
Welcome! 
Feel free to answer the questions on the wall.

Why you are here

Use the stickers to tell us 
the top 2 reasons you 
came to this session on 
the wall chart.

Good communication

Tell us what makes 
“good” written 
communication in your 
opinion 

Where you are from

Tell us where you are 
from in Illinois (or 
beyond) on the wall 
map.
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About Melanie (she/her)

• 20+ years in nonprofit sector in roles 
including administrator, teacher, 
volunteer coordinator, and other 

• Earned an MA in linguistics and 
certificate in plain language

• Live on NW side of Chicago and have 
worked in community-based settings 
across the city

Rogers Park

Uptown

East 
Garfield Park



About Literacy Works

© 2023 Literacy Works

Community Literacy
Supports the adult literacy 

professionals and volunteers 
across Illinois to create an 

equitable, student-centered 
sector

Clear Language Lab
Supports mission-driven 

entities across sectors in plain 
language training and 

support with a social justice 
lens



Housing related project partners 
• Chicago Fair Housing Alliance
• City of Chicago Commission on Human Rights
• Cook County Assessor's Office
• Corporation for Supportive Housing
• Housing Action Illinois 
• Minnesota Homeownership Center
• Vermont Human Rights Commission



Think about a time that...

• You had made a mistake because you did 
not understand what to do
• You thought you were clear but the person 

you were communicating with did not 
understand you
• You had trouble navigating a system 

because the process was not clear



I heard about a lot of communication 
challenges in the field yesterday…

• Processes are not clear or very complicated 
and burdensome
• Processes do not lead to results
• Resources sometimes exist but others don’t 

always know about them…
• Not informed by enough by community 

members with lived experience
• ???



What do we think clear communication looks like?



But we still end up with content that is hard for us humans 
to make sense of! 



Miscommunication happens! Why?

Assumptions that 
everyone has the 
same knowledge

Doing it the way 
it has always 
been done

Creating content 
that is too vague 

Writing for 
wrong audience, 
wrong format, 
wrong purpose

Creating distrust
Maintaining the 
status quo and 

old systems

Trickle down 
effect from other 

levels
???



Why are you here…
1. Someone told me come to this session.
2. My org needs to grow in this area
3. I want to convince other people to communicate 

more clearly and need resources
4. I want my org to connect our DEI values and 

communication efforts better
5. Something other reason



No matter where you are starting, we are glad 
you are here…

I have never heard 
the term plain 

language before
I think I write 

clearly but I need to 
convince my org to 

change our 
approach

I want to convince 
community 

partners and govt 
officials to change 

approaches



Agenda

What is plain language? 1

How does it align with equity? 2

What strategies can we use? 3

What can we change right now? 4

How can we explore further? 5

Resource list 
if you want 
to check it 
out now!

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1esdvl0zGiXyKJ-n33g-mQshD0ONp8c8zkzNEZji43eU/edit?usp=sharing


What is plain 
language?



A communication is in plain language if 
its wording, structure, and design are so 
clear that the intended readers can easily 
find what they need, understand what they 
find, and use that information.

International Plain Language Federation
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A communication is in plain language if 
its wording, structure, and design are so 
clear that the intended readers can easily 
find what they need, understand what 
they find, and use that information.
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International Plain Language Federation



Fundamentals to think about

Audience + 
Purpose 

Organization 
+ Cohesion

Wording 
+ 

Sentences

Clear, 
accessible 

design



One missing piece can have a big ripple effect… 

Designed for the 
wrong audience

Clear language, but 
hard to navigate

Helpful design but overly 
complicated language



What plain language isn’t…and is

It’s not…
•  “dumbing down” 

information
• watering down 

information to make it 
no longer useful

• condescending or 
childish

• Not one size fits all

It is…
• Tailoring content to our 

audience’s needs
• respects the audience’s 

time and energy
• About strategies, not 

hard “rules” or 
prescriptivist



Why does plain 
language 
matter?



Communication as an equity issue

Why don’t 
“they” get it?

How can we center 
communities and share 
meaningful information 
in inclusive, accessible 
ways? How can we 

advocate for clearer 
communication 

processes?



A few lenses that underlie our work…

Audience + 
Purpose 

Organization 
+ Cohesion

Wording + 
Sentences

Clear, 
accessible 

design

Accessibility Cultural 
Humility

Design Justice Trauma Informed 
Practice



Universal design

What are some things you 
did to make yourself ready 
for this conference this 
morning?



Maybe you…



Examples of Universal Design in the world
• Can be accessed, understood and used to the greatest extent 

possible by all people 
• Not a special requirement but a fundamental element of good 

design
• A benefit for everyone!



What might you already be doing to make 
information you share more widely accessible?

• Using adequate font size
•Making sure there is enough contrast
• Using ample spacing
• Using alternative text
• Using gender neutral language
• ??



Cultural humility

How do our identities 
influence content we create? 

Isn’t technical information, 
well, technical?



Housing example



3 elements of cultural humility

Life-long learning + reflection

Working to reduce power imbalances

Accountability in systems



Elements of a trauma informed practice

Safety Transparent + 
Trustworthiness Peer Support

Collaboration Empowerment 
+ Choice

Cultural 
Humility 



What do these ideas look like when applied to writing?

Safety Transparent + 
Trustworthiness

Peer Support Collaboration

Empowerment 
+ Choice

Cultural 
Humility 

Do people feel 
welcome in our 
spaces? Do they 
literally know 
where to go?

Do people 
know how long 

processes 
take? Do we 

close the loop?

Do people 
know their 

choices? (Do 
they even have 

choices?

How do we 
center those 
with lived 

experience? 



Design justice

An approach to design that is led 
by marginalized communities and 
that aims explicitly to challenge, 
rather than reproduce, structural 
inequalities
From introduction to Design Justice by Sasha 
Constanza Chock

Community-Led Practices to Build the Worlds We Need



What strategies 
can we apply 
to our work?



Stuck? Get CRAFTY

Circumstances

Relationship

Audience

Format

Topic + Your Purpose 

Is the audience family 
members of older 

adults? Older adults 
themselves? Social 
workers who work 
with older adults?

What do you want 
them to know or be 
able to do after?



Audience + 
Purpose 

Organization 
+ Cohesion

Wording + 
Sentences

Clear, 
accessible 

design

Accessibility Cultural Humility

Design Justice Trauma Informed 
Practice

Our plain language overview



Example: report

Audience + Purpose
• Went beyond topic 

and gave specific 
purpose and 
audience

Organization + 
Layout
• Used wider 

representation of 
photos



Example: press release
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• What vocabulary might 
be unfamiliar to a lot 
of folx?

• What questions might 
someone have about 
the eviction moratorium 
mentioned here?

The eviction moratorium also provides protection 
against all evictions----- except Ellis Act or nuisance 
evictions based on violence, health safety nuisance---- 
based on termination notices that expire within 60 
days after the eviction moratorium order ends. 
Currently the moratorium ends April 23, so the 
moratorium extends for 60 days thereafter to June 
22. However, the eviction moratorium does not offer 
protection for termination notices issued before March 
16 or expiring before April 23. Questions or need 
representation? Contact us so as soon as possible and 
before the notice expires, as you may have rights that 
are waived if you fail to assert them within 30 days 
after service of the notice. 



Example: web content

Bookville Housing Legal  
Center receives many 
requests for assistance. In 
order to most efficiently 
utilize its limited resources, 
guidelines have been 
established. They are based 
on the type of case, financial 
guidelines, as well as our 
resources.

We get many requests to 
help people with housing 
legal issues. To serve the 
community the best we can, 
we have guidelines for the  
cases we can take on. 

We review:
• the type of case
• if applicants meet current 

income guidelines
• our current staffing
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Audience + Purpose
• Emphasized the WHY 

more
Organization + Layout
• Used light bolding
• Used bullet points for 

list
Wording
• Reduced wordiness
• Used friendlier tone



Example: slides

• A lot of info
• Can be hard to 

balance listening and 
trying to read too

What might this 
slide be hard to 

digest in a 
presentation?



Example alternatives: slides

Option: Use the animation 
feature to dole out text (be 
wary of getting too jazzy 
though!)

Option: Separate content 
across slides

Audience + Purpose
• Avoiding 

overwhelming reader 
or audience

• Accessed what 
audience knows

Organization + Layout
• Scaffolded 

information
• Added visuals in #2
Wording
• Reduced jargon



A change to the law…and how we talked about it



A different approach
• Broke down information into 

smaller chunks
• Made information relatable 

to audience life experience
• Drew on knowledge of 

audience



Example: forms
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• Are we required to use this 
wording? Or do we need the 
info and can get it through 
rewording or conversation?

• Can we explain context if not? 
• Can we advocate for change?

Why might this 
section of an adult 
education form feel 

confusing or just plain 
bad to fill out?



Example: social media
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• Who should attend 
this event?

• What will they 
learn?

• What background 
information might 
be needed?



It is a balancing act…

Creating widely 
accessible 

content

Creating content 
that speaks to 
the intended 

audience



How can we 
apply strategies 
to our own work?



How do we know what is working?
Pain points: where do 
people get stuck? Any 

ways to get that 
information or 

anecdotes?

Surveys: do you have 
any ways to learn what 

people think?

Data: do you have 
website or other data to 
give you insights about 
what people use (or 

don’t use?)

Humans: do you have 
opportunities (formal or 
informal) to create or 

share content with others 
and see what they think?

Collaboration: are you 
able to problem solve 

with colleagues or 
create a learning 

community? 
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Approach with curiosity and reflection

Let's debrief 
what worked and 
what we could do 
differently at the 
community fair.

We are getting a 
lot of calls about 
the event. Let's 
look at what 

questions they are 
asking.

Let’s note to send 
out the flyers to 

community 
partners a few 
weeks earlier 

next time.



Never a failure, 
always a lesson.
adrienne maree brown,
author of Emergent Strategy



Let’s talk about it…

What is the 
change

Who needs to 
be involved

What 
challenges 

might come up

How will you 
know it made 
a difference



What is next?



Free upcoming virtual events at CLL

Digital Drop in 

Free digital tool and 
accessibility support meetup

When: Tuesday, Nov 14  
10am to noon CST

Plain Language Foundations 

Next topic: plain language 
at work

When: Thursday, Nov 16 
2pm to 3:15pm CST

Community of Practice

Collaborative virtual space 
for all things plain language

When: Thursday, Dec 21 
2pm to 3pm CST

We also have past webinars on inclusive communication and other themes on our website.



Check out…

• Resource list 
•Website with case 

studies, past 
webinars, sign up 
info for events, and 
blog, The Lab Report 

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1esdvl0zGiXyKJ-n33g-mQshD0ONp8c8zkzNEZji43eU/edit?usp=sharing


Do you have something on your mind right now? 

• Sign up if you would 
like to chat right after 
this session
• Take a card if you 

would like to talk 
another time!



Making the simple complicated is 
commonplace; making the 
complicated simple, awesomely 
simple, that's creativity.
Charles Mingus,
composer + musician



Thank 
you!
Melanie Sampson
melanie@litworks.org
www.litworks.org


