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Aiming your words right: using plain language in the office

PART 1
WHO I AM

Before I begin my actual presentation, I would first like to introduce myself to you. I work in the Finnish Defence Forces as a language specialist. My work mainly involves translating, proofreading and teaching. I have a master’s degree in political science. I specialised in the language of politics and had translation as a minor. I’m also a trained and EU-qualified conference interpreter, which means I’ve made a career out of trying to decipher what people are saying, quickly. All of this has driven me to become passionate about plain language, which is the topic of my presentation today.

What has prompted me to come and share my passion for plain language with you today?

→ SLIDE 2
Besides the theme of the conference, I would like to mention findings from a study conducted by the Joint Analysis Lessons Learned Centre in 2010. Those of you who were in Study Group number 5 last year in Prague will be familiar with this report. The study names English language skills and administrative procedures as the top 2 “shortfall areas”. Doctor Richard Monaghan – many of whom you know – thinks the two are really one and the same thing. I would agree with him. That is why I think it is very important to let our students know that they shouldn’t aim true just out when they’re on active duty, they should do so in the office too. Words are powerful: they can inform, persuade, bore, confuse. When we are dealing with a multinational setting where English is a Lingua Franca, we must aim for intelligibility, getting the message across to the reader. Plain language can help us get a long way.

IN THIS PRESENTATION…
1. I will first introduce the idea of plain language as a process.

2. I will then introduce the concept of readability and usability, as they are the cornerstones of genuine plain language.

3. I will present a quick-fix readability assessment in MS Word because something is better than nothing.

4. I will give some practical examples of how to use Word’s readability statistics.
5. I will then in my conclusions challenge the idea of “language proficiency shortfall”.

NOT JUST GRAMMAR AND WORDS BUT ATTITUDE

As language teachers and testers I’m sure you’re all aware of the general idea of plain language: don’t use complicated words, don’t write long sentences, pronounce clearly, don’t speak too fast. But it’s about more than that. It’s about saying: “Enough! It’s not ok that I have to sign documents and read letters that I don’t understand.” This has been brewing since the 1960s, and some refer to it as a “plain language movement”. A lot has happened since. President Barack Obama signed the Plain Language Act in 2010 according to which federal agencies now MUST strive to communicate in plain language. A growing number of lawyers and legal experts, especially in Australia and South Africa, are refusing to confuse their clients with archaic legal language - or “legalese” as they call it.

SYSTEMATIC RESEARCH ON READABILITY

On a more fundamental level, plain language is about doing systematic research on readability. A simple definition of readability is: the “ease of reading words and sentences”. More specifically, there are two contributors to easy reading, the reader and the text → SLIDE 3. 

Those features of the reader that make reading easy are:

· Prior knowledge

· Reading skill

· Interest

· Motivation

Those features of the text that make reading easy are:

· Content

· Style

· Design

· Organization

MANY WAYS: QUANTITATIVE OR QUALITATIVE

Readability can be tested in a number of ways. You can either try to guess how easy or difficult a text is, or you can do usability tests with people from the target audience.

Due to time limitations, I will focus on one type of readability test: readability formulas.

FORMULAS: PROBABILITY OF AVERAGE READER UNDERSTANDING (AN EDUCATED GUESS)

Many people have made a career out of developing readability formulas. Readability formulas are mathematical formulas that help you predict the readability level of a text. A formula can tell you, for example, that someone who has the same reading proficiency as an AVERAGE eighth grader will be able to - will not be discouraged from - reading that text. Formulas assess the USABILITY of a text. The vast majority of Americans, for instance, have the reading ability of an average eighth grader. As much as a third of the EU’s work force has poor reading and writing skills.

READABILITY AND THE US MILITARY

Although many plain language practitioners are sceptical about these formulas, I want to mention them here because there is a strong connection between the military and readability. The first time that adult readers were systematically tested for their reading ability was in 1917 - and it was done by the U.S. military. The U.S. armed services have invested more in studying workplace literacy than any other organisation. They have then used the results of these readability tests to pitch their communication according to the proficiency level of the intended audience. Readability is also one of the four key elements they measure when enlisting people.

→ EXTREME READING, SLIDE 4
For those of you who are wondering how to apply readability formulas, here is an example for you. The text is from a NATO job description → SLIDE 5. I have picked this example because it would be important for the reader to be able to understand the tasks this advert describes. 

→ SLIDE 6: ASK PUBLIC TO TRY AND MAKE IT MORE PLAIN. THEN EXPLAIN HOW YOU CAME ACROSS THIS PARTICULAR JOB DESCRIPTION.

Just to illustrate that it is possible to clarify even military regulations, here is a before and after example from a US Army Manual

→ SLIDE 7 & 8: LONG AND THE SHORT OF IT: IF YOU ADDRESS EVERYBODY AND NO-ONE AT THE SAME TIME, YOU GET MEANINGLESS TEXT.

The good news is, you can roughly assess the readability of a document even in Word and there a lot of websites where you can test your document using different readability formulas. Word uses the so-called Flesch Reading Ease formula, which basically assesses the number of syllables and the number of sentences for each 100-word sample.
→  SLIDE 9: READABILITY STATISTICS AS DISPLAYED IN WORD.

→  SLIDE 10: HOW TO INTERPRET THE STATS (estimates are for natives)
→  SLIDE 11: HOW DO YOU SET STATS IN WORD.
FORMULAS CRUDE ASSESSMENT – BETTER IF YOU KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE

As I mentioned earlier, not all plain practitioners recommend using mathematical reading formulas. This is because they are tools, INDICATORS. They tell you how well an AVERAGE reader will probably be able to read and understand a text. If you KNOW your audience - and this really is key - then you will know what words, jargon, terminology, acronyms, and so on you can use AND be understood.

NOT EASY-TO-READ ENGLISH

At this point I want to make absolutely clear that PLAIN language is not the same as easy-to-read English or Charles Ogden’s Basic English. It is about pitching your message to suit your audience - provided you want to have the attention of your audience. This does not mean treating your audience as if they were mentally impaired – unless they actually are. And think about it: are you an expert in everything? Most of the information you need on a daily basis has been “dumbed-down”. Plain language is not about dumbing down, it is about making the information relevant to your reader.
HERE IS A DEFINITION FROM THE PLAIN LANGUAGE.GOV WEBSITE

→ SLIDE 12
If we go back to the top 2 “shortfall areas”, the approach of plain language is this: rather than test and say that readers have “proficiency shortfalls”, the aim is to find out what the actual level of proficiency of a particular person or group is. Whatever work these people are involved with then needs to take into account this level of proficiency.

METAPHOR: A “READER’S MARKET”

When talking about real estate, people will say it’s either a buyer’s market or a seller’s market. When it comes to communicating, and especially writing, it is a reader’s market. We are all familiar with the term “information overload”. Readers can only read and retain a certain amount of information. If you are serious about your message getting across, you have to make it worth while for your reader. You have to make it relevant to the reader.

It is no good saying they have language proficiency shortfalls.
PART 2: EXAMPLES

To illustrate the principles of plain language in a very simple way, I’ve got two examples for you from my work as a translator.

→  SLIDE 13 & 14: SUTELA: Not an example of readability as such but of taking into consideration the target audience (this case: a non-Finnish audience unfamiliar with Finnish military history)
→ SLIDE 15 & 16: BOYS UNDER 18

To convince the person who had asked for the translation, I ran the strict translation through Word’s readability statistics and got this. Way off the mark. I then tweaked the text till I got to grade 8. As you can see, the letter still contains some fairly formal language – and do the boys really need to know the legal basis of the decision immediately at the beginning of the sentence? Ideally, you would test this letter with a group of boys before sending it out.

The important thing about genuine plain language is that it is NOT about tweaking with sentences and words, it’s about having the PURPOSE clearly in mind, about making it RELEVANT to your readers. It sounds obvious but most of us assume way too much.

As teachers, I urge us all to make our students consider WHY they are writing:

→ SLIDE 19: LIST OF QUESTIONS

What conclusions can we draw from this?

Plain language is a question of attitude. Therefore, when we are talking about language proficiency what are we in fact talking about? If we go back to the example I had in the beginning - of the NATO job description - sure, it’s made up of English words - but what sort of person are they really looking for? (I would argue that no native would understand it unless they’ve had that job themselves. Are the job description writers/machines writing for themselves? It’s ugly and it doesn’t work.) What image of the organisation does that type of language portray? Is that what our students should aim for? 
Really?! 
I’ll leave you with that question.

