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}  We all use industry jargon that we understand, but 
the voters do not.  

}  As our voter population gets more diverse, it is 
important to use plain language. 

}  Plain language also translates easily.  



}  Marcus Tullius Cicero – Roman Emperor (110 BC to 43 BC)  
 
“When you wish to instruct, be brief so that men's minds take in quickly what you say, learn its 
lesson, and retain it faithfully. Every word that is unnecessary only pours over the side of a 
brimming mind.”  
 
Cicero writes that the plain style is not easy. While it may seem close to everyday speech, 
achieving the effect in formal discourse is a high and difficult art:  
 
"Plainness of style seems easy to imitate at first thought, but when attempted, nothing is more 
difficult.“ 

}  19th Century - A. L. Sherman, a professor of English literature at the University of Nebraska, 
wrote Analytics of Literature: A Manual for the Objective Study of English Prose and Poetry in 
1893.  
 
“Literary English, in short, will follow the forms of the standard spoken English from which it 
comes. No man should talk worse than he writes, no man writes better than he should talk.... The 
oral sentence is clearest because it is the product of millions of daily efforts to be clear and 
strong.” 



}  George Orwell’s 1946 essay "Politics and the English Language" decried the pretentious diction, 
meaninglessness, vagueness, and worn-out idioms of political jargon.  

}  In 1979, the Plain English Campaign was founded in London to combat "gobbledegook, jargon 
and legalese". 

}  In 1975, Flesch collaborated with J. Peter Kincaid to create the Flesch-Kincaid readability test, 
which uses an algorithm to produce grade level scores that predict the level of education required 
to read the selected text.  
 
The instrument looks at word length (number of letters) and sentence length (number of words) 
and produces a score that is tied to a U.S. grade school level. For example, a score of 8.0 means 
that an eighth grader can read the document. 

}  In 1972, the Plain Language Movement  President Richard Nixon ordered that the “Federal 
Register be written in layman’s terms.”  

}  In 1978, President Jimmy Carter signed an Executive Order 12044 that required federal officials 
to make sure federal regulations are "written in plain English and understandable to those who 
must comply with it." 



}  In 1981, President Ronald Reagan rescinded these orders. 

}  By 1991, eight states had also passed legislation related to plain language.  

}  In 1993, the Plain Language Association International (PLAIN) was formed as the Plain 
Language Network.  

}  In June 1998, President Bill Clinton issued a memorandum that called for executive 
departments and agencies to use plain language in all government documents. 

}  Vice President Al Gore spearheaded a plain language initiative that formed a group called 
the Plain Language Action Network (PLAIN) to provide plain language training to 
government agencies. 

}  California was the first state to adopt plain language court forms and instructions, for which 
it received the 2003 Burton Award for Outstanding Reform. 

}  In 2010, President Barack Obama signed the Plain Writing Act of 2010, which required 
federal executive agencies to put all new and revised covered documents into plain 
language. 



}  In January 2016, Visible Thread conducted an 
analysis of federal agency websites to see if the 
Plain Language Act was making a difference, and 
they found….  

 



}  Federal Agency website communication is 
worse today than it was five years ago; and 

}  Agencies with compliance departments 
ranked lower on average! 



}  Logical organization 
}  Active voice 
}  Common, everyday 

words 
}  Short sentences 
}  “You” and other 

pronouns 
}  Lists and tables 
}  Easy-to-read design 

features 

}  Easy-to-find information 
}  Easy-to-read information 
}  Use symbols, icons 
}  White space 
}  Use short paragraphs 
}  One topic per paragraph 
}  Aim for no more than 7 

lines 



}  Orange, Santa Cruz, and Shasta counties are 
working with the Center for Civic Design on a 
project funded by an Irvine Grant to create 
templates and graphics with best practices for 
counties to use to improve their Voter information 
Guide.  
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Plain language v. law   AB 2265 (Stone) 
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}  Glenn County Training – February 3 
}  Madera County Training – March 1 
}  San Mateo County Training – March 22 
}  Orange County Training – March 23 
}  CACEO website page  
}  Center for Civic Design resources page 

  http://civicd.link/vgres1 
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