Evaluating a document for plain language
In a plain language review, we look for ways that a document might cause friction for its readers. We want them to be able to find, understand, and use it without unnecessary barriers.  (By document, we mean anything you publish: Webpages, letters, brochures, forms, files, and so on.)
This worksheet includes 5 “tests” that help you review a document for plain language. Each test includes prompts to help you find issues. Use this worksheet to organize your thoughts and identify the most important changes a document needs.
Test 1: Is it clear who the document is for and what they can do with it?
Most documents should explicitly say who they are for and what that audience can do with them. Then, the rest of the document should support these. For example, are there technical terms that need defining? Would the audience obviously have questions that the document doesn’t answer?
Test 1 prompts:
· Is it clear who the document is for? (Be specific, e.g., "people applying for unemployment")
· Is it clear what they should be able to do with it? (What should they be able to do with it?
· How much do they know about the topic? 
☐ No experience | ☐ Expert | ☐ Unclear | ☐ Mixed audience of experts and non-	experts
· Are there words or ideas they might not know? List any words or phrases that might need explanations. 
Test 1 notes
Replace with your observations.

Test 2: Does the structure of information match the audience’s needs?
Audiences have priorities for what information is important, what order things should be written in, and what should be left out. Does this document match those priorities? That is, would the audience agree with how information has been prioritized and ordered?
Test 2 prompts:
· “Big picture” structure: Is the document organized into sections that make sense for how the audience will use it? If not, how should it be organized?
· “Little picture” structure: Is there writing that the audience doesn’t need at all?
Test 2 notes
Replace with your observations.


Test 3: Can you scan the document using labels, posts, and other cues?
Documents benefit from lots of cues about how they are organized. Pay special attention to titles, headings, labels, and visuals. These should be descriptive, frequent, and make it easy to tell the major topics a document contains. 
Test 3 prompts:
· Does the title of the document clearly describe what’s in the document?
· Do all the headings clearly say what’s under them?
· Are there missing headings?
· Are there opportunities for any other labels or cues that would help people navigate the document?
Test 3 notes
Replace with your observations.


Test 4: Are there too many unexplained ideas too close together?
Documents that introduce many ideas quickly create a lot of unnecessary friction for readers. Often, you can make things plainer language by providing information in small chunks. You can also recognize when an idea needs another sentence of explanation or an example.  
Test 4 prompts
· Find sentences that try to do too much. They might be very long or contain too many ideas.
· Find passages that are lists of items. Can they be rewritten as bullets? 
· Find paragraphs that cover too much ground. Can they be split into multiple?
Test 4 notes
Replace with your observations.





Test 5: Does the tone create unnecessary barriers?
Look for opportunities to make the document less hyperformal. Documents that are too formal are harder to read, sometimes verging on incomprehensible. In addition, overly formal writing also communicates, “This is only for legal and policy professionals. If you do not have specialized knowledge, this is not for you.” 
Test 5 prompts
· Is the tone unnecessarily formal? Find examples.
· Is the writing unnecessarily full of jargon, e.g., legal terms, corporate or industry language, etc. 
Test 5 notes
Replace with your observations.



