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Plain Language: All You Really Need 

BC BRANCH

Okay, I admit it. I’ve never fancied the 
idea of plain language. I like complex, 

decorative language: beautiful big words 
in long, perambulating sentences. I like 
Joyce and Proust, with all their semi-
colons, dashes, and parentheses dressing 
up crowds of elegant clauses. If language 
were clothing, I’d have all the world’s ideas 
parading around in ball gowns and tiaras. 
Beautiful, perhaps, but not very down to 
earth, according to plain language principles. 

For most practical purposes and for most 
audiences, we need the unobtrusive, 
comfortable blue jeans of plain language. 
In his excellent workshop on Saturday, 
February 26, Peter Moskos explained 
what plain language is and why we need 
it. He then showed us how we can use it 
in our own writing, checking ourselves 
for appropriate words, sentence structures, 
paragraphs, and layout. 

Peter used tough exercises, clear examples, 
and comprehensive course materials to teach 
us, and prizes and a little ting-y bell to keep 
us in line. We worked hard, laughed a lot, 
and learned the principles and practice of 
plain language.

As a result, I’ve changed my mind. Now I do 
like the idea of plain language, and though it 
may not show yet, I’m working on it!

What is plain language?

Plain language is “any message that gets its 
meaning across clearly and concisely to its 
readers, using words they know.” It is kind 
to its readers, polite and friendly in tone, and 
uses common words in short, uncomplicated 
sentences.

The quotation above, and the following 
Plain Language Credo, are both from Peter’s 
extensive course materials:

1.  Most—but not all—complex writing  
  can be written in plain language. 

2. Plain language does not convey all of  
  the meaning of complex language but  
  it does convey what the reader needs to  
  know. 

3. Plain language techniques are easy to  
  learn. 

4. It takes practice and effort to write  
  using plain language. 

5. Most people who do not use plain  
  language don’t see its importance or  
  don’t know how to use it.

6. Some people do not use plain language  
  because they want to obfuscate, hide  
  their intentions, or deny responsibility. 

7. All of us have a right to be provided  
  important information written in plain  
  language. 

Why do we need plain language?   

According to Statistics Canada’s Adult 
Literacy Survey, almost half of Canadian 
adults (48%) cannot read well. Of these poor 
readers the best can deal only with simple 
and clearly presented materials. If we want 
to include more than half of the potential 
audience, we must write at a level most 
people can understand, about grade 7 or 8. 

Even highly competent readers are more 
likely to read and understand material 
presented in plain language. Many good 
readers no longer have time to plough 
through complex language and dense 
structures. Plain language is easier for poor 
readers, and more inviting and relaxing for 
good readers.

Plain language allows easier and more 
accurate translation, which is especially 
important in government communications.

Plain language saves time and money, and 
reduces errors and disagreements. 

How do we put our writing in plain 
language?

Use easy words:

Literary and technical writing often require 
complex or specialized words to convey 
shades of meaning and a high degree 
of accuracy. For most public purposes, 
however, use short common words that a 
wide audience will understand. Avoid slang, 
local expressions, and jargon. Plain words 
ensure that everyone understands what you 
mean. 

The Plain English Guide by Martin Cutts 
(Oxford University Press, 1995), and the 
Dictionary of Plain English at <www.techc
ommunicators.com/pdfs/style-diction.pdf> 
offer plain language alternatives to fancy 



words. You probably have several ten-dollar 
words that you use without even noticing. 
Make a list of your favourites, along with 
their simpler alternatives, and check it every 
time you write.

Use short, clearly structured sentences:

Make the average sentence 15 to 20 words 
long. Longer, more complex sentences 
require the reader to remember and relate 
clauses from the beginning of the sentence 
to the end. Shorter sentences break thoughts 
into manageable units. 

We practiced several ways of shortening 
sentences mechanically by breaking them 
down into smaller units or using bulleted 
lists. Other techniques, like using the 
active voice, avoiding “smothered verbs”, 
eliminating unnecessary modifiers and 
redundant terms, using personal pronouns 
and polite expressions, and being positive 
in tone, tend to shorten sentences and make 
meaning clearer. 

Remember that 15–20 words is the ideal 
average sentence length. Mix up longer 
and shorter sentences to keep your writing 
interesting, just make sure that your longer 
sentences are logically structured and easy 
to follow.

Use unified, coherent paragraphs: 

Good paragraphing could be the topic for a 
whole workshop. We covered the principles 
of unity and coherence, and learned several 
techniques to make sure paragraphs flow 
logically. 

Make your layout inviting:

Once you have simplified your words, 
shortened your sentences, and unified 
your paragraphs, the last kindness you can 
do your reader is to pay attention to your 
layout. 

Use white space to give readers a rest.

Keep lines and paragraphs short.

Use bullets and charts to organize dense 
material.

Try to use only one or two fonts per page.

Measure readability:

Now for the big test: Turn on your spelling 
and grammar check, and click the option 

that gives you a readability rating after the 
check. Aim for a Grade 7 or 8 Level on the 
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level scale. However, 
remember that this scale can count words, 
but it can’t understand them. 

I just checked this article. It comes in at 
Grade 8.6. Not bad for a first try, eh?

Peter Moskos is a Vancouver-based writer, 
editor, and trainer. Before coming to 
Vancouver, he was the director of writing 
and editing services for gordongroup, 
an Ottawa communications company. 
An accomplished writer and editor, he 
specializes in plain-language writing: 
making unstructured, complex, or 
overwritten materials organized, clear, and 
easy to follow. Peter has written or edited 
just about every kind of document produced 
by the federal government. He has also 
managed many large-scale publication 
projects. Peter was a member of the 
EAC/ACR Certification Steering Committee 
from 2000 to 2004.

Daphne Sams
<jordsams@shaw.ca>

Langara College 
Scholarship Awarded

Last fall, the EAC-BC executive decided 
to expand our support and recognition of 
promising students in the fields of editing 
and publishing by redistributing the annual 
$1000 scholarship funds among four post-
secondary institutions.

Now, in addition to SFU’s Master of 
Publishing program and the Douglas College 
Print Futures: Professional Writing Program, 
we also recognize the achievements of top 
students in appropriate programs at the 
University College of the Cariboo and at 
Langara College. 

It was a great pleasure on March 9 to 
award Philip Breakenridge with our first 
scholarship for a student in the Publishing: 
Techniques and Technologies Program at 
Langara College. 

Philip met the scholarship criteria by 
receiving an A in “Writing for Publication,” 
while maintaining a grade point average 
well over the required 3.5. 

Philip has a degree in English, an intention 
to work in literary publishing, and a 

charming, modest manner. He was pleased 
to receive the scholarship and was delightful 
company during the ceremonies. Elizabeth 
Rains, Langara instructor and publisher of 
the annual Pacific Rim Magazine, had this 
to say:

“Philip scored at the top of his class 
and now excels as an editor, both in 
his coursework and in his position as 
managing editor of the student-produced 
Pacific Rim Magazine. His articulate, 
knowledgeable presentation on Print on 
Demand and the Vanity Press, considering 
the pros and cons of do-it-yourself book 
publishing, engaged the audience with a 
touch of humour and revealed his knack 
for motivating his classmates to tackle 
complex editing tasks with a smile.”

He would never have told us that himself. 
Check out Philip’s work this May, when 
Pacific Rim Magazine hits the streets in the 
Vancouver edition of the Globe & Mail.

To Be or Not to Be—
That Is the Problem

“Virtual reality”—a state of existence that, 
well, doesn’t really exist. This concocted 
computerese cliché is virtually unavoidable 
by virtue of the control computer 
programmers have on the way we speak. 

In a time long, long ago, before Microsoft 
and the Internet—1959, to be exact—virtual 
reality was all around us, but we knew it by 
more honest names. A mirage, for example, 
is an illusion that seems real from afar but is 
far from real. We see this mirage every time 
heat hazes on a highway giving the illusion 
of water up ahead. I don’t ever recall saying, 
“Hey, look at that virtual water!”

One source dates the word mirage to 1812, 
a derivative of the French verb se mirer “to 
be reflected (mirrored),” which in turn came 
from the Latin verb mirare. Given that the 
word was first associated with the great heat 
and expanse of African and Middle Eastern 
deserts, a more plausible etymology would 
be the Arabic word miraj, by which the 
shimmering haze imitated the ascension of 
the Prophet Muhammad to Heaven from the 
al-Haram al-Sharif in Jerusalem. 

Movies (moving pictures) have accurately 
described a pseudo-reality since at least 
1912. Put images and sound onto a strip of 
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celluloid and then pass it in front of a light, 
et voilà—you have instant reality, only the 
actors on the screen don’t exist, especially 
those who have died.

Of course, I would be remiss if I didn’t 
mention the cult of reality shows that now 
pass for TV entertainment. In the early days, 
all TV shows were shot live. Later they 
were produced live-to-tape to be edited for 
later broadcast. Recently, I heard an ad for 
the show Tony Danza Live! calling it “the 
ultimate reality show.” Pardon me while I 
virtually puke.

For some lamentable reason, our computer 
culture has made us embrace linguistic 
nonsense as technological sophistication. In 
1982, sci-fi novelist William Gibson gave us 
the insufferable cyberspace, to describe the 
ephemeral world of the Internet, yet there 
is no space, and cyber means to steer (from 
the Greek kybern). The term is meaningless. 
What was he thinking?

We would be so much better off without 
geek-speak, but saying that makes a virtue 
out of necessity.

Greg Felton
< gregfelton@shaw.ca >

Felton Response

Re: Greg Felton’s article on the enfeeblement 
of English: we are facing a much more 
serious problem than did previous 
generations when words merely took on new 
meanings over a period of decades. Now, 
the language is in danger of ceasing to be 
meaningful.

George Orwell warned us of this in his 
political satires, Animal Farm and 1984, but 
he did not foresee the greater threat from 
the advertising industry, which has reduced 
comprehension to a series of fleeting images 
and cachet words. Consequently, William 
Strunk’s dictum, “omit needless words,” 
no longer suffices, hence such travesties as 
this point in time, free gift, true facts, and 
surrounded on all sides.

One of the worst contributions from the 
advertising industry is lifestyle. This 
pernicious term implies that there is no such 
thing as a state of being, a conviction, nor a 

moral paradigm. This becomes obvious in 
the following two sentences:

She is an ethical doctor. 

She has an ethical lifestyle in her medical 
practice.

The first states a condition that is; it implies 
conviction and moral commitment. The 
second implies a temporary choice of fashion 
that can be worn or discarded as styles 
change. So, we hear of religious lifestyles, 
farming lifestyles, urban lifestyles, addictive 
lifestyles, etcetera, ad nauseam.

I am sure that everyone in the EAC has his 
or her favourite hateful word or expression. 
Perhaps this could be a topic for “Survey 
Says!”

Hugh Macdonald

Back-up

Member Murray Reiss of Saltspring Island 
had the following question after reading last 
month’s article on backing up files.

“What’s the difference between copying files 
onto a CD and using backup software? What 
does the latter do that the former doesn’t?”

Derek replies:

Copying to a CD or hard drive makes a 
single, uncompressed copy, and if you copy a 
whole bunch of files multiple times, they all 
get copied each time, whether they’ve been 
updated since your last copy or not.

Backup software checks whether files have 
been updated, and only copies those that 
have changed. It can also compress the files 
during the process, and can be automated to 
make unattended backups.

Using backup software usually saves space, 
and also helps you back up regularly without 
having to remember to do it. But using both 
methods gives you extra security.

Survey Says!

In last month’s issue we asked, “How 
do you describe your editorial ‘spring 
cleaning’ process?” Well, you must 
have all been too busy cleaning to reply. 
We have, however had some delayed 
responses to previous questions, so read 
on for our members’ words of wisdom.

Your “What is the best advice you can 
give an editor at the start of their career?” 
question was a good one, and I was 
disappointed to see in the February issue 
that you received no response. I knew at 
the time what my response would be, so I 
offer it belatedly:

Serve thy reader. Clients are important, 
and so are authors, but the bedrock upon 
which our profession (and our authority) 
rests is the reader. It is the reader whom 
we must ultimately serve, whose interests 
we must defend, and in whose favour 
we must settle as many disputes as 
possible. This is easier said than done, 
since we also act on the behalf of clients 
and authors, and because they pay us. 
But keeping our focus always on the 
reader will enable us to provide our most 
valuable service. 

Experienced editors know that there are 
many permutations and variations on 
the editor-client-author relationship, but 
I believe that if we serve our readers 
faithfully, we will never go far off course.

Jay Draper 
Port Moody

This month’s question is inspired by 
Hugh Macdonald:
 
“What word or expression would you like 
to eliminate from the English language?”

Please email your replies or suggestions for 
future questions to 
<westcoasteditor@editors.ca>.

We’ll publish selected answers in the next 
issue.
 



Voting membership in EAC/ACR allows you 
two important privileges: the right to vote at 
the annual general meeting (by proxy, if you 
can’t attend in person); and the right to hold 
certain executive positions that are open to 
voting members only.

The annual general meeting is held in 
conjunction with the national conference, 
which this year is in Toronto on the weekend 
of June 10–12. Several important initiatives 
will be presented at the 2005 AGM, 
including a proposed code of conduct for 
members, amendments to the membership 
categories, and revisions to the national 
committee structure. (Details will be 
provided ahead of time, along with other 
AGM information.) Although all members 
are welcome to the AGM, only voting 
members will be allowed to vote on these 
initiatives. 

It’s easy to apply for voting membership. 
Just print the editing experience form 
found at <www.editors.ca/mbr/exp.htm>, 
complete it according to the guidelines 
mentioned above, and send it to the national 
office. There is no application fee, and your 
membership fees remain the same. You may 
apply any time during the year; you don’t 
have to wait for your membership renewal.

It may take several weeks to have your 
application approved, so if you’d like to 
have a say at this year’s AGM, the sooner 
you apply, the better!

Lynn Smith
BC Branch Chair

bc@editors.ca

Next Meeting

April 20, 2005 @ 7:30 pm
YWCA Health and Wellness Centre, 

Welch Room, 4th Floor,
535 Hornby Street, Vancouver

Join Gail Franklin of Coast Communication 
Projects and learn to create very readable 
proposals and manuals—on budget and on 
schedule—while avoiding endless draft and 
revision cycles. Gail will outline a tried and 
true process that works for everyone.

EAC/ACR members attend monthly 
meetings at no charge. Please note that non-
members now pay $10 ($5 for students with 
valid ID). Light refreshments are available. 
Please check the EAC/ACR website for 
details at <www.editors.ca/bc>.

To download MP3 files of past meeting 
presentations, go to this link: 
<www.editors.ca/bc/meetings.htm>.
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EAC-BC Will Be There

BC BOOK AND MAGAZINE WEEK is 
April 23–30 and EAC-BC will have a booth 
at the Book and Magazine Promenade at the 
Vancouver Public Library on Sunday, April 24.

We invite you to drop by the booth between 
1 and 5 pm to chat with executive members 
Jane Mundy, Krista Zundel, and Daphne 
Sams, who will be on hand to answer 
questions, hand out information, and provide 
some terrific deals on editing books.

The 10th annual VICTORIA LITERARY 
INFO-FAIR is scheduled for Saturday, May 
14, from 11 am to 3 pm at The Fellowship 
Hall, First Metropolitan United Church, 932 
Balmoral Road, Victoria. Check 
<www.victoriaschoolofwriting.org/infofair/> 
for full details and contact information.

Tireless book sales executive member 
Daphne Sams will be hosting the EAC-BC 
booth. Come out and meet Daphne and pick 
up some great editing books for reasonable 
prices.

Elections 2005!

Don’t forget, we’re recruiting for the 
2005/2006 Branch executive. Elections 
will be held at the regular monthly meeting 
in May. At the time of writing, several 
interesting positions were available, 
including membership, job hotline, outreach, 
social coordinator, secretary, newsletter 
layout and treasurer. If you’d like to put 
your name forward or get more information, 
please email Lynn Smith at <bc@editors.ca>.
 

Vote? Who, me?

Yes, you! That is, if you want to have a say 
in running your professional association 
and you have at least 500 hours of editing 
experience in the past year. As outlined in the 
Voting Application Guidelines at 
< www.editors.ca/mbr/guide.htm>, eligible 
activities include developmental editing, 
manuscript evaluation, copy editing, stylistic 
editing, substantive or structural editing, 
editorial consulting, project management or 
editing, production editing, proofreading, 
picture research, permissions work, indexing, 
and rewriting. Volunteer experience may be 
considered in addition to paid work.


