Witten transcript of Mchelle Black's appearance on the Ontario Today Phone-in,
CBC Radi o One, Cctober 1, 2002, as a followup to the PLAIN 4th biennia
conf erence.

The host David Stephens is identified as DS, and Mchelle as MB. The callers
will be identified by first nane.

The question for callers was, "W do you think needs a I esson in plain
| anguage?"

This transcript appears with the perm ssion of the Canadi an Broadcasti ng
Cor por at i on.

DS: Wl conme to the Ontari o Today phone-in round two. Here's the latest fromthe
head office of a certain |arge corporation you m ght have heard of:

"W have undertaken the appoi ntnment of a coordinator who will be responsible for
creating the structured training programand coordinating all aspects pertaining
to the program and the comuni cations strategy designed to pronote the use of

t he program™

Unh- huh...and this just in:

"The purpose of the study is to propose a strategy and a plan for the
est abl i shnent of a user training and support solution in order to make optinum
use of the program™

Now, we're professional communi cators, and we have no idea what they're tal king
about. That real -life corporate neno is one reason the plain | anguage novenent
is going strong. It's a worldwi de effort to chop down the tangled overgrowh in
all kinds of witing. And there have been sone inprovenents.

This afternoon on the phone-in we want to know who's still clouding the issue
wi th inpenetrable verbiage: whether it's healthcare, education, the federal tax
authorities, we want to know what you think. Wio needs a lesson in plain

| anguage?

(...call-in nunbers edited out...)

VWho needs a lesson in plain | anguage. My guest for this hour Mchelle Bl ack
She's with the Plain Language Association. She's in our Toronto studio. H
M chel | e.

MB: Hi Dave.

DS: What did you nmake of those exanpl es?

MB: Uh, well they sound a lot |ike some of the ones |'ve already brought, so
["I'l have to pull out a couple of others [l aughs].

DS: Well Jane Farrow s al nost naking a career on Workol ogy out of this sort of
thing; it's a popular feature on Workol ogy anyway. Can you top that? | can't
believe it.
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MB: Ah. Let ne see...hmm a lot of the stuff that |1've been worki ng on has been
i n consumer information, so here's one maybe. |'ve got a before and after so
["Il read the before:

"OF particular inportance to those seeking opportunities for fraud, seniors are
much nore likely to have devel oped chronic ailnents. Not surprisingly then
seniors are particularly concerned about their health. This concern creates a

| arge vulnerability to quack, mracle cure, hospital fraud, aging cure and ot her
nmedi cal fraud of all Kkind."

DS: Well | don't know, | think ny exanple was the nore...[guffaws]
MB: Vel |
DS: But yeah, | understand, and that was ainmed at whonf?

MB: Well that's the problem umthe problemw th this one is it's reasonably
clear, though it has a lot of clauses, but it's ained at the consuners

t hensel ves, the seniors who are likely to have been defrauded, and even if |
just read the first line of the After

"I'f you have health concerns then you are a prine target for con artists."
Period. And then it goes on to say how that can happen. So, it imrediately
states the purpose fromthe beginning, and also talks directly to the people
that are being affected.

DS: Yeah. So it's still out there, and in fact you just served as co-chair of an
i nternational plain | anguage conference in Toronto. What goes on at an event
i ke that?

MB: [laughs] Well, um this particular conference we saw as wanting to broaden
the plain | anguage novenent, so what traditionally has gone on is that there are
peopl e who have identified thensel ves as plain | anguage witers. For exanple,

um the legal tradition has a long, not only a long history of witing stuff
that people say is notoriously not easy to understand, but also of trying to

| ook at the ways the | aws and judgenents are witten and how that goes to the
consuner eventually, and what it would be possible for themto understand. Um
there are a lot of people in health who do this kind of witing as well, and
others sort of inlittle pockets all over the world.

But what we tried to do with this one was | ook at a | ot of new devel opnents. For
exanpl e, we had one kind of thenme that was called the dobal Village, where we
tal ked about the fact that not only are people using technology a | ot nore now
to comuni cate and so again there's that, that worl dwi de need to make things
easy to understand, and there's a lot of different factors one has to think
about, but also | ooking at different |anguages and how we make, | think the
Engli sh | anguage a | ot of people assune that that is going to be the | anguage
peopl e are going to be trying to read and understand and what characteristics of
the English | anguage could nake it nore difficult for people who don't speak
English, who are trying to get their information fromthe Internet.

Un and al so we brought in a lot of fields |like Internet usability and
accessibility to Wb sites for people with disabilities. And that has nore to do
with how a Wb site is coded so that even if the information is clear, would the
codi ng al |l ow sonmeone who, for exanple, has a visual inpairnment, would they be
able to access that information on the Internet? Uh, we brought in a |ot of
people fromthe health sector who, um and that's a sector that is growing in



awar eness. There are lots of problens but |I think there's a ot of awareness
growi ng about the issue of health literacy.

DS: wWell, how often do you hear people say, "I've got a really good doctor
because he explains things to ne." He might have gotten D s right through

medi cal school but, because he can communi cate better than a strai ght-A surgeon
who uses a lot of jargon, people feel nore confortable.

MB: Absolutely. | think a lot of it in any kind of environment--and again we
brought people froma lot of different ones: business, government, the |aw,
finance, health, you nanme it--who | think have the conmmon goal of trying to nmake
their information usable for the people who are trying to use it, and thinking
about what is common to | guess plain | anguage practice. And this also involves
clear design of information as well. But also, what are the specific parts of
each of those industries we need to pay attention to in trying to comunicate
clearly?

DS: Sonmeone | know was once hired to, um translate | guess you coul d say--naybe
that's a bit strong--uh incone tax guides, and was hired on the basis that she
knew how to wite, but knew absol utely nothing about tax returns, like didn't
even fill out her own, and was constantly running into brick walls because the
peopl e who did know about tax returns said, "No you can't put it that sinply
because, you know sone smart tax | awyer can get around that or use that as an
excuse for getting out of paying taxes. It has to be detail ed and dense in order
so that the government can cover all of its bases and collect the noney that
it's owed."

Yaw know, | don't want to, you know. ..that's probably not the only tinme that
that reason is trotted out as why things seemto be nore conplicated than they
need to be, but is it valid?

MB: Ah...yes and no. Un certainly, and | think too another reason that

| anguage--the sort of bunphing up or inflating of |anguage is becom ng a probl em
is that I know, especially in the US and even here to a degree, that people are
becom ng very litigious, and so everybody that says anything these days is
concerned about how it could be interpreted, and how it would stand up in court.
And | think that's why we're really fortunate to have people in the | ega

pr of essi on who understand that context of the |aw and what the words are

i ntended to nean--and al so how they coul d be nisconstrued--that can advi se those
of us outside of the I egal profession, where our information is affected by

| aws, they can help us with that in ternms of, you know, letting us know that,
okay well that word or that assunption could have a lot of interpretations. So,
that's why we ook to those folks to try and rai se awareness in the | ega

pr of essi on.

Un the sanme problemarises in consent forms. That's been a big issue that I've
been involved with in terns of the same things. What if we don't put all of
these different clauses and sub clauses in, and somethi ng happens to them how
is going to stand up in court? But my argunment to that would be that if
something is witten, if you put so many paragraphs and cl auses and sub cl auses
in, it could very well be that the very piece that they need to know--for
exanpl e, What can happen to you if you take this treatnment?--that gets buri ed,
so they don't even get it, and they don't even actually see the infornmation that
they nost need to get. So that has to do with how the information is designed as
well as howit's worded



DS: Mchelle Black fromthe Pl ain Language Associ ation, ny guest this afternoon
on the Ontario Today phone-in. Wio needs a | esson in plain | anguage? That's our
qguestion [gives nunbers to call]. Let's go to the phones. Laura's first in
Toronto. H Laura.

Laura: Hi'!
DS: Who needs a lesson in plain | anguage?

Laura: | think teachers, and people that are involved in education. I'mjust
goi ng over sonme of the curriculumoutlines for the Gade 3's in a school that ny
daughter goes to, and um |I'mreally not sure for exanple, if you | ook at

mat hemati cs, what they are expected to know, umthere are so many sub-genres and
bi zarre | anguage, and little tiny "collecting and organi zi ng and under st andi ng
and identifying," but they never say well "they have to know how to add, you
know, two-digit nunbers and very specific things." Like |I renenber when | was in
school, you had little pictures on your report card in kindergarten at | east,
and you knew that when you were in G ade kindergarten you had to know how to tie
your shoel aces.

And report cards are horrendous, because | don't think educators actually want
to say, well you know your child is doing badly, they're afraid to put

t hensel ves on the line, so they use all these equivocations to avoid
criticizing.

DS: And even when you read the words |ike "Johnny is appropriately associating
concepts of nuneration...”

Laura: That's it! [l aughs]
DS: "Ya don't know whether to get too excited or not."
Laura: | think you could be a teacher!

DS: wWell, | don't know whether it's teachers or whether it's board officials or
whether it's the Mnistry of Education people, with standardi zed report cards, |
don't know at whomthe finger should be pointed but, Mchelle, what do you nake
of that.

MB: [l aughs] Yeah, as you were talking Laura | was witing down a coupl e of
things, and | al so have a bugaboo with the education systemin general and |I'm
al so an adult educator and see a |lot of that |anguage, and | think that one of
the first things that happens--especially with what you said Dave about the
boards and where those terns are coming from-is there's a problemof what |
call "who's driving?" in that, you know, you can have a docunment that's
constructed by so many different people including the boards, |awers and

per haps maybe the educators thenselves, and it's often very focused on the
context and focus that they are going to need to use to neasure their own

out comes (and even there | feel like I'musing sone jargon)...

DS: How good a job they're doing.

MB: Yes, thank you Dave! And so | think that oftentimes and with any kind of
witing, this is what plain |language tries to undo. W often think so nmuch about
VWhat needs to get out there, or What is the information we need to tell *thent?
But on the other side we need to think Wio's reading this, and what does t hat
nmean to thenf



So, what you said about all these |long words but no sense of, you know, "M
child will learn howto tie his shoes,” really what we try to advocate is that
when people are witing to an audi ence who is going to have to understand that
information. It has to be put in terms of the results that the child and the
parents are trying to get, as opposed to the sort of |ongw nded, "bunphed" terns
of what the educators or the boards or others are trying to acconplish--and
that's really the disconnect there.

DS: "Tying your shoes"™ would likely be have to do with "devel opi ng fine notor
skills"™ or sonething.

MB: [l aughs] Exactly!

DS: Thank you for that call Laura. Let's go to David from Oven Sound now. H
Davi d.

David: Ch hi there, how ya doin'?
DA: Not too bad. Who needs a | esson in plain |anguage?

David: Well, | think | awers may need a | esson, but they already may know this.
One thing that awers do that | see is they nmake everything conplicated, and
when their clients come in they explain it to themin layman terns. And if they
can do this then, for anything that is witten--be it an incone tax explanation
or what have you--if the lawers can wite this, then why can't they also attach
something in layman's terns saying "Please read this. If you have any questi ons,
then read the hard version.” Interpreting the difficult explanation could take
someone that didn't go to | aw school hours and hours, but if they had a
framework to go frombefore they went to the difficult version, then they could
read the easy version and say "Ckay, | understand the gist of it. Now let's get
into the difficult explanation of what the lawer's trying to say."

And if they could sonehow | egislate these | awers to give us both versions of
what they're trying to say, then we could take the easy version that us |aynmen
are trying to read, and use that to translate it to other |anguages.

DS: Well um Mchelle what do you think?

MB: Um a couple of things again. First of all, as | said one of the origina
nmovenents or groups that got on the plain |anguage train was the | ega

community, realizing just what you' ve said, David. Wen a decision is handed
down or communicated to the person affected by it, it's all couched in
subsections and classes and lots of different paragraphs and, again there needs
to be nore of a focus on what the result is, or what the specific outcone is for
t he person who's being affected. There are a lot of lawers | know, fortunately,
who do not only do that in their own practice, but al so advise others to and set
out guidelines for how to conmuni cate certain decisions. And they've even tested
them they tested one version of a decision--actually, we had a world premere
of the study by a gentl eman naned Joe Kinble fromthe states. They actually
field-tested a decision being handed down: one in plain | anguage and the ot her
in the usual legal ternms. And appreciably nore people were able to understand
the second version that was witten in plain | anguage.

So, don't give up hope -- there is nuch nore push for this in the |ega
community, and there are a ot nore people who are starting to becone aware of
that need. And like what you said, if there's, you know, another attachnment or



pi ece of paper that sort of focuses on, or gives a summary of the main things
that are in that longer bit, then you re not assum ng that people can't
understand that | onger, nore conplicated | anguage, but you're giving thema
choice. And that's really what the | aw shoul d be about.

DS: Well David earlier on | was tal king about the tax guides, and if |'m not

m st aken what they di d--because ya know the tax experts were saying "Vell we
could be on the hook here if sonebody treats this as the gospel truth."--1 think
there are warnings all the way through the tax guide saying "This is just a
guide. If you want the real, unadulterated truth refer to the 800-page | ncone
Tax Act. So, that's how they get around it. So in a sense the tax departnent has
done exactly what you have suggested that |awyers do

Cathy in Otawa--H Cathy!

Cathy: Hi.

DS: Who needs a |l esson in plain | anguage?

Cat hy: Any car deal ership or car |easing conmpany where you actually have to go
in and sign your life away for the next four to five years, and then they start
sendi ng you letters saying "Ch, by the way, this is the information that we
failed to give you" and you don't understand the information. So you end up

calling their 1-800 number and sitting on the phone for 45 minutes, just so they
can say "Ch. That wasn't supposed to be in there.™

DS & MB: [| augh]

DS: | got sonmething fromthe City, a tax bill, and | thought they were saying
owed a whol e bunch of noney and I had to phone them and they assured me that |
didn't. But | understand--I don't |ease cars, so | don't have your experience,
but, yeah, Mchelle, sonetines it's pretty...|l guess in a way they wanted to

share all of the information that is newto you, but if they don't make it clear
what it's all about or how seriously they take it, then you could be confused as
Cathy is.

MB: Yeah, that happens a lot in--nuch of ny experience has been in working in
the hospital sector and there's that sane issue of there are so nmany different
peopl e who have different | guess stakes in different parts of that information
and it all needs to get into the contract or the instruction or whatever. And
then again the reader doesn't know What is the piece that applies to ne right
away? What is the piece that's never going to apply to nme, or night al nbst never
apply to me but | need to know it?

And so, |ike you said, you get these big long reans of paper and then sometines
you find out, as well, that the stuff you nbst needed to know *didn't* get in
there. And that sonetimes is a systemissue in ternms of who's preparing that
information. Oten when | do plain language witing | don't only | ook at the one
pi ece of information soneone is preparing, but also who else in the organization
m ght need to use or be affected by that information? Al so, who mght have to
answer to this? Then | try to cone to sone conmon understandi ng there, because
otherwise it just becones what's known as "Death by Conmittee," where
everybody's gotta get a little piece of a disclainmer or rule or whatever in
there, and then the reader is left with pages and pages of stuff, and where
they're not able to nmake sense of what's nost inportant to them and al so, of
course, what can happen to themif they disregard it or don't follow certain

i nstructions?



DS: This is one of the strongest argunents |'ve heard for *not* sending out
notices to people after, say, they've had a hospital stay to | et them know how
much their care cost, because |'ve heard people say there's a concern that
people will think it's a bill and they have to pay it. And | always thought they
should put in big, block letters at the top: This is not a bill; it's just for
your information. But maybe it doesn't work that way. | don't know whet her

you' ve come across that particul ar suggestion Mchelle. It's been suggested as a
way of controlling health care costs, to | et people know how nuch what they're
using is costing.

MB: Right, right. Again, it's just a matter of--like you said Dave--really
clearly indicating what the purpose of that information is at the very top. W
had a simlar example shown this weekend at the conference, but it was quite the
opposite. It was fromthe Canadi an governnment, where there was a letter going
out to themsaying "You're eligible to apply for the Guaranteed | ncone

Suppl enent, and here's howto do it." And what happened was there were tons and
tons of people who didn't know that they were eligible for this thing, and had
gotten this four=page docunment with its small type about how to apply, but
didn't realize that the governnent was saying "You know what? You coul d have
this if you wanted it. And let's make it easier for you to apply."” People just
woul dn' t bot her, because they didn't understand that they were entitled to that.
The information they'd gotten with it was just so intimdating and nade them
think "What's going to happen if | actually apply for this?" And so in the
rewite, | think the original had started with three or four pages, and the
rewite was just a short letter, which started by saying "W want you to know
that you are eligible for this, and here are three steps of how to apply for
it." And then, perhaps after they've done that maybe you can send themall the

i nformati on about sort of the different situations that can arise etc.

So it has to do with, also as | nentioned before, how you visually design and
organi ze the information? You could be saying all they need to know, but what
does the *user* need to know first--not what do you want to tell themfirst?

DS: Who needs a |l esson in plain | anguage? That's our question this afternoon and
we have Mchelle Black fromthe Plain Language Association joining us from our
Toronto studio. And from Cathy we go to Jacqueline in Fenwi ck. H Jacqueli ne!

Jacquel i ne: Good afternoon. How are you?
DS: Good, thanks. Wio do you think needs a I esson in plain | anguage?

Jacqueline: Well 1 think anyone needs a |l esson in plain | anguage who's witing
somnet hing for soneone else to read and sonetines even if the | anguage is plain,
I think it should be put aside for a couple of days and you read it again
yourself to see if it really says what you want it to say.

And | have an exanple to share. | purchased a cookbook, and it has a section on
househol d hel ps and hints: "To renove odour from plastic containers, w pe the
container with tomato juice, wash the container and lid with soap and water, dry
well and put |id and bowl separately in freezer for a couple of days. Al so can
be used to renove odours frominside of refrigerators and dogs."

[all [ augh]

Li ke, just read it over before it goes out!



DS: And as we say in radio, "Qut |loud." Because it m ght not have been as
evi dent on the page, or there mi ght have been a comma after "inside
refrigerators, and dogs" and it m ght have..

Jacqueline: So do we nean "the outside of refrigerators and dogs?"

DS: Well that's what it sounded |ike when you read it."

Jacqueline: O does it nmean that we put the dogs inside of the refrigerator..
MB: That's what | was thinking!

Jacqueline: | nmean the whole thing is just ludicrous, and it provided a bit of
levity. | enjoyed reading it and | aughing, but I've had trouble reading it out
| oud because | burst into laughter every time | cone to "the inside of
refrigerators and dogs"

MB: It sounds like what you're referring to Jacqueline is that sonetines we go
overboard on the other side: uh, nmeaning that we want to say a lot with fewer
words, or we want to use sinple | anguage, and there's often a big argunent in
our group about whether to exactly foll ow grammatical principles or not, but I
think that what you just gave us was an exanmple of why you still have to be a
very skilful and careful witer, even to wite things sinply.

Jacqueline: 1 think so. Thank you, Mchelle.

DS: Thanks very much Jacqueline for your call, and | think--1 don't know whet her
the word euphem sm has been used, or if people are sensitive about offending,
and they don't want to just cone out and say sonmething that's not nice or that's
difficult to hear, and this actually canme froman OPP (Ontari o Provinci al
Police) press rel ease that was sent out about a car accident, and it stated:
"The driver sustained injuries inconsistent with [ife." In other words, was
killed on the scene. But you know they didn't want to say, he was "dead on
arrival" or whatever, because you don't want to be that blunt. And | know t hat
["mguilty of that many tinmes, in terns of sort of beating around the bush
rather than just saying something because you don't want to of fend sonebody.
Anyway, we'll continue our discussion after the 90-second newsbreak, which is
com ng right up. Who needs a lesson in plain | anguage? [gives out phone nunbers]

- - newsbr eak- -

DS: Wl conme back to the Ontario Today phone-in, |I'm Dave Stephens. Wio needs a

| esson in plain |anguage? That's our question, Mchelle Black fromthe Plain
Language associ ation ny guest in studio, and Sandra is next on the line from
Bracebridge. H Sandra. Sandra can you hear ne?

Sandra: Uh yeah, can you hear me all right?

DS: Yeah, there you are. Go ahead.

Sandra: Ah, no | was thinking that English is such a wonderful |anguage. | think
it was Churchill that said that it's the only | anguage you can tal k about a
virgin land pregnant with possibilities.

DS: [l aughs]



Sandra: But | have a little list, | have a little list. First of all a vice-
princi pal who handed nme ny tinmetable and it said "anbulatory invigilation.” And
| said, "What the hell's this?" It was hall duty. And then..

DS: Was he suggesting that hall duty was beneath you, but that anbul atory...what
was the second word?

Sandra: | don't know, but in ny school it was often "Keep noving kid because
...[laughs]...ya don't know what's around the next corner." Then there's the VON
handbook that was witten, and there was sonething in it called a "Self-care
deficit.” Nowthat's a dirty four-letter word called a bath. And then of course
there is the, um the less-attractive |anguage that we've cone to hear about
|ater called "collateral damage" where it means "Ch, sorry guys, we killed the
wrong people."

But what | wanted to ask Mchelle was, a theory of |anguage that |'ve heard
expressed says that basically the |anguage is constructed al nost defensively
and that, in other words, this is nmy area of expertise, and I'm going to hang
onto it come hell or high water, and the way I'mgoing to do that is to keep
you out and to keep you dependent, is I'"'mgoing to fill it with all kinds of
obfuscations, with polysyllabic words, so that it becones a defensive one and a
defensive territory. So it's not a question so nuch of |I'm concerned about
litigation or that I'm concerned about covering all the bases, but basically
it's a case of enpire building, and I'mwonderi ng what M chell e thinks about
that idea |'ve heard brooded.

MB: Actually, uh, that was the idea that | think nade ne feel nobst strongly
about doing this kind of work. As you're saying, there are a |ot of fol ks out
here who, we do wite the ways that you've nentioned--such as using "anbul atory
invigilation" etcetera, because we've cone out of school maybe, or we're trying
to establish credibility, and to be able to get in with the people who seem
already to be able to understand that kind of |anguage.

Yeah, and so | think that a lot of us do it innocently because we see that as a
way to get in with a certain niche of people who have power. Our keynote speaker
this past weekend was naned Bill Lutz, fromthe US, and he's witten a couple of
books: one call ed Doubl espeak, and the subheading of that one is "From Revenue
Enhancenent to Term nal Living." Term nal |iving nmeaning death, right?

Sandra: The ultimte rehab

MB: There you go [l aughs]! And that's exactly his prem se, and he's saying you
know t hese aren't fol ks who aren't skilled in using | anguage--in fact they're
perhaps nore skilled than all us in that roomat witing and at constructing

| anguage, and that for sure, a lot of tinmes it is done to defend the people

gi ving the nessages fromhaving to be accountable for those nessages.

Sandra: That's why | loved "Yes Mnister and Yes Mnister,"” when Hunphrey went
into his diatribe, and it becane a gane for me to try and understand, and taking
sonme pleasure in doing it but this is exactly what was happeni ng.

MB: M hmm.

Sandra: Didn't Bob Rae, when he was in governnent, didn't he spend severa
mllion dollars hiring somebody to clarify litigation at one point?



MB: He may very well have, though I'mafraid he was in governnment before
started in plain |anguage so | don't have contact with that. Although you know
it's funny because one of the things I'mfinding is that, regardl ess of what we
feel about the politics of the *current* governnent, |I'mfinding that the way
that they speak directly to the consuner on TV--you know, for exanple the ads

t hey have out about the education system the newsletters that they put out--
very clear and easy to understand. Very very directed towards the consuner. But
I woul dn't have been surprised if Bob Rae was behind sonething |ike what you
mention. It may not have | asted | ong enough

DS: I'Il just say there have been sonme conpl aints about the spending for the ads
of the noney, but the nessage is clear. Whether Bob Rae did that or not, as I
recall, because | do recall we did a little conedy sketch about it at the tine.

He cane up with sone sort of warm and confy renaming of Mnistries when he was
i n government. Instead of, you know, Solicitor General or Health Mnister, it
was, | dunno, | don't know what they did but it was very squishy and it wasn't
very clear as the ol d-fashioned name for it. So | guess it went both ways under
his regi ne.

Sandra thanks for your call. Hugh in Shel burne. Hugh?
Hugh: Yes.

DS: H . Wio needs a lesson in plain | anguage?

Hugh: | was calling about the police, whose conversations tend to carry on |ike
the bus you just missed. | find the way the police tal k about people--like "the
gentleman in question” etcetera--are so unrealistic and condescending it's
incredible. I mean, the term"gentleman" woul d not be applied to nost of the

peopl e they use it for.
DS: Yeah. | guess "scunbag" woul dn't be appropriate.

Hugh: Well no, but--"the man"--why does he have to be characterized as a

gent|l eman? The bi ker who's up on charges for bombing, drug-dealing etcetera
etcetera is certainly in no normal way can be construed as "gentleman.” And to
refer to himas such would be silly I think. And so often when they coment on
the injuries suffered, I nmean they go out of their way, have strange ways of
describing it when plain | anguage woul d do nmuch better.

DS: | remenber back in the early days of the Crinestoppers programin Qtawa,
one of the local TV stations did re-enactnents, and | used to tune in not
because I'ma big fan of crine or anything, but | used to like to hear all these
synonyns for crimnal that they used. They had "perpetrator” and "varlet" and
all these [l aughs] wild words when they just sort of neant "the guy we're

| ooking for." Mchelle?

MB: A lot of that kind of talk falls into the category of "Oficialese--1 am an
official in this position and these are the kinds of words I need to use.” Oten
there's in law too they tal k about the way words are redundantly doubled up like
"to have and to hold" or "first and forenost," and the one |I always |ove is when
they say, "he had a weapon on his person.” He had a weapon! It's that sane kind
of language and | think that often the nore high-level and official-sounding the
| anguage gets, probably nmy instinct is the nore the peopl e speaki ng those words
are trying to absol ve thensel ves of sonme direct responsibility. The nore
distancing it gets, the fewer people you see.



Hugh: That gets into the field I'min. I'"man artist and |I'm surrounded by
critics who speak a | anguage that | do not, and describe work in ways that I
can't fathom And | renenber once a piece of mne was being criticized by
sonmeone, one of the A students, and when |I said, "No that was not ny neaning."
To ny surprise she said, "Wll, you're the artist. You don't know what you're
doing. You really neant to say this..."

DS: Alright, thanks very much Hugh for your call this afternoon. W cane up with
all sorts of synonyns for crimnals: culprit, delinquent, crimnal, mnalefactor,
m sdeneanant, |aggard, scapegoat, rascal, scoundrel, mscreant--1'msure they
used themall in those days. John calling from Carrying Place. John?

John: H how are you today?
DS: Good. Wio needs a lesson in plain | anguage?

John: Two | arge groups of people. Computer software devel opers are the big deal

| can edit, | can nodify, | can change sonething, but changing it is much easier
and that is the spoken | anguage rather than the | anguage that they think I want
to hear. | think conputer software devel opers and others tend to like to use the
| arge words, in order to justify thenselves and/or put up their prices, and this
occurs in a lot of technical jargon as well. No longer is the cable guy the
cabl e guy; now he's a Tel econmuni cations Installer Technician. And | think they
use that largely to put up their prices and nake people believe they can't do

t hi ngs t hensel ves.

DS: And you have to wonder in ternms of the conmputer software people if they did
make it nmore clear, how rmuch noney they could save on their 1-800 tech support
offices, too.

John: Yes, when | go to wite an e-mail--or when I wite an e-mail, | should
say--when | wite an e-mail now they want ne to "conmpose a letter.” Now, | don't
renenber when the last tine was that | conposed a letter. | may have witten a

letter yesterday, but | certainly never *conposed* a letter. And, it becones a
"docunent . "

| don't handl e docunents in ny everyday life. It's not a part of my spoken
| anguage, it's as sinple as that. Wien I'mdealing with lawers I'mdealing with
docunents, which is once in a lifetime, | hope.

DS: Mchelle why is it, when e-mail is supposedly such a casual form of
conmmuni cati on that we use words--er, they use words like that.

MB: Ah...this could be a whole show unto itself. Wth technol ogy, | think one of
the things that's happened is the sort of prinmacy of the people who know all of

the big words in this particular field, 'cause it is one that so nmany of us are

trying to catch up with and trying to adjust to, and to try and be able to speak
that jargon. And so a lot of us are trying to learn words |ike "docunent” and so
on because it nakes us feel nmore confortable.

Sonetines it depends: when we're tal king about things |like instructions,
sonmetines it is necessary to pick a certain word, even if it's a higher-1leve
word, because it can't be construed as anything else. In fact one of the
visitors we had was from Bonbardi er Aerospace, and she was tal ki ng about the
fact that for exanple the user who is going to use a technical manual to repair
an aircraft at thousands of feet in the air--the words that you use to describe
t he procedures have to have only one meaning in the context, and that meani ng



has to be understood by the fol ks who use these manuals to nean that thing only.
So that when they have seconds to try and repair sonething and read the nanual
there will be no anbiguity. For exanple, where it says "replace,"” does replace
mean take out the old one and put in a new one? O does it nean take out the one
that's there, clean it, and put it back in?

And these things are vitally inportant.

But with software, oftentines | think it's just that the people who are using
these terns, they were created for that particular context, but the people maybe
don't think about the fact that you, the user, are going to be thinking about it
inatotally different context, and it's not going to be the sane one that they
were using in constructing the software. Un there's a big problem| think in
wor kpl aces because there are a | ot of fol ks--you know the joke is that the
techies don't know how to explain it to everybody el se--how to do sonething. And
that's often where there needs to be an internediary, such as a technical witer
or communi cati ons person--for technical witers this is often what they do--who
can conme between the person at this high technical |evel to whomthat makes
perfect sense in terns of the context and the structures they're thinking in.

DS: And | don't want to paint all software or all technol ogy people with the
same brush 'cause sometines you get the instructions and they're really easy to
follow And other times it's just give up and I'm going to phone their toll-free
nunmber. But sonetimes |'ve often found that the instructions are condensed and
made very small--1 guess to nmake themless intimdating--but then they're
condenses so nuch to nmake them usel ess. And then if there'd been nore

i nformation then maybe I woul dn't have had to plug in that tel ephone nunber.

MB: M hmm, and actually for plain | anguage | mean those are the kinds of data
that plain | anguage witers are collecting, such as how nmuch tinme was saved by
t he organi zati on not having to answer custoner questions and conplaints, and
then of course how nuch noney gets saved, how much custoner satisfaction is
there. And those are three really big neasures that we can | ook at in different
cont exts.

DS: Reputation neans a | ot when you're |ooking for repeat custonmers for the
upgraded version. Un, John thanks for your call. Janet in Kanata. H Janet!

Janet: Hi there, how are you?
DS: Good. Wio needs a lesson in plain | anguage?

Janet: Um the guys--and |I'Il be specific--the guys that are witing all those

| abour rel ations collective agreenents. | think there's a tendency with the men
to put in |language, that it's a one-upmanship kind of thing.

[m ssed section on tape]...add a few words in here or there, beef up sone areas,
try to resolve sone specific problens with a broad brush, and nake their

| anguage very broad so they think it will capture everything. And in the end you
have no i dea what anyone is tal king about: sections that should be together
aren't, and there are things that are all over the place, and so it's very very
difficult to understand them soneti nes.

DS: Do you have an exanple of--if not sort of asking you to read somnething but a
situation that you got caught in?

Janet: Oh, no, |I've just dealt with a lot of collective agreenents and the one
place I worked in, Wndsor, we were at a hospital and at one point we had ni ne
collective agreenments going all at the sane tine. And even if you had sinmlar



bargai ning units, the | anguage was all different. What do they nean by a "date
of hire" for sonme things? Is it your seniority date? Is it the day you wal ked in
the door this tine, or is it the date you first got hired four years ago before
you quit four tinmes and got hired back five times --what is it?

So there's a lot of those. | can't give you a specific one, but they're very
difficult to read sometimes because they're referring to different things in
di fferent sections and not being very clear about it.

DS: And I'm wondering Mchelle whether that mght be the result of, ya know,
sort of last-mnute quick negotiations to try and prevent sonme sort of work
st oppage.

MB: Yeah, and | was thinking again about what |'d said earlier about Death By
Conmittee, meaning that sonmething like that is usually an ongoi ng docunent and
maybe once upon a tinme when it was only fifty pages it was prepared in a

conpr ehensi ve way where, you know, you could refer to--the pieces that you
needed were | ogical according to what you needed to know. But then people cone
in over tinme and um what you said about witing things too anbiguously by
putting themtoo sinply,

| mean another thing that needs to happen--and this happens with Wb sites as
wel I . People think they should just cut and paste sonething and it will fit
with the context, but every once in awhile sonmeone has to |l ook at the piece as a
whol e, and | ook at the inconsistencies in the flow of |anguage, |ook at the

i nconsi stent information, and you know if you think you need to say something in
a really broad way, and then nobody understands what it neans, you m ght

consi der having sonme kind of, you know, sone sort of list of some of the
exanpl es of what that situation could be. If the docunment gets really big, and
you' re concerned that you really need to use sone of the ternms for that industry
or that agreement, then have a glossary in the back or sonmething, in that case
whi ch al so hel ps someone to navigate the docunent, and maybe find expl anati ons
for sone of those pieces that are in the main text.

DS: That's why | asked Janet for an exanple, to illustrate what she was saying.
Thank you Janet for your call. At eleven mnutes before the hour it's Mchelle
Bl ack fromthe Plain Language Association our guest this afternoon. Wo needs a
| esson in plain | anguage? [gives out phone nunbers again] Denis in Otawa. Hi
Deni s?

Deni s: Dennis.
DS: Dennis, I'msorry.

Denis: No, not a problem Um who needs it? The poor, overworked witers of this
world. | used to be a witer nyself, and |I've done everything from press

rel eases to trademark applications to technical documentation--a |ot of
marketing materials. And the problemw th being a young witer at the bottom of
the heap is that you're dealing with a lot of territoriality and egos, politica
correctness, |egal weasel-words--and that's an actual term by the way--you

qui ckly figure out that the clearest words are al nost never the right words, and
it's alnost easier for you--it's often, not al nost always--the right thing not
to say anything, as long as you can get it approved. And |I actually becane a

mar keti ng consul tant mysel f because, you know, sitting in a roomw th a bunch of
executive egos, all of themthrowi ng sub-nodifiers at me, insisting that | add
their particular pet phrase into the docunent, and then finally com ng out with
a 150-word, one-sentence mission statement that | was then told to put on the



front page of the Wb site as the corporate statenent of who we were. So, it's a
very, very difficult thing. So | would just not take credit for the original one
in that case.

DS: Well, | guess that's another one of Death By Committee.
Deni s: Absol utely! For sure.
DS: Thanks Denis for your call. Anything to add M chelle?

MB: Um actually Denis, you're not alone in terms of being a witer and trying
to make sense of all this. 1'd like to offer a resource to anybody out there
wanting to know what do we mean by plain | anguage or how do we do plain

| anguage. It's the Wb site of the Association, it's Plain Language Associ ation
International, and 1'Il give you the, it's wwu. pl ai nl anguagenet work. org. The
acronym for our association is PLAIN, and there are resources fromlots of
different industries including | aw

and a |l ot of howto guides about how to do plain | anguage, and I'd recommend for
anybody to take a peek at that, because it really gives you a sense of how broad
t he novenent is becomng. In fact one of our guests this weekend was encouragi ng
us not to use the word "novenent" any |onger, because what we're trying to say
now is that this is sonething that should just be established. It's not just
sonething to strive for anynore because there are enough of us out there that do
it.

The other thing I would say about witing is that, when we think about witing
we often think about the creative part of witing, or the persuasive part of
witing. And again, a lot of that has to do with witing to inpress rather than
witing to inform | wanted to nake that distinction, because people who are
witing creatively, who use flowery words and all that--there is a perfectly
good group of contexts for that, so we're not saying that you should, you know,
strip the |l anguage down to sonething that is really dry and not expressive and
not colourful. But it really again just depends on the context of the user, and
a lot of us in school these days--a couple of years ago | taught a class, first-
year college--and it was amazing. | understand that grammar teaching in schoo
nowadays is not what it once was, and so people are com ng out not even really
feeling confortable with just basic granmar and sentence structure, and you know
| earning plain | anguage rul es and grasping the rules of grammar makes it a | ot

easier to not fall into that trap of feeling |like we need to inflate everything.
DS: M hmm. Denis thank you for your call. Paul phoning from somewhere on the
401. H Paul!

Paul : CGood afternoon.
DS: Yes, who needs a | esson in plain | anguage?

Paul : Well I'mlooking at it in the reverse. Your guest mentioned a nonent ago
that she doesn't want to use the | anguage get towards being dry, and | acking
colour. Yet in point of fact the English | anguage can be an art form and I'm
concerned that by making it plain, it's a formof dumbing down. The fact that
someone that's in university exhibits the ability to express thenselves in
ver bi age and uses terns such as "obfuscation" etcetera etcetera, and that being

wong, | would like to think that instead of going the other way so we don't
chal | enge our people too badly, verbally, that we're doing the opposite--we're
saying "Let's make it sinpler so that they can understand it." | think we're

goi ng the wong way.



MB: | think it depends on the context, Paul

Paul : Well, let me say this too, | wite a nunber of papers, and | have to
submt these papers to various and sundry bodi es--and yes |I'lIl adnmit that |'ve
come across sone boobs that have witten some strange papers that really don't
say anything. But in point of fact I cannot in many of my docunents--as a matter
of fact in all ny documents--1 can't sinplify it because the true neaning, the
cl ear understandi ng and essence of the phraseology it is inperative that | use
the English | anguage in an extrenely constructive way so that people have a
conpr ehensi ve under standi ng of exactly what | amtrying to inpart. Because when
you' re readi ng words, you're not |ooking at the person's face; you're not
hearing their voice; you' re not getting their vocal inflection, or any type of
glare in their eyes--you're just on the witten word. So w thout the col our

wi t hout the substance and depth of the verbiage, there's a very good chance you
can | ose the substance of their neaning in the application.

DS: Who's your audience Paul, when you're witing?

Paul: It varies. | can wite to some people in the federal governnment--1 do work
wi th the Canadi an Coast Guard, so in other instances | mght be working wth
engineers. So I"'mnot witing in such a way so it's key holed to PhD s only. |
have to wite in such a way that it's going to address a fairly broad spectrum
sonmeone froma PhD to an engineer to a general staff that would work in the
Department of Fisheries and Cceans etcetera. I'mnot witing to a very narrow
group of people who are highly educated. It's a fairly broad spectrum

DS: But they're all professionals, is what you' re saying.

Paul : No, not in the true sense of the word. It could be a third engi neer
readi ng the docunent. For exanple, the systens that | sell | have to put clear
under standi ng in the docunents and manual s so that when they can't get a hold of
me they can read ny manual to get the essence of what |I'm saying. And these are
guys that are sonetines working on the tools. So it's not sinply a case of using
five-syllable words at all tinmes, but to conpletely wite a sentence and a

par agraph to make sure that the full neaning and the full intelligence of the
message |'mtrying to send is conpletely understood.

DS: Al right Paul, 1"mgoing to hold you there. Mchelle earlier you tal ked
about the inportance of the full meaning being incredibly specific for soneone
who's trying to fix an airplane at ten thousand feet, and | think that for sone
of what Paul was getting at. But nmaybe to switch professions I'd say that maybe
it's okay for, say, actuaries in an insurance conpany to use one form of

| anguage when they're comuni cating with each other, but when we're trying to
wite instructions to clients or the public that maybe they should use a
different formof witing.

MB: That's exactly what I'mtrying to say, nost definitely. D fferent |anguage
works in different contexts, and again | think that the key factor is that when
someone else is outside that context, they' re needing to do sonmething wth that
i nformation, think about what you want to see happen and whether you need to
use the words that traditionally have been used to hel p them acconplish that

t ask.

DS: Thank you, and one nore caller, Adele in Gtawa. Hell o Adel e!



Adele: H. Un | thought that last call was very interesting. Plain |anguage

doesn't necessarily inply unsuccessful speech acts. | took linguistics a few
years ago, and | was working on ny certification for teaching of English as a
Second Language, and | was one of the older people in the class--1 was md-

forties--there were younger people who hadn't studied grammar. So the instructor
put a sentence on the board: The mnister is ready to eat. And there were people
in the class who actually didn't get the sense that there m ght be nore than one
way to get that. So it was diagranmed out to show that a mnister is not a
commodity that we can eat when we choose sonething. But |'ve seen this happen as
a text reviser in government, where a |ot of big words are used as a power trip,
and then when you strip the docunment of the big words, you find that they don't
know what they' re saying.

DS: Al right, Adele I've gotta hold you there because we're out of tine, but

t hank you for your call. And Mchelle, thank you for coming in. It's been a nost
i nteresting hour.

MB: Thanks for having mne.

DS: Mchelle Black is a consultant and owner of Sinply Read Witing Service in
Toronto. You can find out nore about the Plain Language Association by going to
the Web site: www pl ai nl anguagenet wor k. or g.

--End of transcript.
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