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Executive Summary

In plain language writing, the focus is on the reader — the wording, structure, placement 
and design are implemented in such a way that readers can easily locate, understand and use 
information. The challenge in writing a plain language summary is that you need to summarise 
the same concepts and information found in technical writing, but in language that your target 
audience will understand.

In this toolkit, Evidence for Democracy presents best practices to help you write in plain language 
effectively, with a special focus on wording, structure and design features.
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What is Plain Language?

Plain language writing takes a reader-centred approach, where writers consider the reader’s 
needs first, and take responsibility to ensure that complex ideas are communicated in clear and 
accessible language. Complex language can have various consequences, ranging from readers 
being unable to make informed decisions about their health, to being unsure about how to 
navigate government services. Whatever the type of document — a technical report, formal 
science advice, or a research study — writing in plain language is more easily, and quickly, 
understood. 

While there is no single agreed-upon definition for plain language, the International Plain 
Language Foundation introduced the following definition in 2010:

“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.”

What makes writing in plain language different is the focus on the reader, not the author.

Writing entire documents in plain language is not always possible. Instead, a complementary 
plain language summary can still benefit the reader — that is, an overview and synthesis of 
information written for a non-specialist audience. A plain language summary is also referred to 
as a lay summary or plain-language abstract, and helps readers understand relevant information 
succinctly, and appreciate its broader value, impact and applications.

To be clear, writing in plain language is more than shortening text or substituting technical terms 
for simpler words. As the author, you need to explain the same concepts and information found in 
jargon-heavy writing with the same level of accuracy, certainty and precision, but in language that 
most readers will understand.

Writing in plain language has benefits for both the reader and the author. More readers can 
understand the writing, and will locate information more efficiently, with less support from the 
author. This means that plain language writing reaches a broader non-specialist audience.

Despite its many benefits, there are several challenges to plain language writing. Writing entire 
documents in plain language is not always possible due to norms in specific fields or industries. 
There is also no single standard or ‘right’ way to write, as plain language writing will differ based 
on your purpose and audience.

https://www.iplfederation.org/plain-language/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/articles/beyond-a-movement/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/articles/arguments-in-favor-of-plain-language/
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How Is Plain Language Being Used Across Canada?
In recent years, the Government of Canada has demonstrated a commitment to increasing the 
transparency and openness of government processes through new tools like Open Data, the 
Office of the Chief Science Advisor’s Roadmap for Open Science, and tools to increase science 
advice, such as the introduction of Departmental Science Advisors and/or Chief Scientists across 
federal departments. Plain language writing, including summaries, are being used more often 
across the Government of Canada for technical documents. This is outlined in the Directive on the 
Management of Communications (2016), and the Treasury Board of Canada Secretariat’s Content 
Style Guide (2020).  

For example, Fisheries and Oceans Canada (DFO) has mandated that all manuscripts with a DFO 
author must produce a short plain language summary (i.e., 150 words) to “explain the relevance 
of the science to the Department and to promote the value of science through outreach and 
communication.” The Canadian Institute for Health Research often requires the submission of a 
lay abstract in grant applications, which “should be written in plain language so that the general 
public will understand the nature of your research project.”

However, research often involves high level scientific or technical components that are not 
easily accessible to the public or other stakeholders. There is a lack of standardized tools or 
practices across institutions to guide public science communication in ways that make science 
comprehensible and useful to stakeholders, such as plain language summaries. Increased 
transparency through plain language summaries can help build public understanding, trust, and 
engagement. 

To address this gap, Evidence for Democracy carried out research to identify best practices in 
communicating science through plain language summaries. Based on this research, and a broad 
literature review (References), Evidence for Democracy prepared this toolkit for technical experts 
who are looking to explore best practices in preparing plain language summaries.

How To Use This Toolkit
In this toolkit, we will guide you through the process of preparing a plain language summary, 
starting with factors to consider before you begin writing, the nuts and bolts of writing, and what 
to do before submitting your document.  
 
This toolkit presents several of the best practices involved in preparing plain language summaries 
— some of which you may already know. While you can read the entire toolkit in one go, we 
recommend using the Table Of Contents to navigate to sections of interest. 

At the end of each section, you will find summary checklists which you can use as you prepare 
your plain language summaries. In the Appendix, you will find examples of published plain 
language summaries, and annotated examples of how to implement the best practices described 
in this plain language toolkit.

https://open.canada.ca/en/open-data
https://www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/063.nsf/eng/h_97992.html
http://Directive on the Management of Communications
http://Directive on the Management of Communications
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/government-communications/canada-content-style-guide.html#toc6
https://www.canada.ca/en/treasury-board-secretariat/services/government-communications/canada-content-style-guide.html#toc6
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Before You Begin Writing

Who Is Your Audience?
Before you begin writing your plain language summary, consider who your target audience is — 
and be specific. There is no “general” public. Take into consideration the different backgrounds 
your readers may have, as well as their different ages and literacy skills.

When it comes to the topic that you’re writing about, what are your target audience’s needs, 
expectations and priorities? For example, readers may be reading a plain language summary of  
an impact assessment report because it may directly impact their hometown, health or livelihood.  
Try to find examples of written materials that resonate with your audience. This will help you align 
your plain language writing to your target audience.

Your target audience may not be able to access your plain language summary, e.g., they may 
communicate in a primary language that is different to the language you are writing in, and may 
not be familiar with terms that are common to you. Instead, they may rely on an intermediary to 
receive the information you’re providing, such as the media, or local outreach and community 
groups.

If you can’t narrow down your target audience from the general public, then you should ensure 
your writing is accessible, clear and adapted to the widest possible audience, using the best 
practices described in this toolkit.

Keep in mind that your document may be read by individuals beyond your target audience (i.e., 
secondary readers) with their own specific purposes, such as readers who are looking for a quick 
overview in order to make a decision or advise a decision-maker. You should keep secondary 
readers in mind as you write your plain language summary, but avoid writing documents that 
serve very different audiences. Instead, develop a clear strategy for how to serve different 
audiences. For example, you can use headings to direct readers to specific sections.

What Is Your Purpose?
Why are you writing this plain language summary? What outcome do you want to see as a result 
of writing this document? Do you want to engage your audience, prompt a greater level of 
awareness, provide instructions or explanations, or elicit a behaviour change?

To write clearly, you should be familiar with the topic that you are writing about, as well as the 
original document. What are the main conclusions, findings or recommendations? How was the 
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document structured? Is there already an executive summary or abstract available, which can 
serve as the basis for a plain language summary?

However, you should avoid using a “cut-and-paste” approach (i.e. copying sentences from the 
original technical document) to assemble your plain language summary. Aim to create a new 
document, written in plain language, using the original text as a guide.  
 
You should write and structure your plain language summaries based on your goal and intended 
outcomes. This will be discussed further in the Structuring Your Writing section.

What Should You Include in Your Plain Language Summary?
Your plain language summary should be a stand-alone document. The challenge in writing this 
document is that you need to summarise the same concepts and information found in technical 
writing, but in language that your target audience (or most readers) will understand. The plain 
language summary must still be technically correct and well-written, but without assuming prior 
specialist knowledge.

To rise to this challenge, it’s important to keep your reader in mind. What background context is 
necessary for your target audience to understand your key message? What is important for your 
readers to remember? Similarly, you can anticipate any questions your readers may have. For 
example, so what — why should readers care? These questions can guide your brainstorming,  
and help you assemble the points you want to include in your plain language summary. Try to 
build a narrative (i.e. take a storytelling approach) to guide readers through your document.

While it’s important to make sure you’re including all the important details, it’s just as important 
to consider what details your reader does not need to know. Too many details will dilute your 
plain language summary. By considering what your readers need and want to know, you can 
accordingly emphasise relevant information in your plain language summary.

In Plain Language: A Handbook For Writers in the U.S. Federal Government, Richard Lauchman 
asks writers to “weigh the importance of every idea”, and that each idea should pass two 
questions: 1) “Does the reader need to know this?”; and  (2) “Am I sure the reader doesn’t already 
know it?” Use these two questions to decide what ideas to keep in your document. Try to stay 
focused on the key information your reader needs to know, and omit any unnecessary details. 
Include any exceptions to your key message, if important. 

What Is the Key Message You Want to Share?
As you brainstorm what to include in your plain language summary, you should also identify your 
key message(s) in a context that is relevant to the target audience. Be concrete and specific, as 
abstract language can be vague. What do you want your readers to remember?

http://www.lauchmangroup.com/PDFfiles/PLHandbook.PDF
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Checklist: Before You Begin Writing

Who is your audience?

 Identify your target audience, and be specific.

  Consider how factors, such as age, literacy skills, profession and socioeconomic status, will 
influence how readers approach your writing.

 Identify your target audience’s needs, expectations and priorities.

 Identify if there are any potential secondary readers for your plain language summary.

What is your purpose?

 Identify why you are writing this plain language summary.

  Identify what outcome you want to see (e.g., to engage your audience, prompt a greater 
level of awareness, or elicit a behaviour change).  
 
Re-read the original technical document to ensure you know your topic well enough.

What should you include in your plain language summary?

  Identify the background context necessary for your reader to understand your key message.

 Identify what is important for your readers to remember.

 Anticipate any questions your readers may have, including why readers should care.

 Build a narrative to help guide readers through your plain language writing.

What is the key message you want to share?

 Identify your key message in a context that is relevant to the target audience.
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Structuring Your Writing

Structure your plain language summary around the needs of your target audience. How will your 
reader access and use this document? Is this a reference tool that readers will skim, or is this a 
document they will need to read thoroughly to understand?

You should also identify any limiting factors or constraints in your particular situation. How much 
time do you have to prepare this plain language summary? Is there a mandatory template or style 
guide that you must follow? Is there a word count you must comply with? 

For example, for impact assessments, plain language summaries have previously ranged between 
0.5 to 46 pages, where 10% of the overall document length is considered a general rule-of-thumb. 
The Institute of Environmental Management & Assessment has suggested that 15-20 minutes is a 
reasonable time estimate to ask a member of the public to read a plain language summary.

At a minimum, your plain language summary should include the following essential elements.

What Are Some Essential Elements to Include?
Your plain language summary should include a short, simple and useful title. This title should give 
the reader a clear idea of what the document is about. 

When writing a title, avoid any unnecessary or overly technical words. Instead, the title should 
contain only the most relevant terms, and should make sense on its own (e.g., no abbreviations or 
acronyms). Aim for 2-7 words, but this is not an absolute rule.

In general, the titles of programs or policies do not form good titles. 

In general, you should aim to capitalize all the words in the title, excluding prepositions (e.g., on, to, 
from, in, out, of), conjunctions (and, but, or, for, nor, so, yet), and articles (the, an, a), unless they are 
the first word in the title. You can also use the Title Capitalization Tool to automatically convert your 
title into Title Case.

If your document is long (e.g., greater than three pages), include a table of contents. This will 
allow readers to navigate longer documents more easily.

http://citeseerx.ist.psu.edu/viewdoc/summary?doi=10.1.1.567.8444
https://capitalizemytitle.com/
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INSTEAD OF TECHNICAL  
OR UNINFORMATIVE TITLES

USE SHORT AND  
DESCRIPTIVE TITLES

Spatial Representation of Waterbird 
Observations within the Peace River 
Study Area in Spring and Fall 2019 
(Figures B-1 to B-4)
Source: Site C Clean Energy Project’s 
Vegetation and Wildlife Mitigation and 
Monitoring Plan 2019 Annual Report 
Part 2 (2020).

Map of Waterbird Sightings in the 
Peace River Study Area

Seizure control and mortality in epilepsy

Source: Seizure control and mortality in 
epilepsy. Sperling et al., 2001. Annals Of 
Neurology.

How Seizure Control Influences 
Mortality

Use informative headings to guide readers through your plain language summary. Text that is 
separated by headings is easier to read than a big block of text. Readers can use these visual cues 
to scan through the document, find information and read selectively.

Headings can be questions, phrases or declarative sentences. Instead of using phrases or 
functional headings (e.g., “Introduction”), use descriptive headings to describe the content of 
each section. If possible, try to phrase headings from the reader’s point of view (e.g., “Before  
you begin writing”). 

EXAMPLE OF INFORMATIVE HEADINGS

Need And Purpose Of The Transmission Project

Building The Transmission Project

Operating And Maintaining The Transmission Project

Effects Of The Transmission Project On The Natural Environment

Source: Labrador-Island Transmission Link. Environmental Impact 
Statement. Plain Language Summary.

https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/document/134578
https://doi.org/10.1002/1531-8249(199907)46:1%3C45::AID-ANA8%3E3.0.CO;2-I
https://ceaa.qa.ncr.ec.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/51746?culture=en-CA
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Include background information (i.e. who, what, where, when, why and how?) to orient the 
reader. This may be a simple paragraph, or a dedicated introductory section. For example, as 
described in the European Union’s Claire’s clear writing tips, a well-structured plain language  
text should answer seven questions: 

1. What is being done? 

2. Who is doing it (to whom)?

3. When is it being done?

4. Where is it being done?

5. How is it being done?

6. Why is it being done?

7. How much is involved (resources, time, etc.)?

News articles are generally 500 to 800 words long, so similarly, you should aim to address the 
who, what, where, when, why and how in the first 500 words of your document. 

You should also include a short summary (i.e., a “summary within a summary”) in your document. 
This should be clear, concise and to the point. It can be placed either at the beginning or at the 
end (e.g., under Summary or Conclusions) of your document.

How Can You Structure Your Writing?
There are various structures you can use for plain language summaries (Appendix):

• Chronological order: This structure will either provide a sequence of events, or perhaps, 
follow a series of instructions.

• IMRAD: Similar to a typical research paper, your plain language summary can have the 
following headings: introduction, methods, results and discussion. While this structure  
is easy to navigate, the headings are not as informative for readers.

• Inverted Pyramid Structure: The most important takeaways (i.e., the who, what, when, 
where, why and how) appear at the beginning, followed by background information and 
any supporting details, in an inverted pyramid structure. This is often seen in journalism. 

• Question-and-answer format: In this structure, you should anticipate questions that 
readers may have, and create appropriate answers to drive the content in your plain 
language summary.

You can also create, or adapt, a structure that best suits your content. For example, if you 
are writing a plain language summary of a systematic review, you can use the Plain Language 
Summary Tool to generate a standardized document. Here is an example of a plain language 
summary generated by this tool.

https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/claires-clear-writing-tips_en
https://ktdrr.org/resources/plst/index.html
https://ktdrr.org/resources/plst/index.html
https://ktdrr.org/resources/plst/tool/view/5c688a71fc18b
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Checklist: How Should You  
Structure Your Writing

What guidelines or constraints do you need to consider?

 Identify how readers will access and use this plain language summary.

 Review any mandatory templates or styles that you must follow.

What are some essential elements to include?

 Write a short title, which is 2-7 words long, and makes sense on its own.

 Include a table of contents if your document is long (e.g., greater than three pages).

 Use questions, phrases or declarative sentences to write informative headings.

  Include background information (i.e., the who, what, when, where, why and how)  
to provide context for readers.

 Include a short summary (i.e., a “summary within a summary”).

How can you structure your writing? Options include:

 Chronological Order: follow a sequence of events or a series of instructions.

 IMRAD: Introduction, methods, results and discussion.

  Inverted Pyramid: begin with the most important takeaways (i.e., the who, what, when, 
where, why and how), followed by background information and any supporting details.

  Question-and-answer format: anticipate questions that readers may have, and create 
appropriate answers to structure your plain language summary.
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Writing Your Plain Language Summary

General Writing Style and Tone
With your initial brainstorming and key messages in mind, divide your information into primary 
and secondary points. You should start with writing about general or known information, before 
introducing something new (e.g., a new program, research finding or proposed policy) to your 
readers. If you are reusing text from the original technical document, be sure to adapt it properly 
for plain language. For example, keep an eye out for inconsistent terminology or repetition.

When it comes to tone (i.e., the attitude you convey through writing), avoid talking ‘down’ to the 
reader, over-simplifying content or being patronizing. Instead, try to write the way you speak i.e., 
using a conversational tone. Resist the temptation to adopt a formal, or overly complicated legal 
or bureaucratic tone.

Use personal pronouns (such as you, we, us and our) to connect with the reader. This addresses 
the reader directly, and involves them in your writing. Avoid using you in a negative context.

While personal pronouns do improve clarity, ensure they are appropriate for your plain language 
summary. 

INSTEAD OF USING THE THIRD PERSON USE PRONOUNS TO WRITE CLEARLY

Investigations carried out by the author 
for 15 years on the Wielkopolsko-Kujawska 
Lowland (Western Poland) showed that 
wild bees (Apoidea) are today under strong 
human pressure.

Source: Józef Banaszak. Strategy for 
conservation of wild bees in an agricultural 
landscape. Agriculture, Ecosystems & 
Environment. Volume 40, Issues 1–4, May 
1992, Pages 179-192.

My 15-year long investigation shows today, 
wild bees (Apoidea) are today under strong 
human pressure on the Wielkopolsko-
Kujawska Lowland (Western Poland).

https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/016788099290091O


15

Preparing Plain Language Summaries   A Toolkit by Evidence for Democracy

This draft Environmental Assessment Report 
summarizes the assessment conducted by 
the Agency, including the information and 
analysis on the potential environmental 
effects of the Project. This report also 
includes the Agency’s conclusions on 
whether the Project is likely to cause 
significant adverse environmental effects 
after taking into account the implementation 
of mitigation measures. 

Source: Springbank Off-Stream Reservoir 
Project’s Draft Environmental Assessment 
Report (2021).

The Agency conducted a project impact 
assessment, which is summarized in this 
draft Environmental Assessment Report. Our 
report includes information and analyses 
about the project’s potential effects on the 
environment. This report also includes our 
conclusions on whether this project is likely 
to cause significant negative effects on the 
environment, after considering mitigation 
measures.

Be sure to write at an appropriate reading level. You can use a readability tool, like the Hemingway 
Editor or Microsoft Word’s Flesch-Kincaid, to assess the reading level of your writing.

Using these readability tools, you can assess your writing, through indicators such as the 
approximate grade level, ease of reading, and common writing errors, such as heavy usage of the 
passive voice or adverbs.

For example, let’s take a look at the following text. Which grade level would you classify it as?

Environment and Climate Change Canada was of the view that several activities, in addition to 
felling, may interfere with nesting and result in incidental takes. The Proponent’s commitment 
to felling outside the nesting season did not eliminate all risk of incidental take. The Department 
indicated that the nesting season for birds in general in the Val d’Or region runs from mid-April 
to the end of August. 

The Common Nighthawk is an aerial insectivore whose breeding success depends on the 
abundance and diversity of insects. Contrary to what the Proponent reported, Environment 
and Climate Change Canada stated that artificial lighting may have adverse effects on insects 
and result in the fragmentation or decline of populations of certain species that serve as prey 
for the Common Nighthawk (Environment Canada, 2016c).

Source: Akasaba West Copper – Gold Mine Project. Environmental Assessment Report (2018).

Let’s run this text through two readability tools.

https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/80123
http://www.hemingwayapp.com/
http://www.hemingwayapp.com/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/topic/get-your-document-s-readability-and-level-statistics-85b4969e-e80a-4777-8dd3-f7fc3c8b3fd2?ui=en-us&rs=en-us&ad=us
https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/document/124383
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Hemingway Editor evaluation of text.

Microsoft Word’s readability statistics includes scores for Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level, and Flesch 
Reading Ease.
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But while readability tools can help to quickly check your writing, it’s important to not over-rely 
on them. These tools are limited to assessing readability by a few factors (e.g., word and sentence 
length). They do not evaluate the content itself or whether you have conveyed information clearly.

General Word Usage
Use simple and common everyday words. Avoid using slang, clichés, idioms or expressions as not 
all readers will be aware of these phrases. Often, you may need to use multiple simpler words to 
replace one complicated word.

Match the vocabulary you are using to your target audience. Here, resources can help you find 
simpler ways to explain terms, such as the Translation Bureau’s Writing Tips Plus, Clés de la 
rédaction, or plainlanguage.gov’s Use simple words and phrases webpage.

INSTEAD OF... USE

Negative economic growth Recession

Impartial Fair

Additional More, extra

Collaborate Work with

Consultation, engagement Take part, get involved

Minimize negative consequences Reduce negative effects

Indigenous communities, organizations and groups Indigenous peoples

A project that is currently being considered Planned project

Government of Canada Government, we

Makes funding available to support Funds, supports

Proponent Company, organization

Mitigate Lessen

However, do not change words simply for style, e.g., to avoid using the same word repeatedly. 
Readers will be confused when you use multiple words to refer to the same thing. Instead, use  
the same term consistently for a specific concept or object. If necessary, for clarity’s sake, 
acknowledge what the equivalent terms are once, and then consistently use the original term. 

Avoid using absolutes, such as never, always or all, as there are frequently exceptions to rules. 
Similarly, avoid over-using intensifiers (e.g., absolutely or considerably) and qualifiers (generally, or 
basically). You can find additional examples in Kim Blank’s “Wordiness, Wordiness, Wordiness List.” 

https://www.noslangues-ourlanguages.gc.ca/en/writing-tips-plus/index-eng
https://www.noslangues-ourlanguages.gc.ca/en/cles-de-la-redaction/index-eng
https://www.noslangues-ourlanguages.gc.ca/en/cles-de-la-redaction/index-eng
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/guidelines/words/use-simple-words-phrases/
https://web.uvic.ca/~gkblank/wordiness.html
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Keep your writing simple. Take out ‘padding’ words (e.g., very, really, or actually), wordy phrases 
(e.g., prior to, with regard to or or in the event that), or redundant expressions, such as “as is 
well known”, “it is generally accepted”, and “it goes without saying,” unless it serves a purpose. 
Similarly, use adverbs properly in sentences, such as only, even, both, merely, just, also, mainly, in 
particular and at least.

EXAMPLES OF PADDING

There are positive benefits to writing in plain language.

Scientists have roughly estimated that five ponds will be impacted by the proposed pipeline.

This is actually the first proposal to redevelop the mine.

As is well known, there is a history of green space development in this region.

 
Use specific words, instead of abstract ones. Instead of using an all-purpose vague word or phrase, 
you can find alternative specific words using a thesaurus, or resources such as the Plain English 
Campaign’s The A to Z of alternative words, and the Health Research for Action’s Plain Language 
Word List. 

AVOID LONG OR WORDY 
EXPRESSIONS

USE SHORT PHRASES

At this current point, Now, currently

Due to the fact that, Because, due

In the absence of, Without

In accordance with By, following, per

Prior to Before

In addition Also, besides, too

 
Avoid using false friends (faux amis) in documents that will be translated into multiple languages 
— these are “pairs of words in two languages that look similar but differ in meaning.” For 
example, the English word actual does not mean the same as the French actuel, German aktuell, 
and Portuguese atual. You can find additional examples of false friends in the European Union’s 
Claire’s clear writing tips. 
 
Be intentional when it comes to being inclusive in your writing, especially as it relates to gender, 
socioeconomic status, Indigenous rights and interests, and ethnic and cultural backgrounds. This 
means avoiding ableist language or gender-specific terminology. For example, instead of he, use 
she or they as a default pronoun when referring to a person, and use gender-neutral names, such 
as Alex, instead of John.

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/files/alternative.pdf
https://multco.us/file/46697/download
https://multco.us/file/46697/download
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/claires-clear-writing-tips_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/files/claires-clear-writing-tips_en
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Using Technical Terms
Keep in mind the words that are common to you, an expert in your field, may not be common 
to your audience. In particular, you should avoid or reduce the use of jargon i.e. vocabulary that 
is used by specialists to communicate with each other, and is not common knowledge. This can 
include terms such as deliverables, human capital, mitigate and modalities.  
 

INSTEAD OF... USE

Heavy metals Toxic metals, such as mercury

Buoyancy The ability of an object to float

Carbon cycle The process through which carbon continually travels from the 
atmosphere to the Earth and then back into the atmosphere

ORIGINAL SENTENCE REVISED SENTENCE

Environment and Climate Change Canada 
was of the view that several activities, 
in addition to felling, may interfere with 
nesting and result in incidental takes. The 
Proponent’s commitment to felling outside 
the nesting season did not eliminate all 
risk of incidental take. The Department 
indicated that the nesting season for birds 
in general in the Val d’Or region runs from 
mid-April to the end of August. 

The Common Nighthawk is an aerial 
insectivore whose breeding success 
depends on the abundance and diversity 
of insects. Contrary to what the Proponent 
reported, Environment and Climate Change 
Canada stated that artificial lighting may 
have adverse effects on insects and result in 
the fragmentation or decline of populations 
of certain species that serve as prey for the 
Common Nighthawk (Environment Canada, 
2016c).

Source: Akasaba West Copper – Gold Mine 
Project. Environmental Assessment Report 
(2018).

Experts at Environment and Climate Change 
Canada say that several of the proposed 
activities could harm nesting birds. 

Despite the company committing to chopping 
trees outside of the nesting season, there is 
still potential risk of harm to birds. Experts 
say that the bird nesting region in the Val 
d’Or region runs from mid-April to the end of 
August.

The Common Nighthawk is a bird which feeds 
on insects while flying. The Nighthawk’s ability 
to reproduce depends on the number of, and 
the diversity of insects available. In contrast 
to the company’s report, experts say that 
artificial lighting may negatively impact the 
insects that the Nighthawk feeds on.

https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/document/124383
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Reducing jargon doesn’t mean that you should minimize the impacts or effects of a proposed 
project. Use simple language to explain the significance of the impact, e.g., important, negative, 
or positive. Use modifying terms (e.g., may or slightly) when there is a degree of uncertainty 
involved.

WAYS TO CONVEY UNCERTAINTY, BENEFITS OR HARMS
Adapted from source: How to write a plain language summary of a Cochrane intervention review.

None of the mitigation measures address [variable/outcome].

The proposed project improves/reduces [variable/outcome].

The proposed project slightly improves/reduces [variable/outcome].

The proposed project makes little or no difference to [variable/outcome].

We are uncertain whether the proposed project improves or reduces [variable/outcome].

 
However, you cannot always avoid using jargon. For example, there may be no better term to  
refer to specialized concepts, such as a thermite reaction or a mining high performance valve. 

In situations such as these, define technical terms in the text (e.g., using parentheses or a simple 
declarative sentence). Try to lead your audience into understanding a term with an extended 
definition. You can use examples, analogies and visual aids to help explain and contextualize  
these technical terms. Try to use concrete examples which will be relevant to your reader.

You can also define technical terms by placing definitions in a box on the same page. Unless 
necessary, try to avoid creating a glossary at the end of the document, as readers may not  
always navigate to this section.

ORIGINAL SENTENCE REVISED SENTENCE

Marine assemblages represent a community 
of organisms whose physiological, 
morphological, and life history requirements 
are adapted to coexist within a specific 
environment in an ecosystem.

Source: West Flemish Pass Exploration 
Drilling Project’s Environmental Impact 
Statement Summary (2021).

Marine assemblages are organisms found 
in the same area at the same time, such as 
parasites found in sharks. These organisms 
have adapted their body structure to coexist 
within a specific environment.

https://fertility-regulation.cochrane.org/sites/fertility-regulation.cochrane.org/files/public/uploads/images/how_to_write_a_cochrane_pls_27th_march_2017_1.pdf
https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/80161
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In physics, a quantum (plural quanta) is 
the minimum amount of any physical 
entity (physical property) involved in an 
interaction. The fundamental notion that 
a physical property can be “quantized” 
is referred to as “the hypothesis of 
quantization”.

Source: Quantum, Wikipedia.

In physics, a quantum is the minimum amount 
of any physical property that is involved 
in an interaction. The idea that a physical 
property can be “quantized” is known as the 
“hypothesis of quantization.”

Be sure to consider your word choices carefully, as words can have different meanings, depending 
on the reader and/or the context. Examples include enhance, aerosol, positive feedback, theory, 
uncertainty, sign, values and anomaly.

WORD EXAMPLES OF DIFFERENT 
MEANINGS
(Source: Lexico)

SAMPLE SENTENCES

Significant General: “Sufficiently great or 
important to be worthy of attention; 
noteworthy.”
 
Statistics: “Relating to or having 
significance.”

The pandemic led to a significant 
increase in the sales of single use 
personal protective equipment.
We found a statistically significant 
difference between the two 
experimental groups in our study.

Error General: “A mistake.”
 
Technical: “A measure of the estimated 
difference between the observed or 
calculated value of a quantity and  
its true value.”

There are many spelling errors  
in this document.
A Type I error is a false positive: it is 
when a hypothesis is rejected even 
though it is actually true.

Bias General: “Inclination or prejudice for or 
against one person or group, especially 
in a way considered to be unfair.”
General: “A concentration on or interest 
in one particular area or subject.”
Statistics: “A systematic distortion of 
a statistical result due to a factor not 
allowed for in its derivation.”
Electronics: “A steady voltage, magnetic 
field, or other factor applied to a 
system or device to cause it to operate 
over a predetermined range.”

In the Harry Potter book series, 
many pure-blooded wizards express 
bias against wizards born in non-
magical families.
Sam’s work shows a bias towards 
photochemistry.
A statistic is biased if it is 
unrepresentative of the population.
Engineers use bias widely in  
analog devices.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Quantum
https://www.lexico.com/
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How To Use Abbreviations
Be sure to spell out abbreviations on the first use. Don’t use an abbreviation unless you plan to 
use it repeatedly, or if it is better known to most readers than its long-form equivalent, e.g., AIDS 
for Acquired Immune Deficiency Syndrome, or PhD for Doctor of Philosophy. For example, we 
deliberately chose to not use the abbreviation PLS for the words plain language summary, as it 
isn’t a well-known abbreviation, even though we have used the term repeatedly in this toolkit. 

Avoid using abbreviations excessively as it can be hard to keep track of them all, and because 
abbreviations can have different meanings in different contexts. When in doubt, spell it out.

When referring to long titles repeatedly, such as the name of an act or committee, write out the 
full name once, and then refer to it using a keyword (e.g., the Act) in future references. Try to 
include a plain language description of any necessary acts, policies or regulations that you need  
to refer to in your document. Here, you should explain what your reader needs to know, and  
any additional context necessary to understand this. 

INSTEAD OF USING THIS REPEATEDLY... USE

Immigration and Refugee Protection Act the Act

Canadian Northern Economic Development 
Agency

the Agency

Canadian Radio-Television and 
Telecommunications Commission

the Commission

Government of Canada Government

Considerations for References
If necessary, be sure to cite supporting references in your plain language summary. Depending on 
how your document will be used, you should either hyperlink to your supporting sources, or cite 
sources using a consistent referencing style and list references at the end of your document. 

Try to prioritize citing a non-paywalled source which directly supports the sentence, and is also 
written in plain language. Use hyperlinks strategically: do not link excessively, and ensure your 
hyperlinks are functional. If a link is available in a specific language (e.g., French), specify this in 
the text. 
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Active and Passive Voice
A sentence includes a subject (i.e. the doer of the action), verb (the action) and an object (the 
person, group or thing an action is done to). Sentences can be (i) passive, where the subject does 
not perform the action of the main verb; or (ii) active, where the subject performs the action. 

Passive sentences tend to be wordier and harder to follow. Use the active voice, and the present 
tense, where possible. By using an active voice, you can emphasize the subject of the sentence. 

You should place actions in the order they occur, and keep the subject and verb close together. 
This helps readers follow ideas easily in a sentence. 

AVOID PASSIVE SENTENCES 
(Object-Verb-Subject)

USE ACTIVE SENTENCES 
(Subject-Verb-Object)

A number of results showed the presence of 
mercury deposits in polar regions.

The results show mercury deposits are 
present in polar regions.

Research points to mercury poisoning as the 
leading cause of salmon death in the region.

Mercury poisoning is considered the leading 
cause of salmon death in the region.

Writing Sentences, Paragraphs and Sections
Try to keep sentences between 15-20 words at most. You should vary sentence structure to 
engage the reader, but above all, be direct. Avoid complex sentences so your reader doesn’t  
have to read a sentence twice to understand it. Don’t bury important information, or introduce  
a new idea in the middle of a sentence. 

You can link ideas together by using simple connectors to help readers follow your logic and 
reasoning, such as that, which, who, as, some, most, under, so, to, if, on and about. Improve 
the clarity of your sentences by indicating conditions (e.g., if or when) at the beginning of the 
sentence (if short) or after the main idea. 

Avoid writing run-on sentences, or using commas, colons and semicolons excessively. Instead,  
you can split a long sentence into a few shorter sentences. For example, by starting sentences  
with and, or, but, for, so or yet, you can easily shorten long sentences. 

Give sentences strong endings as this is what readers will remember. If the next sentence 
introduces a new idea, or doesn’t follow the previous sentence, start a new paragraph.

A paragraph should ideally be four to five sentences, beginning with a topic sentence which 
introduces the overall idea. Similar to sentences, try to limit one topic or broader idea to each 
paragraph. You should use a series of paragraphs (i.e. a section) to express related information. 
Organize blocks of text into sections that reflect natural stopping points.
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Using Grammar Effectively
Write the way you speak. Similar to using common and everyday words, make sure to use 
contractions that people use when they speak.

USE COMMON CONTRACTIONS AVOID CONTRACTIONS NOT USED 
COMMONLY

Can’t, cannot Mustn’t, must not

Haven’t, have not Shan’t, shall not

Aren’t, are not Needn’t, need not

Wasn’t, was not Oughtn’t, ought not

Try to avoid ambiguity when using pronouns. Instead, name the agent doing the action — i.e., the 
person or organization carrying out the action.

When writing, try to avoid long strings of nouns (e.g., resource allocation procedures, or 
department expenditure increase review). These long strings often lack connecting words  
(e.g. of, for, about, in or the possessive marker ‘s). Instead, break the noun strings up, using 
prepositions. For example, instead of using resource allocation procedures, write procedures to 
allocate resources. 
 
Try to use precise action verbs, rather than vague verbs, verb-noun phrases (e.g., instead of make 
a shipment, use ship) or including clutter, such as is, are, was, were or being (e.g., instead of she is 
following the rules, use she follows the rules).

USE PRECISE VERBS AVOID VAGUE VERBS

Follow Comply with

Use Utilize

Explain, clarify Say

Assert, emphasis Discuss

Claim, argue Talk about

Acquire, obtain, understand Gets

Build, create, design Make

Examine Carry out an examination of

Consider Give consideration to

Send Forward

Set up, prove, show Establish
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Try to use the positive form of verbs (e.g. you’re entitled to, not you’re not entitled to) as this  
is easier to follow. Use the negative form to emphasize danger, legal pitfalls and any warnings. 

Minimize the use of not as this forces the reader to re-interpret a sentence. Instead, use positive 
or constructive phrasing. Avoid double negatives, or more than two negative constructions in 
a sentence. 

Lastly, avoid hidden verbs: nouns ending in -ion, -ment, -ance and -ive are often a verb in disguise. 
For example use apply, instead of submit your application, and evaluate instead of carrying out  
an evaluation.

USE ACTION VERBS AVOID ABSTRACT NOUNS

Analyze Analysis

Recommend Recommendation

Observe Observation

Assess Assessment

Arrange Arrangement

Consider Take into consideration
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Checklist: Writing Your  
Plain Language Summary

How should you approach your general writing style and tone?

 Divide the information you want to include into primary and secondary points.

 Write the way you speak, using a conversational tone.

 Use personal pronouns (such as you, we, us and our) to connect with the reader.

 Write at an appropriate reading level for your target audience.

 Stay focused on the key message(s), and omit unnecessary details.

  Write inclusively (e.g., avoid references to gender-specific terminology, and be aware  
of any negative connotations associated with analogies you use).

How can you effectively use words?

 Use simple and common everyday words, which are matched to your target audience.

 Use the same term consistently to refer to a concept or object.

 Avoid using absolutes as there are frequently exceptions to rules.

  Keep your writing simple — take out padding words, redundant expressions and wordy 
phrases.

  Avoid the use of slang, clichés, idioms or expressions as not all readers will be aware  
of these phrases.

How can you effectively share technical information?

 Avoid or reduce the use of jargon, where possible.

 Lead your audience into understanding jargon by providing an extended definition.

  Use simple language to explain the significance of the impact (e.g., important, negative  
or positive). 

 Use modifying terms (e.g., may or slightly) when there is a degree of uncertainty involved.

 Spell out abbreviations on the first use, followed by abbreviations in brackets.
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 Don’t introduce an abbreviation unless you plan to use it repeatedly.

  Format your references (and/or hyperlinks) consistently, and prioritize citing a non-
paywalled source which is written in plain language. 

How can you write sentences, paragraphs and sections effectively?

  Use the active voice (i.e., subject-verb-object sentence structure), and the present tense, 
where possible.

 Try to limit one topic or broader idea to each sentence, paragraph and section.

 Keep sentences to 15-20 words at most.

 Keep paragraphs to four to five sentences.

 Link ideas together using simple connectors (e.g., that, which, who, as, so, to, or if,).

 Do not use commas, colons and semicolons excessively.

 How can you use grammar effectively?

 Avoid ambiguity when using the word it.

 Use precise action verbs, constructive phrasing, and the positive form of verbs.

 Minimize the use of not in sentences.

 Avoid long strings of nouns, verb-noun phrases, and hidden verbs.



28

Preparing Plain Language Summaries   A Toolkit by Evidence for Democracy

Formatting Your Plain Language Summary

When it comes to formatting, you should intentionally implement design features which will 
enhance the readability of your plain language summary. This section describes best practices for 
formatting and design, which should be implemented with consideration first towards existing 
templates, and in keeping with your institution’s standards for accessibility and communications.

Typographical Elements
Use typographical elements consistently throughout your document to guide the reader’s 
attention, such as fonts and page numbers. Keep it simple to avoid distracting your reader.

Use bold and italics for emphasis, but do not use it excessively (e.g., for large blocks of text) as it 
can be difficult to read blocks of italicized text.

Similarly, avoid using all-capital letters. Instead, use capitalization to draw attention to headings, 
as well as titles of programs, institutions (e.g., Government of Canada), legislations (e.g., acts and 
regulations), and official publications (e.g., reports, frameworks, strategies and plans). 

Ensure that your document’s font size is large enough (e.g., 10-12 point minimum for paragraph 
text). Limit the number of fonts used — use one font for headings, and one for text, if needed. 

Use a sans serif font (i.e., no hooks) for headings, such as Arial or Calibri in 12-20 points. Use a 
serif typeface for paragraph text, such as Times New Roman and Cambria. The hooks in serif fonts 
help lead the reader’s eye from letter to letter. You can explore different fonts using the Google 
Fonts search tool.

Recent research suggests that sans serif fonts are considered more readable on a screen, and 
that serif fonts are less readable for people with visual impairments. As this is an evolving area 
of research, you should prioritize choosing an accessible font which can differentiate between 
characters (such as 1, lowercase i, and lowercase l). You can learn more about this in WebAIM’s 
Typefaces and Fonts webpage. 

SERIF FONT SANS SERIF FONT

This sentence is written in Times New Roman. This sentence is written in Arial.

This sentence is written in Cambria. This sentence is written in Calibri.

This sentence is written in Garamond. This sentence is written in Verdana.

https://fonts.google.com/
https://fonts.google.com/
https://webaim.org/techniques/fonts/
https://webaim.org/techniques/fonts/
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Ensure that you are complying with accessibility standards, specifically the Accessible Canada 
Act, and best practices as outlined in your institution (e.g., Accessibility in the public service). 
For example, do not rely only on visual formatting to convey information.

When it comes to font colours, the standard for readability is black text on a white background. 
Avoid using colour combinations with low contrast. Text should have a contrast ratio of at least 
4.5:1. Use WebAIM’s Contrast Checker to check whether you have a good contrast ratio and 
comply with accessibility standards.

Margins, Justification and White Space
Make strategic use of white space (e.g., in margins, around headings, between paragraphs) to 
break up blocks of text. For example, instead of narrowing margins to maximize the amount of 
text that can be included, be generous with margins (e.g, 1 inch at minimum, aim for 1.5 to 2 
inch margins). 

A heading should be followed by a block of text, and there should be more white space above a 
heading, than below it. Do not overuse headings, or have too many levels of headings. Instead, 
limit headings to three levels or fewer. 

Avoid creating “widows and orphans” i.e., a single paragraph-opening line at the end of a page, 
or a single paragraph-ending line at the beginning of a page. You can insert a hard page break to 
avoid these formatting inconsistencies.

You should differentiate headings from regular text by using a larger font size, and using bold (or 
a heavier font) for emphasis. Instead of creating headings manually, use the Styles function in 
Microsoft Word or Google Docs. This will ensure that your headings are formatted consistently 
across the document, and will also create an automatic table of contents.

You can use text boxes or a sidebar to bring the reader’s attention to information e.g., a critical 
take-away message or definition. However, use text boxes sparingly. Using multiple text boxes 
will not capture the reader’s attention as effectively.

Single-spaced (1.0) lines are generally sufficient enough to separate one line from the next, 
allowing a reader’s eyes to dart quickly from sentence to sentence. If you are using a block 
format (i.e. no indentations), ensure that there is an extra line between paragraphs. If you are 
indenting your paragraphs, you do not have to leave an extra line between paragraphs.  
 
Text should ideally be left-aligned, as is default text. When text is fully justified, there is often 
odd spacing between words. Several hyphenated words may be created, which is tiring to read.

https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/A-0.6/FullText.html
https://laws-lois.justice.gc.ca/eng/acts/A-0.6/FullText.html
https://www.canada.ca/en/government/publicservice/wellness-inclusion-diversity-public-service/diversity-inclusion-public-service/accessibility-public-service.html
https://webaim.org/resources/contrastchecker/
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Bulleted, Numbered and In-Sentence Lists
Use numbered lists, bulleted lists, tables and images to present complex materials that are 
appropriate for your target audience. 

Lists can be used to group similar items together. These are easier to scan and read than a long 
paragraph. Lists should include 2-8 items at most. Use numbered lists to share a series of steps or 
to rank list items. Use bulleted lists to share unranked items.

A list should be introduced by a lead-in sentence to guide the reader. If it is a complete sentence, 
it should end in a colon. If it is a partial sentence (i.e., not a complete thought), it should not have 
punctuation at the end. 

Use a consistent parallel structure for each list item, such as similar punctuation or sentence style. 
For example, be sure to capitalize the first letter of each list item, and use parallel phrasing for 
each listed item (e.g., begin all list items with a verb consistently).

INSTEAD OF LARGE BLOCKS OF TEXT USE BULLET POINTS TO LIST KEY POINTS

Marine mammals and sea turtles found in 
the RSA include seven species of mysticetes 
(baleen whales), sixteen species of 
odontocetes (toothed whales, dolphins, and 
porpoises), four species of phocids (seals), 
and four species of sea turtles. While some 
species of marine mammals remain in the 
waters off eastern Newfoundland year-
round, many marine mammals and sea 
turtles arrive in the late spring and remain 
until the fall, feeding and socializing in the 
highly productive waters of the Grand Banks, 
the Flemish Pass, and surrounding waters.

Source: Central Ridge Exploration Drilling 
Project. Summary of the abridged 
Environmental Impact Statement (2020). 

There are various marine mammals and sea 
turtles found in the affected area, including:

• Seven species of baleen whales, 

• Four species of seals,

• Four species of sea turtles, 

• 16 species of toothed whales, dolphins 
and porpoises. 

Some marine mammals and sea turtles live 
in the waters off eastern Newfoundland all 
year-long. 

Other marine mammals and sea turtles 
arrive in the late spring and remain until the 
fall. They feed and socialize in the waters 
of the Grand Banks, the Flemish Pass, and 
surrounding waters.

https://iaac-aeic.gc.ca/050/evaluations/proj/80175
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Climate change and agriculture are 
interrelated on a global scale. Global 
warming affects agriculture through changes 
in average temperatures, rainfall, and 
weather extremes (like storms and heat 
waves); changes in pests and diseases; 
changes in atmospheric carbon dioxide 
and ground-level ozone concentrations; 
changes in the nutritional quality of some 
foods; and changes in sea level. Global 
warming is already affecting agriculture, 
with effects unevenly distributed across the 
world. Future climate change will probably 
negatively affect crop production in low 
latitude countries, while effects in northern 
latitudes may be positive or negative. Global 
warming will probably increase the risk of 
food insecurity for some vulnerable groups, 
such as the poor.

Source: Agriculture, Wikipedia.

Climate change and agriculture are 
interrelated on a global scale. Global 
warming affects agriculture through: 

• changes in average temperatures, 
rainfall, and weather extremes (like 
storms and heat waves); 

• changes in pests and diseases; 

• changes in atmospheric carbon dioxide 
and ground-level ozone concentrations; 

• changes in the nutritional quality of 
some foods; and 

• changes in sea level. 

Global warming is already affecting 
agriculture, with effects unevenly distributed 
across the world. Future climate change will 
probably negatively affect crop production 
in low latitude countries, while effects 
in northern latitudes may be positive or 
negative. Global warming will probably 
increase the risk of food insecurity for some 
vulnerable groups, such as the poor.

You can also use in-sentence lists to express a short list of items in a sentence format. Try to share 
only two to five items in in-sentence lists.

EXAMPLES OF IN-SENTENCE LISTS

In this toolkit, you will learn how to (a) identify your target audience, (b) structure your 
writing, and (c) format your plain language summary effectively.

Energy recovery from waste is the conversion of non-recyclable waste materials into (i) 
usable heat, (ii) electricity, or (iii) fuel, through a variety of processes, including combustion, 
gasification, pyrolyzation, anaerobic digestion, and landfill gas recovery. 
 
Adapted from source: Waste management, Wikipedia.

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Agriculture#Climate_change
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Waste_management#Waste_hierarchy
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Tables and Figures
A table contains rows and columns. A figure is a visual element that is not a table, such as a graph 
(e.g., bar, column, line), chart (pie, flow) or illustration (diagram, images and infographics). 

Use simple structures for tables and figures so that readers can make comparisons and make 
sense of relationships, without using a lot of text. Similar to text boxes, use tables and figures 
sparingly, as too many will crowd your document. Make sure the table or figure you use matches 
the content that you are writing about, and is appropriate for your audience. 

You should use built-in software to create tables, rather than inserting a screenshot or image of a 
table. Ensure that formatting is consistent: label axes, include units for all variables, and make sure 
keys/legends are present. Use shading and borders only to accent tables and figures.

Place tables and figures next to where they are first referred to in the text, preferably on the same 
page. Ensure the visual element is not stretched or distorted, that it is of high quality, and there is 
sufficient white space around the image.

Include a clear title, and a short but descriptive caption to describe the information displayed. 
Generally, captions should be placed below figures, and above tables. You can use automated 
features (such as the Captions tool in Microsoft Word) to create a List of Figures and Tables, similar 
to a table of contents.

Similarly, images can explain or illustrate a complex concept to help readers better understand 
your key message. If you are using images, be sure to use functional images (i.e. not for decorative 
purposes). Poor image choices can confuse readers.

Ensure you have the appropriate permissions to use tables and figures you did not create. With 
proper attribution, you can freely use images found in the public domain or those with a CC-BY 
license. Resources include: Unsplash, Wikimedia Commons, Flickr Commons, and CC Search.

If your plain language summary will be presented digitally, be sure to also include alternative text 
(i.e., alt text, descriptive text which explains the context of a visual). Keep your alt-text short, and 
include it in the image’s alt-text description (e.g., via Microsoft Word) or in the image caption. 
Ignore any details that aren’t relevant to the document. For example, you do not need to begin 
each alt-text with “Image of…”, but should begin with “Screenshot of…” as that is necessary 
context. 
 
Any embedded audio should be accompanied with a transcript. Similarly, videos should feature 
captions.

https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/office/add-format-or-delete-captions-in-word-82fa82a4-f0f3-438f-a422-34bb5cef9c81
https://unsplash.com/
https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Main_Page
http://flickr.com/commons
https://search.creativecommons.org/
https://support.microsoft.com/en-us/topic/add-alternative-text-to-a-shape-picture-chart-smartart-graphic-or-other-object-44989b2a-903c-4d9a-b742-6a75b451c669
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Checklist: How Should You Format  
Your Document

How can you use typographical elements effectively?

 Use typographical elements consistently (e.g., fonts and page numbers), but keep it simple.

  Use a sans serif font (i.e., no hooks, 12-20 points) for headings, and serif font  
for paragraph text (10-12 point minimum).

 Use black text on a white background, and avoid low contrast colour combinations.

  Use bold, underlining, capitalization and italics for emphasis, but do not use it excessively  
(e.g., for blocks of text).

How can you use margins, justification and white space effectively?

 Use white space to break up blocks of text.

 Be generous with margins i.e., 1 inch at minimum, aim for 1.5-2 inches on all sides.

  Use single-spaced (1.0) lines, and add an extra line between paragraphs if using a block 
format (i.e., no indentations).

 You can left-align text, or use left justification and ragged right formatting.

 Use text boxes to draw the reader’s attention to critical information.

How can you use bulleted, numbered and in-sentence lists effectively?

 Group 2-8 similar items together in numbered or bulleted lists.

 Introduce lists with a lead-in complete or partial sentence.

 Use a consistent parallel structure for each list item.

 List 2-4 items in in-sentence lists.

How can you create effective tables and figures?

  Use simple structures to allow readers to make comparisons easily, and make sense of 
relationships.

 Use functional images, and avoid images that are being used for decorative purposes.

 Ensure you have the appropriate permissions to share tables and figures you did not create.

 Place tables and figures next to where they are first referred to in the text.

 Include a clear title, and a short, descriptive caption to describe the information displayed.

 Include alternative text (alt-text) to describe visuals for readers using a screen reader.
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Before Submitting Your  
Plain Language Summary

Once you are done writing your plain language summary, take a break, whether it’s for an hour or 
a week. Then, re-read your document aloud with fresh eyes to catch any awkward wording.

Proofread Your Document
Put yourself in the shoes of the reader. Are all the essential details included in your document?

Start by reviewing the overall document structure, before reviewing on a paragraph, sentence and 
word level. 

As you proofread, consider each word, sentence, and paragraph carefully from the reader’s point 
of view. Do ideas flow logically? Is the style, tone and reading level consistent? Cut out words that 
are doing no work or adding little meaning to the sentence. Is there any unnecessary repetition? Is 
the formatting consistent? Is there enough white space?

Spelling and grammar checkers do not pick up all mistakes. Keep an eye out for common mistakes 
when it comes to spelling, grammar and punctuation (e.g., typos, incomplete sentences, run-
on sentences, passive voice and non-parallel construction). If possible, invite a communications 
specialist (e.g., a professional copywriter) to review your document.

Field Test Your Document
Try to field-test your document in a focus group, or through surveys and individual interviews. 
Ensure the participants are representative of your target audience. You can also field-test your 
document by arranging for someone outside your field of expertise, or someone unfamiliar with 
your project, to proofread your plain language summary. 

Check that your final plain language summary is useful and readable by asking readers to describe 
the key concepts in their own words, in order for you to assess whether they were able to 
navigate the document easily. Ask open-ended questions to determine if the reader understood 
the document, instead of yes/no questions. Be receptive to feedback, and implement suggestions 
to improve the readability of your plain language writing.
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Plain Language Writing Takes Time

Similar to good writing, it’s important to remember that writing in plain language effectively takes 
time. This is a skill that you will hone with practice over the years. Head to the Appendix to see 
examples of published plain language summaries, and annotated examples of how to implement 
best practices described in this toolkit.

Each best practice in this toolkit is a recommendation that you can choose to implement, or not. 
Real-life constraints, such as costs and writing deadlines, may lead to different choices. As Redish 
and Rosen have stated, “real-world documents are compromises.”

Checklist: Before Submitting  
Your Plain Language Summary

How can you proofread your document effectively?

  Review the overall document structure, before reviewing paragraphs, sentences and words.

 Consider each word, sentence and paragraph from the reader’s point of view.

 Remove words that are doing no work or are adding little meaning to the sentence.

 Ensure there is sufficient white space, and consistent formatting, style and tone.

 Review spelling, grammar and punctuation.

How can you field test your plain language summary?

  Field-test your document with your target audience using focus groups, surveys and 
individual interviews.

  Arrange for someone outside your field of expertise, or someone unfamiliar with your 
project, to proofread your document.

 Implement reader suggestions to improve the readability of your plain language writing.

https://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/articles/revisiting-plain-language/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/articles/revisiting-plain-language/
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/resources/articles/revisiting-plain-language/
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APPENDIX:
Model Plain Language Summaries 

You can find examples of plain language summaries here:

• FACETS Journal summaries

• Book of plain language summaries (Health Canada Science Forum)

• Annotated Examples - Plain Language Summaries for AGU journals

• Plain Language Summaries of Scientific Articles (Canadian Retinoblastoma Research Advisory 
Board)

• A plain language summary of the Accessible Transportation for Persons with Disabilities 
Regulations

 
Plain language summaries can be found in different forms. In the following Appendix examples, 
take note of how wording, structure, placement and design are implemented in such a way that 
readers can easily locate, understand and use information. 

Example 1:
Arctic Salmon: Community monitoring initiatives  

find increasing salmon in the NWT

Source: NWT Environmental Research Bulletin (NERB). 2019. Volume 4, Issue 17. 

https://medium.com/facets
https://publications.gc.ca/site/eng/9.512498/publication.html
https://www.agu.org/Publish-with-AGU/Publish/Author-Resources/Plain-Language-Summary
https://www.rbcanadaresearch.com/plain-language-summaries/
https://www.rbcanadaresearch.com/plain-language-summaries/
https://otc-cta.gc.ca/eng/a-plain-language-summary-accessible-transportation-persons-with-disabilities-regulations?wbdisable=true
https://otc-cta.gc.ca/eng/a-plain-language-summary-accessible-transportation-persons-with-disabilities-regulations?wbdisable=true
https://www.enr.gov.nt.ca/sites/enr/files/resources/nerb_-_issue_17_-_arctic_salmon.pdf
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Example 2:
Small Modular Nuclear Reactors (POSTnote)

Source: Small Modular Nuclear Reactors. Research Briefing.  
The Parliamentary Office of Science and Technology, UK. Wednesday, 18 July 2018.  

Contains Parliamentary information licensed under the Open Parliament Licence v3.0.

https://post.parliament.uk/research-briefings/post-pn-0580/
https://www.parliament.uk/site-information/copyright-parliament/open-parliament-licence/





	Executive Summary
	What is Plain Language?
	How Is Plain Language Being Used Across Canada?
	How To Use This Toolkit

	Before You Begin Writing
	Who Is Your Audience?
	What Is Your Purpose?
	What Should You Include in Your Plain Language Summary?
	What Is the Key Message You Want to Share?
	Checklist: Before You Begin Writing

	Structuring Your Writing
	What Are Some Essential Elements to Include?
	How Can You Structure Your Writing?
	Checklist: How Should You 
Structure Your Writing

	Writing Your Plain Language Summary
	General Writing Style and Tone
	General Word Usage
	Using Technical Terms
	How To Use Abbreviations
	Considerations for References
	Active and Passive Voice
	Writing Sentences, Paragraphs and Sections
	Using Grammar Effectively
	Checklist: Writing Your 
Plain Language Summary

	Formatting Your Plain Language Summary
	Typographical Elements
	Margins, Justification and White Space
	Bulleted, Numbered and In-Sentence Lists
	Tables and Figures
	Checklist: How Should You Format 
Your Document

	Before Submitting Your 
Plain Language Summary
	Proofread Your Document
	Field Test Your Document
	Plain Language Writing Takes Time
	Checklist: Before Submitting 
Your Plain Language Summary

	References
	Appendix:
	Model Plain Language Summaries 
& Annotated Examples

	Check Box 111: Off
	Check Box 112: Off
	Check Box 113: Off
	Check Box 114: Off
	Check Box 115: Off
	Check Box 116: Off
	Check Box 117: Off
	Check Box 118: Off
	Check Box 119: Off
	Check Box 120: Off
	Check Box 121: Off
	Check Box 122: Off
	Check Box 124: Off
	Check Box 125: Off
	Check Box 126: Off
	Check Box 127: Off
	Check Box 128: Off
	Check Box 129: Off
	Check Box 130: Off
	Check Box 131: Off
	Check Box 132: Off
	Check Box 133: Off
	Check Box 134: Off
	Check Box 135: Off
	Check Box 136: Off
	Check Box 137: Off
	Check Box 138: Off
	Check Box 139: Off
	Check Box 140: Off
	Check Box 141: Off
	Check Box 142: Off
	Check Box 143: Off
	Check Box 144: Off
	Check Box 145: Off
	Check Box 146: Off
	Check Box 147: Off
	Check Box 148: Off
	Check Box 149: Off
	Check Box 150: Off
	Check Box 151: Off
	Check Box 152: Off
	Check Box 103: Off
	Check Box 104: Off
	Check Box 105: Off
	Check Box 106: Off
	Check Box 107: Off
	Check Box 108: Off
	Check Box 109: Off
	Check Box 1010: Off
	Check Box 1038: Off
	Check Box 1011: Off
	Check Box 1041: Off
	Check Box 1012: Off
	Check Box 1013: Off
	Check Box 1014: Off
	Check Box 1015: Off
	Check Box 1016: Off
	Check Box 1017: Off
	Check Box 1018: Off
	Check Box 1019: Off
	Check Box 1020: Off
	Check Box 1021: Off
	Check Box 1022: Off
	Check Box 1023: Off
	Check Box 1024: Off
	Check Box 1025: Off
	Check Box 1026: Off
	Check Box 1027: Off
	Check Box 1028: Off
	Check Box 1029: Off
	Check Box 1039: Off
	Check Box 1030: Off
	Check Box 1031: Off
	Check Box 1032: Off
	Check Box 1033: Off
	Check Box 1034: Off
	Check Box 1035: Off
	Check Box 1036: Off
	Check Box 1037: Off


