


 
 Housekeeping 

• Please silence all mobile devices. 

• This session is being recorded .  To view the 
recording please visit 
www.naco.org/educational-recordings. 

• Questions will be answered at the end of the 
session. 

 

http://www.naco.org/educational-recordings
http://www.naco.org/educational-recordings
http://www.naco.org/educational-recordings


 
 Workshop Evaluations 

Workshop evaluations forms can be found in the 
NACo conference app and online at 

www.naco.org/workshopevals. 

Please visit iTunes or Google Play to download 
the 2015 NACo Annual Conference App! 

 

http://www.naco.org/workshopevals


 
 Agenda 

• Moderator Jessica Beyer, Blue 
Earth County, Minn. 

– NACIO President 

• Brian Lieb, Hennepin County 

– Drop the jargon 
Plain language workshop 



What is NACIO? 
 

• NACo affiliate group – county PIOs 

• www.nacio.org 

• www.facebook.com – search for National Association of County 
Information Officers 

• Twitter – nacio66 

 

 

http://www.nacio.org/
http://www.nacio.org/
http://www.facebook.com/


 
 Recent U.S. history 

• 1970 IBM memo 

• 1979 Carter 

• 1998 Clinton 

• 2010 Plain  
Writing Act Warren Buffett approves 



 
 What is plain language? 

With everything you publish, your audience 
should be able to: 

• Find what they need 

• Understand what they find 

• Use that information to meet their needs 

 



 
 Does it work? 

Yes. Results include: 

• Increased reader satisfaction 

• Increased access to services and benefits 

• Increased compliance with regulations 

• Decreased costs 



 
 Example – MN air quality forecast 

Before 

• ~100 jargon-filled 
words: 

• Pollutant dispersion 

• Reduced 
atmospheric mixing 

After 



 
 Example – drug labels 

Before After 



 
 Example – jury instructions 

Studies show that most jurors do not fully 
understand instructions from judges. 

• Most thought “malice aforethought” meant a 
murder must be committed with a mallet 

• Before: “A preponderance of the evidence” 

• After: “More likely than not” 

 



 
 Example – 500px photo site 

Fine print includes plain language explanations 

User Conduct (legal version is 571 words): 

“Basically, you cannot use our site to post 
pornographic material, harass people, send 
spam, negatively vote on all photos, and do 
other crazy stuff. Be reasonable and responsible, 
don't do anything stupid and you'll be fine.” 

 



 
 Example – County Home School 

Before (530 words with corrections jargon) 

• Custodial adults and other approved visitors … 

• Visits shall be subject only to limitations 
necessary to maintain order and security … 

• A temporary visitors badge will be displayed 
on each person … 

 



 
 Example – County Home School 

After 

• Concise (289 words) 

• Clearer language 

• Scannable 



 
 Example – IRS account notice 

 



 
 Example of non-plain language 

From a letter to a body donor 

 

Dear ____, 

The receipt of your pre-death whole body 
donation consent form is acknowledged.  

 



 
 Why does plain language work? 

We read in patterns 

It deosn’t mttaer in waht oredr the ltteers in a 
wrod are, the olny iprmoatnt tihng is taht the 
frist and lsat ltteer are in the rghit pcale. 

The rset can be a toatl mses and you can sitll 
raed it wouthit pobelrm. Tihs is buseace the 
huamn mnid deos not raed ervey lteter by istlef, 
   but the wrod as a wlohe. 

 



 
 How to apply plain language 

The goal is clear, concise and scannable 

• Include only what the audience needs 

• Organize so key information is featured 

• Use descriptive headings and white space 

• Avoid acronyms, jargon and odd capitalization 

• Use personal pronouns 



 
 Clear, concise and scannable 

Texas.gov 



 
 Clear, concise and scannable 

Hennepin.us 



 
 Clear, concise and scannable 

Suburban 
Hospital 
Johns 
Hopkins 



 
 Clear, concise and scannable 

Suburban 
Hospital 
Johns 
Hopkins 



 
 Is it jargon? 

If the county agency finds that an individual has 
received a payment to which the individual was 
not entitled, whether or not the payment was 
due to the person’s fault or misrepresentation, 
the individual shall be liable to repay the county 
the total sum of the payment to which the 
individual was not entitled. 



 
 Is it jargon? 

Rewritten: 

If the county agency finds that it gave you 
money you were not meant to have, you must 
pay it all back. 



 
 Is it jargon? 

It depends on the audience. What about: 

• NGO 

• Watershed 

• Recorder / Registrar of Titles 

• Adverse health effects  



 
 How to develop a program 

• Make a commitment 

– Official policy and dedicated staff 

• Build capacity 

– Resources and training 

• Interact with your audiences 

– Promote program and encourage feedback 

• Keep the ball rolling 

–          Engage front-line staff; evaluate and improve 

 



 
 Plain language resources 

• www.plainlanguage.gov  
Federal plain language information 

• www.centerforplainlanguage.org 
National organization dedicated to plain language 

• www.hennepin.us/writingguide  
Hennepin County resource with writing tips and 
information on plain language 

 



 
 Questions and Answers 

If you would like to ask a question, please go to 
the nearest microphone. 

 



 
 Evaluations 

NACo values all feedback. 

Evaluation forms can be found in the NACo 
Conference app and online at 

www.naco.org/workshopevals.  

Please visit iTunes or Google Play to download 
the 2015 NACo Annual Conference App! 

 

http://www.naco.org/workshopevals

