
plain style a guide to written english
Plain Style: A Guide to Written English

In an age where communication is paramount, understanding the principles of
plain style in written English can enhance clarity and comprehension. Plain
style focuses on using straightforward language that is easily understood by
a wide audience. This guide will delve into the characteristics, benefits,
and practical applications of plain style, providing readers with insights
into crafting clear and effective written communication.

What is Plain Style?

Plain style, often referred to as plain language or plain English, is a way
of writing that prioritizes clarity and simplicity. It avoids complex
vocabulary, convoluted sentence structures, and unnecessary jargon. This
approach is particularly useful in various contexts, including legal
documents, government communications, business writing, and educational
materials.

Characteristics of Plain Style

To effectively employ plain style, writers should focus on the following
characteristics:

1. Simplicity: Use common words instead of complex or technical terms. For
example, use "help" instead of "assist."

2. Conciseness: Get to the point quickly. Avoid filler words and redundant
phrases. For instance, instead of saying "due to the fact that," say
"because."

3. Active Voice: Prefer active voice over passive voice. Instead of saying
"The report was written by the manager," say "The manager wrote the report."

4. Short Sentences: Aim for shorter sentences that convey one idea at a time.
This helps prevent reader fatigue and enhances understanding.

5. Logical Structure: Organize content logically, using headings and bullet
points to break up text and highlight key information.

Benefits of Using Plain Style



The adoption of plain style brings numerous advantages to both writers and
readers:

1. Enhanced Comprehension

Plain style makes written content more accessible. Readers can grasp concepts
quickly without struggling through complicated language. This is particularly
important in educational contexts, where clarity can significantly impact
learning outcomes.

2. Increased Engagement

When writing is straightforward and relatable, it engages readers more
effectively. Content that is easy to read encourages readers to continue and
absorb the information being presented.

3. Greater Inclusivity

Using plain language ensures that a broader audience can understand the
content. This inclusivity is vital in public communications, where diverse
backgrounds and literacy levels must be considered.

4. Improved Retention

Studies show that readers are more likely to remember information presented
in plain language. When messages are clear, they are easier to recall,
leading to better retention of key points.

How to Write in Plain Style

Writing in plain style involves several practical steps. Below are guidelines
to help you craft clear and effective written content:

1. Know Your Audience

Understanding your audience is crucial when writing. Tailor your language and
style to suit their level of familiarity with the topic. Consider using the
following strategies:



- Conduct audience analysis to determine their needs and preferences.
- Avoid jargon unless you're certain the audience is familiar with it.
- Use examples and analogies that resonate with your readers.

2. Choose the Right Words

Selecting appropriate vocabulary is essential in plain style. Here are some
tips:

- Use Everyday Language: Opt for familiar words. For example, say "buy"
instead of "purchase."
- Be Specific: Vague terms can confuse readers. Instead of saying "a lot,"
specify the number or quantity.
- Limit Technical Language: If technical terms are necessary, provide
explanations or definitions.

3. Structure Your Content Clearly

A well-structured document enhances readability. Consider the following:

- Headings and Subheadings: Use headings to divide sections and signal shifts
in topics.
- Bullet Points and Lists: Use bullet points for lists or to highlight
important information. For example:
- Benefits of plain style
- Characteristics of plain style
- White Space: Incorporate white space strategically to avoid overwhelming
readers with dense text.

4. Edit Ruthlessly

Editing is a critical phase in achieving plain style. Follow these steps:

- Read Aloud: Hearing the text can help identify awkward phrasing or
complicated constructions.
- Eliminate Redundancies: Review your writing for unnecessary repetitions and
cut them out.
- Seek Feedback: Have someone outside of your field review your work. Fresh
eyes can spot areas needing improvement.

Examples of Plain Style

To illustrate the principles of plain style, here are examples of sentences



revised for clarity:

Before and After Revisions

- Before: "It is imperative that individuals ascertain the nature of the
situation prior to making a decision."
- After: "Before making a decision, people should understand the situation."

- Before: "The implementation of the new policy will result in a significant
decrease in operational costs."
- After: "The new policy will significantly reduce operational costs."

Plain Style in Various Contexts

Plain style is applicable in numerous fields. Below are some examples of how
it can be implemented:

1. Business Communication

In business writing, plain style helps ensure that messages are clearly
understood by employees and clients alike. For instance:

- Email Communication: Use simple language to convey updates or instructions.
- Reports: Present data in an easily digestible format using charts and
bullet points.

2. Legal Writing

Legal documents often suffer from complex language. Using plain style in
legal writing can make contracts and agreements more understandable to
clients. For example:

- Before: "The party of the first part shall indemnify and hold harmless the
party of the second part."
- After: "The first party will protect the second party from any claims."

3. Health Communication

In healthcare, plain style can improve patient understanding of medical
instructions and information. For example:



- Before: "It is recommended that you adhere to the prescribed regimen."
- After: "Please follow the treatment plan your doctor gave you."

Conclusion

Embracing plain style in written English is a valuable skill that can enhance
communication across various contexts. By focusing on simplicity, clarity,
and structure, writers can produce content that resonates with their
audiences. The benefits of using plain style—improved comprehension,
engagement, and retention—make it an essential approach for anyone looking to
communicate effectively in written form. Whether in business, education, or
public service, mastering plain style can make a significant difference in
how messages are delivered and understood.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is 'plain style' in written English?
Plain style refers to a clear, straightforward manner of writing that
prioritizes simplicity and accessibility, avoiding unnecessary complexity and
jargon.

Why is plain style important for effective
communication?
Plain style is important because it enhances understanding, ensures that
messages are conveyed clearly, and makes written content more accessible to a
broader audience.

What are some key characteristics of plain style?
Key characteristics include short sentences, common vocabulary, active voice,
and a focus on clarity and conciseness.

How can writers implement plain style in their work?
Writers can implement plain style by revising complex sentences, eliminating
jargon, using simple words, and structuring their writing for easy
readability.

Are there specific audiences that benefit more from
plain style?
Yes, audiences such as non-native speakers, general public readers, and those



without specialized knowledge particularly benefit from plain style, as it
reduces barriers to understanding.

What are common mistakes to avoid when writing in
plain style?
Common mistakes include overusing technical terms, writing long-winded
sentences, and failing to consider the audience's knowledge level.

How does plain style relate to professional writing?
Plain style is crucial in professional writing as it helps convey information
effectively, builds trust, and enhances the credibility of the writer and the
organization.

Can plain style be applied to creative writing?
Yes, plain style can be applied to creative writing to make narratives more
relatable and engaging, allowing the focus to remain on the story rather than
on complex language.
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