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The single biggest problem in communication is 

the illusion that it has taken place.

- George Bernard Shaw



W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ O U R  R O A D M A P

• W h y d o e s  i t  m a t t e r

• W h e n d o  I  u s e  i t

• W h a t g e t s  i n  m y  w a y

• H o w d o  I  u s e  i t

P l a i n  L a n g u a g e



Why I’m here.

W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I N T R O D U C T I O N



As my good friend Gloria Estefan

so often says …

W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I N T R O D U C T I O N

Words get in the way.
There’s so much I want to say …

So let’s talk about words.

Let’s talk about the ones you want to say.

And let’s talk about the ones that get in the way.

Spoiler Alert:  You can’t say everything you want to say.



W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ O U R  F O C U S

We’ll  focus, primarily, on the scourge of plain language:

C O N C E P T  D E N S I T Y  



W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ O U R  F O C U S

That focus is divided into 2 divisions:

STRUCTURE

WORDS
and

Psssst … write this down. 

Avoid redundancies like the plague!
And, also … 

cliches.



W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ C O N C E P T  D E N S I T Y

Plain Language.gov 

Remember, hyphenated compound adjectives are our friends.

But f irst … a resource for your health-l iteracy toolbox:

They offer t ips for managing concept density.

1 . For sentences, use 20 words or fewer.

2. For parag raphs, use no more than 150 words in 3  to 8 sentences. 

Parag raphs should never be longer than 250 words. 



W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ N O T  W O R D S  B U T  C O N C E P T S

For example, imagine you must convey the information below.

How many concepts are you expecting your reader to conceive?

C o n c e p t ( n o u n )
ˈk ä n -ˌs e p t
1 : someth ing conce ive d in  the  mind

Now, you could do that … counting words and al l . 

But , instead of counting words, consider counting concepts.

Joseph walks home.

We’ll call this Example 1.

This sentence isn’t brief. So, let’s revise:  

How many concepts must your reader conceive?

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/noun
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/noun
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/concept?pronunciation&lang=en_us&dir=c&file=concep01
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/conceived


W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G C O N C E P T S

You’re expecting the reader to conceive (an d  h opef u l l y  re t a in ) 3 ideas:

Joseph walks home.
1 2 3

1 . He must understand that Joseph is  the sentence subject .

2 . He must understand that walks is  the act ion Joseph per forms. 

3 . And he must understand that home is Joseph’s dest inat ion. 

e a s y - p e a s y

The reader must conceive these 3 concepts if he is to understand your 

message.



E x a m p l e  2  :  How many concepts are in this  sentence?

The Market ing Analyst  Professional Credential ing Video Series consists  of  

18 segments across 8 market ing analyst  modules developed to enhance 

your formal  educat ion and matter-of-course ski l ls . 

P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G  C O N C E P T S   │ E X A M P L E  2



Example  2 :  
1  S E N T E N C E 5  C O N C E P T S

The Marketing Analyst Professional Credentialing Video 

Series

consists of 18 segments

across 8 marketing analyst modules

developed to enhance your formal education

and matter-of-course skills.

1. The Marketing Analyst Professional Credentialing 

Video Series

2. consists of 18 segments

3. across 8 marketing analyst modules

4. developed to enhance your formal education

5. and [developed to enhance] matter-of-course skills.

P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G  C O N C E P T S   │ E X A M P L E  2



E x a m p l e  2 ,  I d e n t i f y i n g  P ro b l e m s :

Th e  M a r ke t i n g  A n a l y s t  Pro f e s s i o n a l  C re d e n t i a l i n g  V i d e o  S e r i e s c o n s i s t s  o f  1 8  s e g me n t s  

a c ro s s  8  ma r ke t i n g  a n a l y s t  mo d u l e s  d e v e l o pe d  t o  e n h a n c e  y o u r  f o r ma l  e d u c at i o n a n d  

matt e r- o f - c o u r s e  s k i l l s .  

P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G  C O N C E P T S   │ E X A M P L E  2 ,  P R O B L E M S

P R O B L E M S :
1 . When too many concepts are crammed into one sentence, we have concept 

density. We want the opposite  of concept density. 

2 . The subject has too many words. Hav ing to stumble over this many ideas at  

the beg inning becomes a barr ier to reading. 

Move this informat ion elsewhere. 

1 . Don’t  use 2  words when 1  w il l  work. 

2 . Don’t  weaken your verbs. 

3 . Avoid unnecessary words. 



E x a m p l e  2 ,  Re v i s e d :  
B E F O R E  – 1  s e n t e n c e  /  5  c o n c e p t s A F T E R  – 2  s e n t e n c e s  /  6  c o n c e p t s

The Market ing Analyst  Professional 

Credential ing Video Series

consists of

18 segments across 8 market ing 

analyst  modules 

developed to enhance

your formal  educat ion and matter-of-

course ski l ls . 

This  ser ies

includes

18 segments across 8 market ing 

analyst  modules.

These videos

wil l  enhance

your professional ski l ls .  

P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G  C O N C E P T S   │ E X A M P L E  2 ,  R E V I S E D



E x a m p l e  2  Re c a p   — H e re ’s  w h a t  we  d i d .

1.
We separated each individual idea in the sentence.
We identi f ied each concept the reader should conceive .  

2.
We reviewed each concept separately to identi fy  problems (e.g. , too 
wordy, unnecessary words, weak verbs )

3. We rev ised each indiv idual  concept  as  needed. 

4. We rev iewed the sentence(s)  as  a  whole to  ensure  logic  and f low. 

5. To make sure  we d idn’ t  miss  anything, we proofread the piece one las t  t ime.

P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G  C O N C E P T S   │ E X A M P L E  2 ,  R E C A P

A quick note on “key ideas.” We may want to 

emphasize certain ideas. Depending on the context, we 

can position them where they’ll achieve maximum effect.

We could have written #5 as:

We proofread the piece one last time to make sure we didn’t miss anything.

By moving “we proofread one last time” to the end, it, arguably, becomes the reader’s last thought and, 

therefore, more likely to be remembered.

But … one could argue that emphasis is entirely subjective. It’s probably a more-art-than-science kind of thing.



Nurses, medical practitioners, medical 
assistants, and other healthcare 
professionals are often required to create 
personalized printed information for 
patients – procedural results memos, post-
visit reviews, emergency care and hospital 
discharge statements, and electronic 
correspondence -- quickly at the time of 
patient-centered care. This aptitude-
enhancing session will utilize time-proven 
strategies to help attendants effectively 
produce customized detailed reports, and 
will be especially applicable for those 
programs that enable registrants to 
participate from the starting point to 
higher training of health literacy 
standards.

P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G  C O N C E P T S   │ E X A M P L E  3 :  B R I C K  W A L L

SAME



P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G  C O N C E P T S   │ E X A M P L E  3 :  B R I C K  W A L L

E x a m p l e  3
2  S E N T E N C E S  /  1 6  C O N C E P T S P R O B L E M S R E V I S I O N

1. Nurses, medical practitioners, medical assistants, and other 
healthcare professionals Too many items-in-a-series overwhelms readers. Healthcare professionals

2. are often required to create Use strong verbs. Avoid unnecessary words. often create

3. personalized printed information for patients – Omit unnecessary words. Choose most effective word. information for patients at the time of care.

4.
procedural results memos, post-visit reviews, emergency care 
and hospital discharge statements, and electronic 
correspondence –

Don’t overwhelm reader with too much information. 
This information includes test results, post-visit summaries, and  
discharge statements.

5. quickly at the time of patient-centered care. Avoid awkward placement of modifiers.

6. This aptitude-enhancing session Omit superfluous words.

7. will utilize time-proven strategies Use most appropriate word.

8. to help attendants Omit unnecessary words.

9. effectively produce Omit unnecessary words.

1
0.

customized detailed reports, Omit unnecessary words.

1
1.

and will be especially applicable Avoid over-long sentences. Remember: small, digestible chunks. Appropriate for attendees

1
2.

for those programs with wide ranges of experience,

1
3.

that enable registrants to participate Use strong verbs. Avoid unnecessary words. this session

1
4.

from the starting point Avoid awkward placement of modifiers. uses proven strategies

1
5.

to higher training Avoid awkward placement of modifiers. to effectively produce

1
6.

of health literacy standards. Avoid awkward placement of modifiers. detailed reports.



P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ I D E N T I F Y I N G  C O N C E P T S   │ E X A M P L E  3 :  R E V I S E D

E x a m p l e  3  R e c a p  — H e r e ’ s  w h a t  w e  d i d .
B E F O R E  – 2  S E N T E N C E S  /  1 6  C O N C E P T S A F T E R  – 3  s e n t e n c e s  /  1 1  c o n c e p t s

1.
Nurses, medical practitioners, medical assistants, and other healthcare 
professionals Healthcare professionals

2. are often required to create often create

3. personalized printed information for patients – information for patients at the time of care.

4.
procedural results memos, post-visit reviews, emergency care and 
hospital discharge statements, and electronic correspondence –

This information includes test results, post-
visit summaries, and  discharge statements.

5. quickly at the time of patient-centered care. Appropriate for attendees

6. This aptitude-enhancing session with wide ranges of experience,

7. will utilize time-proven strategies this session

8. to help attendants uses proven strategies

9. effectively produce to effectively produce

10. customized detailed reports, detailed reports.

11. and will be especially applicable

12. for those programs

13. that enable registrants to participate 

14. from the starting point

15. to higher training

16. of health literacy standards.



Q u e s t i o n s

T h o u g h t s

C o m m e n t s

W O R D S  T H A T  W O R K   │ P L A I N  L A N G U A G E   │ Q U E S T I O N S
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