
Plain Language Guidelines for Simplifying App 
Content 

Important Principles 

·         Take care not to change meaning. 

·         When eliminating words, try not to leave out any entire thoughts.  Eliminating actual repetition is fine, 
as is taking out filler words.  But try to stay true to the entire original intent. 

·         Reading level is important, but as much as possible preserve flow and appeal.  We still want to engage 
the audience, so it shouldn’t end up bare-bones or choppy. 

Example 

Typical text: “When the process of freeing a vehicle that has been stuck results in ruts or holes, the operator will fill the 
rut or hole created by such activity before removing the vehicle from the immediate area.” 

Simplified text: “If you make a hole while freeing a stuck vehicle, you must fill the hole before you drive away.” 

Source: PlainLanguage.gov: Wordiness Made Spare 

Suggestions 

·         Develop roll-out plan, possibly including: 

o   page templates; 

o   initial reviews to verify editors are following guidelines; 

o   editors spot checking each other’s work; and 

o   reading-grade-level testing. (See section below “Readability Testing Tools”.) 

·         Use: 

o   chunking / blocks of text; 

o   active voice; 

o   headings and subheadings (just as this document does); 

o   literal text (e.g., no metaphors or jargon); 

o   contextually-relevant images to help explain text content; 

https://plainlanguage.gov/examples/before-and-after/wordiness/


o   repetition of new concepts; 

o   summarization of important points (Consider bulleted text in call-out boxes or tops of pages.); and 

o   culturally-appropriate content. 

·         Bullet sentences. 

o   phrases / complete thoughts, not one-word lists; and 

o   punctuation at the end of each for screen readers (just as this document does). 

·         Shorten sentences. (an average of 10 words or fewer per sentence.) 

·         Shorten paragraphs. (A single-sentence paragraph is acceptable if it forms an entire thought.) 

·         Replace words with simpler versions, for example: 

o   look up “individual” on Thesaurus.com; 

o   click tab “noun singular person, thing”; and 

o   click “Length” slider one increment to the right to see simpler words. 

·         Use common words. (See section below “100 Most Commonly Used English Words”.) 

·         Eliminate filler words. (See “30 Filler Words You Can Cut Out of Your Writing”.) 

·         Change to present tense. 

·         If using Text-To-Speech (TTS) then: 

o   punctuate the ends of lines of text (just as this document does); 

o   check pronunciation (Listen to how the TTS pronounces words and sentences.); and 

o   ensure highlighting (Watch the TTS to be sure it highlights sentences and words as they are 
read.) 

Readability Testing Tools 

o   Web Page FX 

o   Readability.io 

o   Microsoft Word 

o   When checking reading level: 

§  temporarily remove proper nouns or required words/phrases such as “assistive 
technology”. 

https://www.thesaurus.com/browse/individual?s=t
https://www.grammarcheck.net/filler-words/
https://www.webpagefx.com/tools/read-able/
https://app.readable.io/
https://support.office.com/en-us/article/test-your-document-s-readability-85b4969e-e80a-4777-8dd3-f7fc3c8b3fd2


§  remove all text above “Overview” and the word itself. 

More Guidelines 

o   Toolkit for Making Written Material Clear and Effective (Centers for Medicare & Medicaid 
Services). 

o   Tips for Getting Started Writing for Web Accessibility (World Wide Web Consortium). 

o   PlainLanguage.gov (United States Federal Government). 

o   Plain Language Association International (Plain English Foundation). 

o   Top 10 Principles for Plain Language (Open Government at the United States National Archives). 

100 Most Commonly Used English Words 

https://www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-Education/Outreach/WrittenMaterialsToolkit/index.html
https://www.w3.org/WAI/tips/writing/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/
https://www.archives.gov/open/plain-writing/10-principles.html
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Source: W.E.B. DuBois Learning Center 

Document Developed By 

·         University of Massachusetts Medical School, John Rochford, MS. 

·         Mississippi State University, Karla Antonelli, Ph.D. 

License 
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This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-ShareAlike 4.0 International 
License. 

Document Version: July 2018 
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