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Getting Started
  Your teachers: Lindsay Madison, Maria Mindlin & Susan Holmes

  Questions about homework or the class? Email Lindsay: 
lindsay@transcend.net

  Class assistant: Katie Jubelirer

  Tech support: Contact Jeff Hogue: jhogue@lawny.org

  WebEx basics:
  Mute yourself               Take notes

  Raise your hand     Adjust the layout

  Chat
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Getting Started
  Student introductions: 

  Name
  City
  What you want to get out of the class

  Class mechanics: 
  Three quarters lecture, one quarter student participation
  To ask questions, use chat or raise your hand
  Class web page: calendar, forum, lesson outlines, and more!
  Weekly homework is due Monday 9 a.m. PST
  Upload homework to the class web page
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Lesson 1: Why plain language?   April 24, 2012 
Purpose of this lesson Materials you will need for this class 
Students will learn the economic, social, and legal advantages of plain language.  Plain English for Lawyers, 5th ed., by R. Wydick 

 Readability, by Transcend 
 Note-taking supplies 

  

Lesson outline Homework for next week: due 4/30, 9 a.m. PST 

1. Introductions 

2. Class mechanics (Lindsay) 
– WebEx: Raise hands, Chat, Mute 
– Homework 
– Class documents 
– Contact person 

3. What is plain language? (Students & Maria) 

4. Economic advantages of plain language (Maria) 
– Reduces costs 
– Reduces time 
– Case studies 

5. Effectiveness of plain language (Susan) 
– Write for your audience 
– Identify your audience 
– Average American audience 
– Usability 

6. Regulations about readability (Lindsay) 
– Federal regulations 
– State regulations 
– Plain language awards 

7. Review homework assignment for next week 

8. Questions? 

Read  
 Wydick, Chapter 2: Omit Surplus Words 
 Readability, pages 3 - 5  

Practice 
 Wydick, exercises 1, 2, and 4 
 Find a long, convoluted sentence that appears in 

one of your agencyʼs documents. Rewrite it. Turn in 
both.  

Questions? 
Lindsay Madison: lindsay@transcend.net 

 



Why plain language?  
It saves money.  
  Researchers in Communications report this extraordinary finding: 

language, design and format of text can be manipulated to influence 
user response. 

  Plain language is a manipulation that can produce these outcomes: 
– Fewer errors on forms, 
– Fewer misunderstandings, greater compliance, 
– Fewer complaints, 
– Fewer questions that require court/staff time, 
– Quicker processing

Example: Witnesses will be more likely to respond to a subpoena if the 
form is called Order to Go to Court and Provide Documents, rather than 
Subpoena Duces Tecum.

MM



Why plain language?  
It saves money. (continued) 

  If we look at print and online communication as a way to get the 
reader to do – or not do – something, plain language saves 
time and money. 
Here are examples:
  Fewer FTAs
  Appointments kept
  Procedures understood
  Sentencing understood
  Warnings understood
  Forms filled out (more) properly

MM
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44 words
14.4 grade reading level

47 words
4.3 grade reading level

Transcend 
Plain Language - DRAFT

 
Original TextBefore After

In 1965, California enacted the Victims of Violent 
Crime Act. This act provides for reimbursement to 
persons who, as a result of a violent crime, have 
suffered a monetary loss due to a physical or 
emotional injury not covered by another source  
(e.g., insurance). 

Are you a victim of a crime?
If you are a crime victim, you may need treatment for 
your physical or emotional injuries. If your insurance 
will not pay for it, the state will. The money the state 
gives you is called restitution.

Background:
This text is from a handbook for crime victims. It is meant  
to explain:

•	 What	restitution	is,	and

•	Who	is	eligible	for	restitution?
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25 words
7.2 grade reading level

37 words
3.0 grade reading level

Transcend 
Plain Language - DRAFT

 
Original TextBefore After

NOTE: PERSONS WITHOUT COUNSEL ARE 
ADVISED TO CONSULT AN ATTORNEY.  COURT 
STAFF MAY NOT GIVE LEGAL ADVICE, PREPARE 
YOUR PAPERS OR ACT AS YOUR ATTORNEY.

Need help with your court papers? 
You can: 

•	Talk	to	a	lawyer,

•	Visit	the	court’s	website:	www.nycourts.org,	or

•	Contact	your	county’s	self-help	center.

Background:
This text is meant to instruct pro se litigants what to do if they 
have questions or need help. 
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96 words
11.5 grade reading level

64 words
5.6 grade reading level

Transcend 
Plain Language - DRAFT

 
Original TextBefore After

HOW TO SERVE PAPERS WHEN COMMENCING AN 
ACTION OR PROCEEDING

The providing of legal papers to other parties in a case is known as 
service. Service of papers that commence a case is referred to as 
service of process and must be accomplished in a special manner, 
described below. Service of subsequent papers, however, usually 
may be done by First Class Mail. Rules regarding service must be 
strictly observed, especially with respect to service of process, since 
such service gives notice of the existence of the case and effectuates 
the court’s jurisdiction (power) over a person.

How to Serve
If you are suing someone, the 
person you are suing must get 
copies of your court papers. 
Someone 18 or older – not you –  
must personally give (serve) 
those papers to the person you 
are suing.

Be careful! There are special rules and strict deadlines for 
service.  If you do not follow them carefully, you may have to 
start your case again.

Background:
This	text	is	meant	to	explain	service	to	anyone	filing	an	action.
We	have	identified	some	of	the	difficult	words	–	are	there	others?	
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43 words
22.0 grade reading level

76 words
5.0 grade reading level

Transcend 
Plain Language - DRAFT

 
Original TextBefore After

If you are the victim of domestic violence and a police officer has 
responded, you may request that the officer assist in providing 
for your safety and that of your children, including providing 
information on how to obtain a temporary order of protection.

What will the officer do?
The	officer	will	protect	you	and	your	children	
from	the	other	person.	The	officer	can	also:
•	Get you and your children to a safe place, like 

a friend’s house or a shelter in your county
•	Get	you	to	a	hospital	or	clinic	if	you	 

need care 
•	Help	you	get	your	personal	belongings
•	Give	you	a	copy	of	the	police	report,	 

if you want it

•	Make	an	arrest,	if	you	are	injured

Background:
This text is meant to help DV victims understand how the 
responding	officer	can	help	them.
What	are	some	of	the	obstacles	here?	
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27 words
18.5 grade reading level

26 words
9.9 grade reading level

Transcend 
Plain Language - DRAFT

 
Original TextBefore After

Any person subject to a restraining order is prohibited from 
owning, possessing, purchasing or attempting to purchase, 
receiving or attempting to receive, or otherwise obtaining a 
firearm.

You cannot own, have, possess, buy or try to buy,  
receive or try to receive, or otherwise get a gun  
while this Order is in effect.

Background:
This text is meant to help restrained parties understand that they 
must	not	have	firearms.		
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20 words
11.6 grade reading level

8 words
0.8 grade reading level

Transcend 
Plain Language - DRAFT

 
Original TextBefore After

Explain the need for guardianship including the 
specific	reasons	why	the	parents	are	unable	to	care	
for the proposed ward. 

Why	can’t	the	parents	care	for	the	child?
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80 words
18.3 grade reading level

58 words
3.8 grade reading level

Transcend 
Plain Language - DRAFT

 
Original TextBefore After

YOUR FAILURE TO OBEY THIS ORDER MAY SUBJECT 
YOU TO MANDATORY ARREST AND CRIMINAL 
PROSECUTION, WHICH MAY RESULT IN YOUR 
INCARCERATION FOR UP TO SEVEN YEARS FOR 
CRIMINAL CONTEMPT, AND/OR MAY SUBJECT YOU TO 
FAMILY COURT PROSECUTION AND INCARCERATION 
FOR UP TO SIX MONTHS FOR CONTEMPT OF COURT. 
IF YOU FAIL TO APPEAR IN COURT WHEN YOU ARE 
REQUIRED TO DO SO, THIS ORDER MAY BE EXTENDED 
IN YOUR ABSENCE AND CONTINUE IN EFFECT UNTIL 
YOU APPEAR IN COURT. 

You must obey this Court Order. If you 
do not obey, you can be arrested and sent 
to jail for up to 7 years. You could also face 
family court charges. 

Go to court on (date): 
If you do not go to court on this date, the judge can make this order 
last until you go to court.

Background:
What	is	this	text	meant	to	convey?
How	can	we	identify	the	most	important	parts?
What	reading	obstacles	do	you	see?
Does	statute	sometimes	require	readability	obstacles?		



  Reading: 
  Wydick Chapter 2
  Readability pages 3-5

  Practice: 
  Wydick exercises 1, 2, 4
  Find a long, convoluted sentence that appears in one of your 

agencyʼs documents. Rewrite it. Turn in both sentences.

  Due Monday, April 30, 9 a.m. PST

  Upload homework to the class web page

Homework 




