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Awareness of the need for clear 
language isn't new in the US 
government.
Before the 1970s:



1970s
 its start when the federal government 

encouraged regulation writers to be less 
bureaucratic.



1980s:

 there was limited progress in the Federal Government during the 
1980s. 

 the Social Security Administration (SSA) made it a priority to 
communicate more clearly with the public, revising many of their 
notices into plain language.

 Lawyers started to become interested. Since most government 
agencies are well staffed with attorneys, it was an important step 
that they started to be convinced of the benefits of plain 
language. 



“By using plain language, 
we send a clear message 
about what the 
government is doing, what 
it requires, and what 
services it offers…



Absentee ballot
Canvassing board
Contests
Legislation
MVA
Primary election
Provisional ballot
Ranked choice voting

Remedial
Unaffiliated
Voter notification  card
Affiliate with a  party
Designate an agent
Change parties
Close of  registrations
Request deadline
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Some words voters may not understand or find confusing
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Scope of the literacy problem

23% of adults in the U.S. have low 
literacy competency skills 
43% of adults in the U.S. read at the 
? grade 
level 
Two out of every five older users read 
at the ? grade level
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Readers with lower literacy 
skills…
• Interpret words and visuals literally 
• Read slowly, missing meaning
• Skip over hard words
• Miss the context – jump right in
• May have difficulty seeing principal features
• Tire quickly and may give up easily
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Readers with higher literacy skills 
reading on the Web…
Prefer information that looks easy to read 

through
Prefer information that gets to the point
May skip over long blocks of text
Are overloaded with information and may not 

take time to read lengthy text
Appreciate having unfamiliar terms and concepts 

put into plain language
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 demonstrated the crucial role of plain 
language 

 Field Guides: 
civicdesigning.org/fieldguides
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Making it plain: 
Eliminating ambiguous words
 break
 cut
 run
 play
 make
 light
 set
 hold
 clear

 give
 draw
 take
 fall
 pass
 head
 call
 carry
 charge

 point
 duck
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Making it plain
Language tweaks that impacted voter success:
 Reducing the amount of text on key screens
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Button text
 Several participants 

struggled with the 
“see additional 
candidates” button

 To ease use
◦ Text was simplified
◦ Jargon was eliminated
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Touch to see additional candidates

Touch to see more names



Review screen text
After noting confusion from users, text on 
the review screen was changed:

“You could have voted for 4 candidates and 
you only voted for 2” 

Became

“You voted for 2 people. You can vote for 2 
more.”

The change 
• reduced election jargon
• focused on actions
• moved from familiar to new
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Cast your ballot
Participants were confused 
and sometimes anxious about 
this page; they backed away 
from casting their vote.

Focusing the text on the 
message and the choice, 
rather than on the danger of 
making a mistake,  allowed 
for easier processing and 
more confidence in voting.
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Accessible voting is about more than 
voting machines, it includes :
physical access, 
integration with individual voters' 
assistive technology, and 
information available in language 
and formats that meet the needs of 
all.



www.thearc.orgwww.Accessibleinfo.org



www.accessiblevoting.org





 Built in several accessibility features:
 “Listen” buttons on every page,
 fairly large print, high contrast, 
 all of the original text in clear and simple language,
 use the site without a mouse, using the keyboard or most 

assistive technology,
 Includes an icon-based search system
 Provides a short description of every item in clear and 

simple language.
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Documents related to Polling Places
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1.  NEVER, NEVER, EVER………. 

2.  You can withhold part of the truth but        
use it carefully.  

34



3. Be factually accurate.  

4. Don't be afraid to say you don't 
know...even when you should know. 
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5. If you screw up, admit it quickly and 
indicate what you are doing to remedy the 
situation.  
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6. Remember that their job is to get the 
whole story and sometimes in doing so 
they irritate us.  
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7. Respect their profession

8. Develop open channel communications
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9. If you intend for something to be off-
the-record
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10. If you want to provide information but 
not be quoted, get that agreement

11. Ditto, “NOT FOR ATTRIBUTION”.

12. Treat all media fairly.  
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13. Learn who you can trust 
and who you can't.  
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