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1. NALA’s aim is to help more people improve their skills. 

 Awareness 

campaigns

 Freephone service

 Distance Education

 Resources 

 Accreditation

 Integrating 

literacy onto 

programmes

 Tutor training

 Research



2. NALA also aims to get more organisations to adopt 
a whole-organisation approach to literacy and 
numeracy. This includes plain English.

 Plain English 

Service

 Plain English Mark

 Literacy Advisory 

services

 A-Z of Political 

Terms.
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Outcomes

By the end of this presentation, you should be 
able to: 

 outline the level and nature of literacy difficulties in 
Ireland; 

 identify what makes material difficult to read and 
understand; 

 describe the main benefits of plain English; and 

 apply the plain English techniques to develop a more 
friendly style and keep your message.



Plain English pop quiz

1. What did Justin Milne, Chairman of Australian television network 

ABC, mean when he told his managing director to discuss ‘external 

career development opportunities’ with journalist Emma 

Alberici? 

2. Who described cells to hold separated children from their parents as 

‘tender age shelters’?

3. What did General Motors mean when it reported that plants ‘will be 

unallocated in 2019’?

4. Who said: “The great enemy of clear language is insincerity”?      

What does this mean to you?
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Questions for you

1. What are five elements of plain English? What are two elements that 

prevent clear communication? 

2. What are the greatest challenges facing you in your job? How do 

they affect your ability to use plain English?

3. What style guides and reference works do you use when you write 

in your job?

4. When was the last time you used a government service online? Did 

you find it easy or difficult?

5. What do you know about the adult literacy situation in Ireland?

6. What would you like to learn at this session?
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Reference guides
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Findings for Ireland (OECD, 2012)

 One in _____adults at Level 1 in literacy  

 One in _____adults at Level 1 in numeracy 

 ___ in _____ adults at Level 1 in 
technology 

What number and what %?

Level 3 skills are the desirable minimum as 

decided by the OECD. Five levels in all.
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Findings for Ireland (OECD, 2012)

 One in six adults at Level 1 in literacy  

(18%: 521,550).

 One in four adults at Level 1 in numeracy 
(25%:754,000).

 Two in five adults at Level 1 in technology 
(42%:1,283,467).
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Other points to consider

 64,000 adults attend adult literacy classes and 

15,584 of these are ESOL (English as a 

Second Language) students (DES, 2016); 

 readers read 30% more slowly when reading 
in a second language;

 over 13% of Irish adults have a disability 

(Disability Federation of Ireland, 2018).
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What is plain English? 

 Plain English is a way to write and present 
information so a reader can understand and act 
on it after a single reading. 

 Plain English means:

− writing accurately and clearly for the intended reader, 

− avoiding jargon, except for people who will understand it, 

− using clear layout and design so the information is easy 
to read. 
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Who uses plain English?
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Where is plain English used? 

Ireland

 gov.ie

 HSE

 DEASP

 Department of Public 
Expenditure and Reform

 The DPP

 Regulatory bodies like the 
HSA, Adoption Authority 
and HIQA.

 Bill passing through 
Oireachtas this year

Abroad

 US Plain Writing Act, 
2010

 UK: GOV.UK

 European Commission: 
Clear Writing campaign

 International plain 
language standards are 
being developed.



Recent trends in plain Language

 In September 2019, the 

International Organisation 

for Standards (IS) agreed to 

undertake a plain language 

standards project.
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Benefits of plain English

 In the UK, BT cut customer queries by 
25% by using plain English.  

 The Royal Mail saved £500,000 in nine 
months by redesigning just one form.

 When Arizona’s Department of Revenue 
rewrote one letter in plain English, it got 
about 11,000 fewer phone calls than the 
previous year. 



Benefits of plain English 

The Department of Health published 
findings of a letter before and after it was 
written in plain English. The plain English 
letter showed a 20% increase in the 
number of patients calling to cancel 
appointments relative to the original letter. 
This saved time and effort for all involved.

(2019)
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Mr Sean Driver      

NALA  

Ranelgah 

Dublin 6           

    

2nd November 2017 

Please reply to this letter  

Dear Sean 

 

You are on our General Surgery waiting list for a procedure with 

Deirdre Robertson. I apologise that you are still waiting. We want 

to provide our valuable services to our patients as soon as we 

can. That is why we are checking our waiting list. 

 

We need you to please:  

1. Answer the question below and sign. 

2. Return this page to us in the freepost envelope enclosed. 

 

Please do this even if you have recently been in contact with the hospital.  

If you don’t send us back this page by 16th November 2017, then we will take it that 

you do not require this procedure and you will be removed from our waiting list. Your 

GP (family doctor) will be informed. 

 

Question: Do you still require this procedure? (tick one box only) 

 Yes, I still require it         No, I had it done elsewhere         No, other reason  

If “No, other reason” please give reason: 

______________________________________ 

 

Please sign: __________________________          Medical Record No. 12345 

 

If you have any questions about the above, please phone 01 635 3122. 

Kind regards,  

Carol Taaffe, Scheduled Care Department 

 
Read this 

letter 

 

Fill in the 

form 

 

Return this 

form 
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Existing and Re-designed Inpatient Letter

Call for action

Focus on key action

Personalised

Simplification

Reciprocity

Salience

Easy

Consequences

& observer

Prep Note

Reassure & 

expectation

Commitment 
device



USE PLAIN ENGLISH IN PRAC-
TICE

• USE ALL CAPITALS. THEY MAKE THINGS EASIER TO 

READ

• TIGHT LINE SPACING

• ALIGN TO THE CENTRE

• FOR EMPHASIS: USE ITALICS OR UNDERLINE –

• USE A CLEAR FONT SUCH AS TIMES NEW ROMAN

• ALWAYS USE SHORT VERSIONS TO SAVE TIME I.E 

NALA, PPN?

• THE PASSIVE VOICE IS TO BE USED AT ALL TIMES AS 

IT’S PROFESSIONAL
• FONT SIZE DOESN’T MATTER



DESIGN PLAIN ENGLISH IN 
PRAC-TICE

USE ALL CAPITALS. THEY MAKE THINGS EASIER TO READ

Use Initial Capital Letters on Important Words for Effect 

TIGHT LINE SPACING

ALIGN TO THE CENTRE

FOR EMPHASIS: USE ITALICS OR UNDERLINE –

USE A CLEAR FONT SUCH AS TIMES NEW ROMAN

IMAGES ARE ALWAYS GREAT

THE ACTIVE VOICE IS TO BE USED AT ALL TIMES
FONT SIZE DOESN’T MATTER



Use plain English in practice

• DON’T USE ALL CAPITALS, lower case is easier to read.

• Line spacing of 1.5 

• Align to the left: Avoid rivers of white space

• For emphasis: no italics or underlining – use bold

• Sans serif font such as Arial, Verdana, Tahoma, Calibri

Avoid Times New Roman

• Font size 12 ideally, Define acronyms – what is NALA, 

PPN?

• We advise you use the active voice as it’s direct and 

personal

NALA website on Plain English www.simplyput.ie

http://www.simplyput.ie/
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Mr Sean Driver      

NALA  

Ranelgah 

Dublin 6           

    

2nd November 2017 

Please reply to this letter  

Dear Sean 

 

You are on our General Surgery waiting list for a procedure with 

Deirdre Robertson. I apologise that you are still waiting. We want 

to provide our valuable services to our patients as soon as we 

can. That is why we are checking our waiting list. 

 

We need you to please:  

1. Answer the question below and sign. 

2. Return this page to us in the freepost envelope enclosed. 

 

Please do this even if you have recently been in contact with the hospital.  

If you don’t send us back this page by 16th November 2017, then we will take it that 

you do not require this procedure and you will be removed from our waiting list. Your 

GP (family doctor) will be informed. 

 

Question: Do you still require this procedure? (tick one box only) 

 Yes, I still require it         No, I had it done elsewhere         No, other reason  

If “No, other reason” please give reason: 

______________________________________ 

 

Please sign: __________________________          Medical Record No. 12345 

 

If you have any questions about the above, please phone 01 635 3122. 

Kind regards,  

Carol Taaffe, Scheduled Care Department 

 
Read this 

letter 

 

Fill in the 

form 

 

Return this 

form 
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Existing and Re-designed Inpatient Letter

Call for action

Focus on key action

Personalised

Simplification

Reciprocity

Salience

Easy

Consequences

& observer

Prep Note

Reassure & 

expectation

Commitment 
device



What is health literacy and 
numeracy?

Your 
treatment 
is...

I can’t 
believe I 
have...

It is about mutual 
understanding





Example: Before

The hospital patient has the right to 

information relevant to his situation that 

must allow the patient the fullest insight 

into all aspects of his situation, medical 

or otherwise, and, on an informed basis, 

enable him to make his own decisions 

or to participate in decisions which have 

implications for his or her wellbeing. (54)



Example: After

You have the right to information that 

helps you fully understand your 

condition. This means you can make 

informed choices about your treatment.   

(23 words)
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Why use plain English
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Why use plain English

 Make communications with clients and 
colleagues faster, easier and cheaper

 Save time, money and resources

 Increase the satisfaction levels of staff 
and clients

 Make your organisation more accessible 
to everyone

 GDPR mentions plain language 

 It will be a legal obligation soon

40



How you can adopt plain English
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How you can adopt plain English

 Train your staff in the use of plain English with 
NALA – Culture Change

 Have Plain English champions

 Use Plain English resources and guidelines 
simplyput.ie

 Do a plain English audit of letters and forms with 
user testing and readability checkers

 Use your Plain English checklist! Display it!

 Have a plain English awards for staff who redesign 
documents to be in plain English

 Become a member of NALA to learn more about 
our work
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Have a ‘pseuds corner’
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What do you think is being described?



Have a ‘pseuds corner’
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Open Plain English Training

Learn how to: 
 save time and money using plain 

English with colleagues and 
clients;

 use plain English techniques to 
improve your writing;

 use language, structure and design 
to make your documents and 
webpages easier to read. 

When:

 Thursday November 21

Where:

 Carmelite Community Centre, 
56 Aungier St. Dublin 2

How much:

 €120-€100(members)

Book online: Go to upcoming 
events on NALA.ie



Further information 

NALA

Sandford Lodge

Sandford Close

Ranelagh

Dublin 6    

DO6 YF65

Tel: (01) 412 7900 

Website: www.nala.ie

Email: sdriver@nala.ie

Plain English website: www.simplyput.ie

http://twitter.com/nalaireland 

http://facebook.com/nalaireland 


