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What and Why? 

Half of all Australians don’t have adequate literacy or abilities to read and write. 

They struggle with things like filling in forms, reading bills and bus timetables. 

Reasons include less education, non-English speaking backgrounds, or disability. 

It makes sense to write so documents are easily understood. The Australian 

government recommends writing at a Year 5 (primary school) level, using plain 

English. 

What is Plain English? 

Plain English uses simple, plain language that most people can understand. The 

topic might not be simple, but the words used are. 

Plain English: 

 Avoids using jargon or technical terms the general public don’t understand 

 Uses shorter sentences – maximum 15-20 words 

 Only uses ‘long words’ if necessary 

 Is written as you would speak 

 Uses the ‘active’ voice (see below) 

 Use lists and dot points 

 Flows in a logical order 

 Saves time and confusion and is more likely to share your message 

effectively! 

Starting to Write 

Before you start, be clear about: 

 Who is your audience, and what are their needs? 

 What is the purpose of your writing? 

 What are the main points you must include? 

Knowing your reasons for writing helps you stay focused and only write what is 

relevant and important. 
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Setting out your document 

Format your document so that it is easy to follow and find information. My 

favourite ways to do this successfully are: 

 Keeping sentences and paragraphs short. Use a new paragraph or 

sentence for each topic or idea. 

 Keep topics or steps in a logical order  

 Use headings to make the topic or purpose clear 

 Use dot points to list items 

 Keeping paragraphs or sections whole by setting page breaks 

I’ve used many of these techniques in this document! 

Using Jargon or Technical Terms 

Jargon and technical terms are words that are only used by some people, usually 

working in the relevant sector.  

Jargon means words used and understood by a group, not others outside the 

group. Jargon can be ‘buzz words’ (also jargon!) and acronyms.  

Examples of jargon include: 

Jargon Meaning 

NDIS Participants  People with Disabilities, or 

 People with NDIS plans 

Accessibility  Buildings and places that people in wheelchairs 

can use, but also 

 Written communication that everyone can read 

and understand, or 

 Systems that don’t stop people from joining  

ROI  Return on investment 
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Technical terms are usually the ‘proper names’, used by experts, but most 

people use the everyday word. Examples of technical terms include: 

Technical term Meaning 

Patella  Kneecap or knee bone 

Deciduous  A tree that loses its leaves in winter 

Impressions  The number of times an online item has been 

‘fetched’ from its source, displayed or opened.  

Where possible you should avoid using jargon and technical terms. If you need 

to use them explain what they mean. You can explain in the text, where the 

word is used, or include a glossary of words at the end of the document.  

If you need to use an acronym be sure to spell out the words the first time. For 

example: Karen Hedley Consulting (KHC) has produced a series of How to 

documents. You can find them on the KHC website. 

Using Active Voice 

Most sentences include different types of words, including a verb, subject and 

object. A verb is an action or ‘doing’ word. A subject is who or what is taking the 

action. The action is usually done to the object.  

The passive voice has the object before the subject, placing the focus on the 

object. The active voice has the subject first, placing the focus on the subject, 

and the action they are taking. For example: 

Passive voice, focuses on the object: 

The email was written by Craig. 

email (Object) written (Action) Craig (Subject) 

Active voice, focuses on the subject and their action: 

Craig wrote the email. 

Craig (Subject) Written (Action) Email (Object) 
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Active voice should be used instead of passive voice. It is usually shorter, easier 

to understand, and more direct. 

Instead of writing (Passive voice): Write this (Active voice): 

The tickets were bought by Damian. Damian bought the tickets. 

A decision will be made by the 
landlord. 

The landlord will make the decision. 

His new plan was approved by the 
NDIS. 

The NDIS approved his new plan. 

Pro Tip!  

This is the part of plain English I find most difficult! Leaving your document, 

coming back later to read and edit helps me find where I’ve used passive voice. 

Edit carefully 

Read through your document. Does it make sense? Look for and edit: 

 Spelling errors 

 Unnecessary or doubled up words  

 Anything unclear or confusing 

 Long phrases and sentences 

Grammarly is free and picks up errors: https://www.grammarly.com/ 
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