
Tips for Writing in
Plain Language





Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level

The formula that calculates the
grade level required to
understand the text.

Measure
readability

Target the 6th-8th grade reading level.

Source: Writer





The reading level is 
14

That means it is 
very difficult to read 
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Online Tools

Grammerly Hemingway Word Writer



Long paragraphs and
dense blocks of text
can intimidate
readers and
discourage them from
engaging with your
content.

Breaking up your
information into
scannable sections
can help readers
navigate your work
effortlessly.

Design your
work
Scannability is key.

Tip
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Budget Development Guidelines
Break up long texts

Added more
scannable sections



Use clear headers

Headers should be concise and
easy to read, so that readers
can quickly scan and find the
information they need.

Use bulleted lists

Look for long sentences or
sentences that include a series. 

Simplify with visuals

Include visuals such as icons
and infographics to help
readers quickly identify and
understand the information.

Scannable
Sections
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Added 
Clear headers
Bullet lists
Tables
Color blocking



Visuals

A wordy paragraph of
instructions works better as a
flow chart or a decision tree.

A paragraph describing a
series of events can be a
table with dates, descriptions,
and outcomes.

A description of a process
can become a chart with due
dates and deliverables.
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Protecting Our Watersheds Example
Design your work



Break up
long text
Use bullets.
Add headers.
Use shorter sentences.

South Ellerbe Restoration Project Update

Tip



South Ellerbe Restoration Project Update



The reading level is 
11.1

That means it is 
fairly difficult to read 

South Ellerbe Restoration Project Update



Summary
The top two priorities identified in community survey results for the South Ellerbe Restoration Project is
to improve water quality in Ellerbe Creek and to create a natural area that improves habitat for wildlife.
The constructed wetlands and stream restoration at 808 West Trinity Avenue will accomplish this by
filtering rainwater runoff from part of downtown and surrounding neighborhoods. Local residents,
visitors to Durham, and students will also be able to enjoy walking around the restoration site to
observe nature. Educational areas, plazas with seating, and a grassy seating area will make the space
even more inviting. In the next step of the construction timeline, 50,000 cubic yards of soil will be
removed from the project site in 2021. After that, construction will begin on the wetlands and stream
restoration in 2022.
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Original
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Summary      
The South Ellerbe Restoration Project is designed to improve water quality and wildlife habitats in Ellerbe
Creek. By creating a constructed wetland, there will be new public spaces for residents to exercise and
enjoy nature.

Plan Objectives
The primary objectives highlighted by the community survey include:

Improve the water quality in Ellerbe Creek 
Create a natural area that benefits wildlife

Fun Facts 
Location: 808 West Trinity Avenue
50,000 cubic yards of soil was removed from the project site in 2021.
Construction on the wetlands and stream restoration began in 2022.
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In Plain Language

Summary
The top two priorities identified in community survey results for the South Ellerbe Restoration Project
is to improve water quality in Ellerbe Creek and to create a natural area that improves habitat for
wildlife. The constructed wetlands and stream restoration at 808 West Trinity Avenue will accomplish
this by filtering rainwater runoff from part of downtown and surrounding neighborhoods. Local
residents, visitors to Durham, and students will also be able to enjoy walking around the restoration site
to observe nature. Educational areas, plazas with seating, and a grassy seating area will make the
space even more inviting. In the next step of the construction timeline, 50,000 cubic yards of soil will
be removed from the project site in 2021. After that, construction will begin on the wetlands and
stream restoration in 2022.
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Summary      
The South Ellerbe Restoration Project is designed to improve water quality and wildlife habitats in Ellerbe
Creek by creating a constructed wetland. The project will also create a new public space for residents to
exercise and enjoy nature.

Plan Objectives
The primary objectives highlighted by the community survey for the South Ellerbe Restoration Project
include: 

Improve the water quality in Ellerbe Creek 
Create a natural area that benefits wildlife

Fun Facts 
Location: 808 West Trinity Avenue
50,000 cubic yards of soil was removed from the project site in 2021.
Construction on the wetlands and stream restoration began in 2022.
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In Plain Language

Scannability - use
bullets, shorter sentences,
add headers

Summary
The top two priorities identified in community survey results for the South Ellerbe Restoration Project
is to improve water quality in Ellerbe Creek and to create a natural area that improves habitat for
wildlife. The constructed wetlands and stream restoration at 808 West Trinity Avenue will accomplish
this by filtering rainwater runoff from part of downtown and surrounding neighborhoods. Local
residents, visitors to Durham, and students will also be able to enjoy walking around the restoration site
to observe nature. Educational areas, plazas with seating, and a grassy seating area will make the
space even more inviting. In the next step of the construction timeline, 50,000 cubic yards of soil will
be removed from the project site in 2021. After that, construction will begin on the wetlands and
stream restoration in 2022.

Break up long text





Project Timeline Delays
The project has experienced some delays in the timeline originally provided. The primary reason has been the Phase
2 - Soil Removal. Phase 1 of the project was the demolition of the existing building (completed). The soil removal for
Phase 2 requires the removal/reuse of about 50,000 cubic yards of soil. We are currently coordinating with other City
departments (Water Management and Solid Waste Management) on other City projects to reuse the soil and
minimize hauling and disposal costs. Additional time was also needed to work with the North Carolina Department of
Environmental Quality (NCDEQ) to get approval for the soil reuse strategy while the soil reuse legislative rule was
undergoing changes. The Phase 2 Soil Removal phase of this project will be bid this summer and Phase 3 -
Construction of the Wetland will follow in 2022.
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Project Timeline Delays
The project has experienced some delays in the timeline originally provided. The primary reason has been the Phase
2 - Soil Removal. Phase 1 of the project was the demolition of the existing building (completed). The soil removal for
Phase 2 requires the removal/reuse of about 50,000 cubic yards of soil. We are currently coordinating with other
City departments (Water Management and Solid Waste Management) on other City projects to reuse the soil and
minimize hauling and disposal costs. Additional time was also needed to work with the North Carolina
Department of Environmental Quality (NCDEQ) to get approval for the soil reuse strategy while the soil reuse
legislative rule was undergoing changes. The Phase 2 Soil Removal phase of this project will be bid this summer and
Phase 3 - Construction of the Wetland will follow in 2022.

The project is taking longer than expected. Here's why:

Removing dirt (Phase 2): This is the main reason for the delay. We need to remove or reuse about 50,000 cubic
yards of dirt (a lot of dirt!).
Finding a new home for the dirt: We're working with other city departments to reuse the dirt on other projects
instead of having to haul it away. This saves money and is better for the environment.
Getting permission (NCDEQ): The rules for reusing dirt recently changed, so we had to work with the state to get
approval for our plan.

The good news:

We'll be putting out a bid for companies to remove the dirt this summer (Phase 2).
Construction of the wetland itself (Phase 3) will follow in 2022.
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8Improved scannability -
Used bullets, shorter
sentences, added headers
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Approximate

At a later date

Capital improvement program (CIP)

Comply with

Establish a requirement

Give recognition to

In an effort to

Make a payment

Minority

Utilized

Watch your
words
Remove jargon.
Reduce wordiness.
Use words <3 syllables.
Avoid acronyms.

Tip



The CIP includes a number
of projects to improve the
City's transportation
infrastructure.

Watch your
words
Remove jargon.
Reduce wordiness.
Use words <3 syllables.
Avoid acronyms.



The CIP includes a number
of projects to improve the
City's transportation
infrastructure.
The Capital Improvement Plan
(CIP) includes a number of
projects to improve the City's
transportation system.

Watch your
words
Remove jargon.
Reduce wordiness.
Use words <3 syllables.
Avoid acronyms.



The City Council approved
a $10 million appropriation
for the construction of a
new fire station.

Watch your
words
Remove jargon.
Reduce wordiness.
Use words <3 syllables.
Avoid acronyms.



The City Council approved
a $10 million appropriation
for the construction of a
new fire station.

The City Council approved $10
million to build a new fire station.

What does appropriation
mean? Is it a necessary word?

Watch your
words
Remove jargon.
Reduce wordiness.
Use words <3 syllables.
Avoid acronyms.



What jargon comes to mind?

Write on worksheet and share with the group.

What acronyms comes to mind?



13 Budget Development Guidelines
Watch your  words
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Building a City Budget for 2024-2025

Introduction

This document outlines the steps we'll follow to create the city's budget for the next fiscal year,
which runs from July 1, 2024, to June 30, 2025. The City Manager uses these guidelines to create a
proposed budget. We share proposed budgets with the public for feedback before it's finalized.

Building a Sustainable City: Key Areas of Focus
Budget guidelines help us achieve our city's long-term goals outlined in the Citywide Strategic Plan.
One key objective is sustainability. This means making sure our city can function well in all areas:

Strategy: Having clear and achievable goals for the future.
Programs & Services: Providing high-quality services to residents.
Staff: Employing skilled and reliable people to run the city.
Finances: Having enough money to cover our ongoing expenses, with some savings set aside
for emergencies.

The City's Main Budget
Most of the city's money comes from the General Fund. This fund supports most city departments
(24 out of 27) and pays for the salaries of a large portion of our full-time employees (1,700 out of
2,404).

8.413

Budget Development Guidelines
Watch your  words

Replaced jargon
Used every day words
Spelled out acronym

Original In Plain Language





Watch your
words
Remove jargon.
Reduce wordiness.
Use words <3 syllables.
Avoid acronyms.

Protecting Our Watersheds



Field teams divided the 45 miles of streams assessed in the New Hope and
Little Creek watersheds into 115 stream sections to evaluate stream health
and assign stream quality ratings. These ratings of excellent, good, fair, and
poor are based on scores assigned to each stream based on its general
health conditions.This scoring was based on visual assessments of stream
bed and banks, general water quality, type of vegetation within 100 feet of the
streams, and presence of fish or other aquatic species. Streams in our region
of North Carolina (called the Triassic Basin) tend to have fewer types of
aquatic insects because of the area’s unique geology. This characteristic can
result in lower stream quality ratings for Durham streams. Field teams also
documented the presence of dead woody material along streams. This
material reduces stream temperature through shading, stabilizes stream
flows, and creates a diverse aquatic habitat.

WHAT DID WE FIND ON STREAM WALKS?

15
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Scientists checked the health of 45 miles of streams in our area. They divided the
streams into smaller sections (115 in total) and gave each section a rating: excellent,
good, fair, or poor. These ratings are based on how healthy the stream looks overall.
Here's what they looked for:

The streambed and banks: Are they healthy and stable?
The water quality: Is it clean and clear?
The plants around the stream: Are there healthy plants growing nearby?
The animals in the stream: Are there fish and other creatures living there?

Fun Facts
Streams in our area naturally have fewer bug species because of the special rock
formations in the ground. Fallen trees and branches along the streams are actually
good for the streams! They help keep the water cool, prevent erosion, and provide
homes for aquatic life.

WHAT DID WE FIND ON STREAM WALKS?

6
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Permits will  be issued to qualified applicants.

Example of passive voice

Use active
voice

Tip



Permits will  be issued to qualified applicants.

Example of passive voice

Use active
voice

Passive voice does not specify who is
performing the action. For example,

the first sentence does not say who will
be issuing the permits, or why. 



Permits will be issued to qualified applicants.

The City Clerk will  issue permits to qualified applicants.

Example of active voice

Use active
voice

Active voice is more direct and
concise, and it makes it clear who is

performing the action and why. 



The road will  be repaired by the city's public works department.

Example

Use active
voice



The road will be repaired by the city's public works department.

The City's Public Works Department will  repair the road on

Tuesday.

Example

Use active
voice



The new park was opened to the public last week.

Example

Use active
voice



The new park was opened to the public last week.

The City Council opened the new park to the public last week.

Example

Use active
voice



The City Council will  hold a
public hearing on the proposed

new zoning regulations next
week. 

Active or Passive?



The City Council will  hold a
public hearing on the proposed

new zoning regulations next
week. 

Active or Passive?

Active



The new library was built by the
City's Public Works Department.

Active or Passive?



The new library was built by the
City's Public Works department.

Active or Passive?

Passive
Keep the subject and verb close.



Worksheet exercise



Stream & Buffer Restoration

This strategy refers to repairing the local streams that have
already been impacted by increased stormwater flows.
Restoration addresses erosion, poor water quality, and
damage to natural wildlife habitats. This can be done by
restoring the stream shape, stabilizing eroded banks, and
providing engineered structures in the stream to improve
wildlife habitat.

Active or Passive

Original
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Stream & Buffer Restoration

This strategy refers to repairing the local streams that have
already been impacted by increased stormwater flows.
Restoration addresses erosion, poor water quality, and damage to
natural wildlife habitats. This can be done by restoring the stream
shape, stabilizing eroded banks, and providing engineered
structures in the stream to improve wildlife habitat.

Stream & Buffer Restoration

This strategy focuses on fixing local streams that have
been damaged by increased stormwater flows.  
Restoration efforts aim to address erosion, poor water
quality, and damage to natural wildlife habitats.  We
achieve this by:

Reshaping the stream channel
Stabilizing eroded banks
Installing engineered structures in the stream to
improve wildlife habitat 10.6
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Group Exercise



Group Exercise
Break up into groups of 3-4.
Choose sample content for the group to work on.
What plain language tips did you use?

Share with the broader group.





Thank you!


