REGULATORY DRAFTING

* Resource: PlainLanguage.Gov

“Writing User-Friendly Documents,” www.plainlanguage.gov

e Use Lots of Informative Headings

e Use Question-and-Answer Format

 Use Personal Pronouns


http://www.plainlanguage.gov/

BEFORE: Few Headers—Opaque, Vague, General

e Special Grants For Economic and
Core Management Grants to
Small Tribes

* § 254.11 Native American Rights
* § 254.12 Applications
* § 254.13 Multi-tribal grants

* § 254.14 Administrative
requirements

* § 254.15 Appeals


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Notice how “generic” all these headings are. They describe abstract “categories.” They don’t answer the reader’s questions.
The solution? Ask a question with each section heading. And address the reader directly by using personal pronouns.


AFTER: More Headers—Specific, Q&A, Pronouns

Economic Developments and Core * § 254.15 What special information is
Management Grants to Small Tribes required for an application by a multi-
« §254.11 How do the procedures in tribal organization?
this part affect Native American rights?  « § 254.16 Must each tribe in a multi-
* § 254.12 How do | apply for a grant tribal organization submit certification
under this part? forms and budget?
* §254.13 When must | submit my  § 254.17 If | receive a grant under this
application part, what requirements must | follow?

« § 254.14 Can a multi-tribal
organization submit a single grant
request?


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Why do people read regulations? They’re looking for Answers! Give them what they need in Q&A Format. 
The questions are a lot more specific (an example of “chunking” information in order to present it in more manageable “bites”).
And the reader hears the heading speaking directly to him or her, because of the use of “I” to identify the reader.


Use “You” and “l” for the Reader.

BEFORE AFTER

* Copies of tax returns must be * You must provide copies of
provided your tax return.

* Submission of applications ) |Wha—§ must | do if | want a
oan:


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Here are additional examples of using personal pronouns to address the reader directly.


Use “We” for the Agency.

BEFORE

* Loan applications will be
reviewed to ensure that
procedures have been followed.

* The Office of Consumer Affairs
will process your application
within 30 days after receipt.

AFTER

* We will review your loan
application to ensure that you
have followed our procedures.

* We will process your application
within 30 days of receiving it.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
You can also use personal pronouns to describe the agency: Here’s what “We” must do.


Use “If-Then” Tables.

“If-then tables are a powerful tool for
simplifying complicated regulatory material. By
laying out complex provisions visually, you help
the reader to see relationships in a way that
dense text never could. Tables almost always
use many fewer words than a straight textual
explanation would use.”

John Strylowski, “Using Tables to Present Complex Ideas”


Presenter
Presentation Notes
[Cf. Strylowski’s teaching materials.] Good advice, but something of a challenge to implement. Let’s look at an example.


BEFORE: Is this clear to you?

The processing office must receive your completed
application for reduced royalty payments on or
before the 15t day of the second month following
the month you are reporting if you do not submit
your application electronically, or the 25t day of the
second month following the month you are
reporting if you submit your application
electronically.


Presenter
Presentation Notes
Got some personal pronouns (e.g., “your” and “you”) but still hard to decipher. So consider using an “if-then” table instead.


AFTER: Is this clearer to you?

If you submit your
application...

then the processing
office must receive it
by...

electronically

the 25t day of the
second month following
the month your are
reporting.

other than
electronically

the 15t day of the
second month following
the month you are
reporting.



Presenter
Presentation Notes
Much clearer: two ways to submit your application, and two timetables for the processing office to receive it.
What “value” or “policy” underlies this language? Use electronic means to submit applications; you’ll get more time to comply.
NOTE ALSO that if the agency would prefer to receive less paper and process more applications electronically, they’ve given users an incentive to apply electronically—ten days more within which to submit their applications. The same incentive was in the original draft, but very hard to “see” and understand.
“Plain language” regulations are a two-way street: They not only help readers understand what’s required of them, but they also help agencies implement time-saving strategies that reduce the need for personnel and allow better use of limited dollars in their appropriated budgets.
If these concepts seem radical to you (Q&A, personal pronouns, if-then tables), consider this research by Phil Knight and recognize that your principal purpose in life is to draft language readers can understand, so you can help them find the answers they need—and you’ve got barely more than a minure before their patience begins to wane.
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