-Meneok, Ethics Office McMaster University, szalak@mcmaster.ca, with adaptations from Online Oxford English Dictionary “Better Writing”: http://www.askoxford.com/betterwriting/plainenglish/?view=uk Accessed September 30, 2007
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