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ABSTRACT 

This research is a case study of implementation of plain English in one 

department of a large local government organisation as part of an 

organisation-wide 'reader-friendly' project. The case study focuses on the 

process of document change for three of the six documents worked on for the 

project. The approach to plain English used in the project is an alternative 

one informed by systemic functional linguistics. In this approach plain 

English is seen as language and design of documents to be appropriate to 

context, where context includes purpose, subject matter, relationship between 

reader and writer, the type of document and the way it is used. 

The case study documents the detail of the process of implementation and by 

so doing reveals the complexity of constructing written texts and the 

complexity of doing this within an organisational context. This detail 

provides evidence that the process of implementing plain English is not the 

simple one suggested by conventional plain English guidelines, and that 

there are a range of complexities related to language and design choices for all 

documents. In so doing it suggests that the approach used is a more valid one 

than the more conventional plain English approaches, which offer very 

general advice such as to 'consider your reader' and then target word and 

sentence level changes without regard to the relationship between context 

and language choice. 

The detailed documentation also provides evidence that there are 

complexities related to the process of working on document change with 

organisation staff, and that while consultation with staff is of crudal 

importance, the process is not always straightforward. 



CHA PTER O N E :  INTRODUCTION 

1. 1 Introduction 

1 

In recent years the notion of 'plain English' appears to have become an 

established part of English-speaking culture in a number of countries, with 

corresponding 'plain language' movements existing in many non-English 

spealdng cultures also. The term 'plain English' or an equivalent tenn 

such as 'reader-friendly' is in usage in a range of contexts and seems to 

have wide acceptance as a positive trend. 

The plain English 'movement' is genera11y regarded as having its origins 

in the consumer advocacy years of the 1960s in the United States of 

America, (Eagleson, 1 985b, p14; Bowen, Duffy & Steinberg, 1986, p156; 

1\"evile, 1 990, p 3), although some writers (eg Danet, 1980, p 484) see it as 

having its roots further back in the 1920s in the development of readability 

formulae linked to word and sentence length. Initiatives and 

achievements in the U.S (primarily in l egal, semi-legal and business 

contexts) have been charted by a number of writers (eg Eagleson, 198Sb; 

As prey, 1991) and parallel activity in the United Kingdom has also been 

well documented (eg Plain English Campaign, 1993, p 8-24). In both these 

countries, government support for plain English initiatives has been seen 

as of great importance (Eagleson, 1985b; Bowen et al, 1986, p156; Nevile, 

1 990, p 4). 

In Australia, a considerable amount of plain English activity has also 

occurred in contexts paralleling those overseas. This activity has been 

frequently referred to in publications aiming to encourage plain Eng1ish 

initiatives (eg Eagleson, 1 985a, 1 985b, 1990). As vvith the United States and 

the United Kingdom, there has been considerable government support for 

the notion of plain English, most recently through the A ustralian 

Language and Literacy Policy (ALLP). The impetus for the ALLP and for a 

role for plain English within that policy has been the considerable focus 

gjven to adult literacy during International Literacy Year in 1990: 
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The Commonwealth Government's Australian Language and literacy Policy 

(ALLP) provides the foundation for its attention to adult literacy activities for 

people who are educationally disadvantaged ... -.... The ALLP also underpins the 

Commonwealth's interest in promoting 'Plain English' and 'Reader Friendliness'." 

(Elweli-Gavins, 1 993, p13) 

A number of initiatives have come as a consequence of the ALLP, 

including the Reader Friendly Campaign (a public awareness-raising 

campaign), the assodated publication of the Reader Fn·endly Documents 

Kit (Soda! Change Media, nd) and the annual Reader Friendly 

Communication Awards, which aim to find "the very best - and the very 

worst - public documents, forms and signs." (Sodal Change Media, 1993). 

Others are publications for workplace managers and trainers such as 

Communicating for Success (Soda! Change Media, 1994) and government 

funding under the Workplace English lAnguage and Literacy Program 

(WELL) for plain English initiatives. The most recent indication of 

government support for plain English was the Plain English Best Practice 

Projects, whose purpose was to establish examples of best practice in the 

implementation of plain English polides in the workplace especially in 

regard to public documentation (NBEET I ALLC, 1994). 

While in the early days, the notion of plain English was confined to 

government, finandal and legal and semi-legal contexts, in recent years it 

has been applied to other contexts. These include the vocational education 

context, where plain English has been suggested for use for all student 

learning materials throughout Technical and Further Education 

(Hatherley & McLeod, 1991); tertiary academic contexts (Camilleri, 1986 

and Hughes, 1988); the workplace, where plain English is seen to be a 

response to the increase in the number of written documents and a change 

in the diversity of the audience that must now read these documents 

(Brown & Solomon, 1993, p 52); and libraries where there is a need seen 

for 'easy-to-read' recreational reading materials (Rowland, 1993; 

Pummeroy, 1993). 

In all of these contexts, plain English is increasingly being seen as a 

solution to a variety of difficulties, particularly, but not only, where 

literacy or language is identified as a problem (eg Goyen, 1983; Eagleson, 



1985a, 1985b; Jereb, 1986; Kelly, 1988; Hatherley & McLeod, 1991; Elwell

Gavins, 1993). With or without specialist intervention workplaces and 

other organisations are declaring that they use 'plain English', or have a 

plain English policy'. Examples include those reported in publications 

advocating plain English (eg Social Change Media, nd, 1993, 1994) and 

those who market their documentation in this way (eg the Plain English 

Home Building Contract, Building Services Corporation, 1993). 

1.2 �·� 

3 

While overall, there has been this widespread acceptance by the public and 

by those working in language, literacy and communication fields, critical 

or cautionary noises have been made by a small number of writers (Sless, 

1985, 1993a, 1993b; Huckin et al, 1986; Nevile, 1990a, 1990b; Penman, 1990, 

1992, 1993a, 1993b; Kress, 1992; Brown & Solomon, 1 992, Brown & 
Solomon, 1993, 1995; Siess and Penman, 1993 I 1994; Caimey, 1993). The 

criticism targets a number of aspects. 

In the first place, there is concern that there there has been so much 

acceptance without any true critical reflection on the principles and the 

gains from within the 'movement' itself (Penman, 1992, 1993b). 

Publications abound on how to 'do it', very often including quotations 

from organisation managers avowing its effectiveness in terms of 

communication, time and money, and sometimes accompanied by 

statistics which are claimed to prove that plain English 'works' (eg 

Eagleson 1991; Social Change Media, nd, 1994). Such statistics have been 

criticised for inaccurately attributing success to plain English when many 

other factors have been involved (Siess, 1993b), or for claiming success 

when this has in fact been due to people not following established 

guidelines (Huck.in et a11986). There has even been criticism that some 

success stories may be inaccurate. Siess targets stories with headlines such 

as "MHiions saved: how they did it" (Social Change Media, nd): 

'The plain English movement abounds in apocryphal tales about savings made due 

to plain English. And, because people want to believe that plain English w orks, 

there is a tendency not to examine closely the claims the movement makes. Under 

such circumstances, a m.unber of unsubstantiated stories have circulated -s tories 



that have become ever more authoritative as they appear in ever more 

authoritative publications. 

4 

(51ess, 1993, p 1) 

Research into effectiveness has, overall, been limited, with effectiveness 

often being judged in tenns of decrease in readibihty scores (eg Nicoll & 
Harrison, 1984) or reduction in words (eg King, 1985) rather than clear 

gains in comprehension. There has however been some research which 

has shown that following plain English guidelines has in many cases had 

little effect (Penman 1990, Siess 1993b). 

Other critidsm has been directed towards the theoretical basis of most 

definitions and guidelines of plain English. From a small sector of the 

communication field comes the critidsm that the most usual view and 

application of plain English is based on an outdated transmission view of 

communication (Siess, 1985, 1993a, 1993b; Penman, 1990, 1992, 1993 a, 

1993b; Siess and Penman 1993 I 1994). From the field of linguistics, comes 

critidsm that it is based on a very limited view of language, which 

oversimp1ifies the complex processes involved in written communication 

and disregards the relationship between context and language (Nevile, 

1990a, 1990b; Kress, 1992; Brown & Solomon, 1992, 1993, 1995; Caimey, 

1993). Both these views come together in their rejection of the idea of 

language as a 'conduit' or canier of meaning, and in their adherence to 

the belief that language constructs meaning. 

Related critidsms are that the presentation of a small set of guidelines 

gjves the impression that good writing is an easy thing (Hucl<in et a11986; 

Brown & Solomon, 1993; Brown, 1995). Many guidelines suggest that all 

one has to do is follow these guidelines and good writing Wlll result. This 

is seen as likely to be misleading to novice or inexperienced writers and 

misleading and disadvantaging to those who must read their writing. 

Because there is little research to indicate what else is involved, it is these 

guidelines that receive prominence. 

Other problems in addressing the issue of plain English relate to the 

meaning of the term. The tenn appears to mean different things to 

different people and this is particularly so now after many years of usage 

(Charrow, 1979 in Penman, 1993, p 122; Brown & Solomon, 1995, p 15). 

This makes the interpretations and critical discussion of any views 



problematic. How can one be certain they are discussing plain EngJish and 

not something else? It is even the case that alternative terms have 

emerged with little indication of whether or not they are meant as 

synonyms or not (eg 'reader-friendly', 'easy-to-read'). 

5 

At one end of the spectrum is the view that plain English means clear, 

everyday English achievable in the main through the adherence to a 

small number of guidelines and rules (eg Cotter, 1990; Hatherly & McLeod 

1991; Sodal Change Media,1 994). At the other end there is a view that sees 

plain English as nothing more nor less than effective English appropriate 

to a particular context - to the purpose of a particular text, to its content, to 

the relationship between the writer and the reader, and to the particular 

mode of communication (Brown & Solomon, 1993, 1995) This spectrum 

covers a variety of interpretations, but from a study of the research 

literature and of the many publications giving advice on plain English, it 

is clear that most cluster around the former. However, it is true that some 

incorporate and elaborate upon the notion of context more than others 

and are thus less prescriptive in their advice (eg Eagleson, 1991 ). 

Along with, and as a consequence of, this variety of interpretations, there 

would appear to be a wide variety of implementation procedures. 

However, despite the very positive claims about the success of plain 

English in a general sense and in some specific contexts, the writing up of 

such implementation in most cases amounts to very broad descriptions of 

what occurred, and documentation of 'before' and 'after' versions, with 

little to no detailed documentation of what actually occurred during the 

process of document change or discussion of the reasons for spedfic 

changes (eg EagJeson, 1991; Plain English Campaign, 1993; Social Change 

Media, nd, 1994). This reinforces the view that plain English is a simple 

process and one that it is simply to do with changing words and layout in a 

text. 

1.3 The study 

In 1994, I was engaged as a consu1tant as part of a Teader-friendly' project 

to be carried out at Liverpool City Council (LCC), a large local government 

council within the Sydney metropolitan area. I was part of a two-person 



team from the Centre for Workplace Communication and Culture 

(CWCC), University of Technology, Sydney . We were assigned ten 

documents from the Family and Children's Services Department of the 

council, a department whose primary function was the operation of 

childcare centres in the municipality. Our task was to rewrite these 

documents so that they would be able to have the words ''reader-friendly" 

stamped upon them. (See the advertisement ca11ing for expressions of 

interest in Appendix 1.) 

I saw this work as a useful focus for research, in that it afforded an 

opportunity to document the process of what actua11y goes on during the 

process of a 'reader-friendly' or plain English implementation. This 

research is thus a case study of this 'reader-friendly' project. 

6 

For logistica1 reasons and also because I wished to focus particularly on the 

process of linguistic and paralinguistic changes made during the rewriting 

of documents, I had to narrow the focus of the case study from that of the 

reader-friendly project. Thus this case study focuses on three only of the 

six documents worked on for the project. 

These documents are: 

• 

• 

the department's Health Policy which outlined health policy and 

procedures at all council childcare centres (Health Policy - see 

original document in Appendix Sa) 

a form used at enrolment to gain consent from parents to use a 

range of first-aid and health care products on their children 

(Consent for Non-Prescription Medications - see original document 

in Appendix Sb) 
• a form used to give parental authority to staff to administer 

medication to their children (Authority to administer Medication -

see original document in Appendix Sc). 

However, there is another aspect to the case study. In past writings in 

co11aboration with a colJeague (Brown & Solomon, 1992; Brown & 
Solomon, 1993), I had been critical of the more common plain English 

guidelines, and had elaborated upon an alternative approach drawing on 

systemic functional linguistics. As this approach was to be used in the LCC 
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project, the case study and its documentation setves as an example of this 

alternative way of implementing plain English. (See 1. 5 below for a brief 

summary of this approach.) 

Although I embarked on the reader-friendly project itself and on this 

research simultanously, the project came to a ha It long before the research 

ended, because of the sudden resignation of the person in charge of its 

implementation. While this affected the course of this research in many 

ways (see 1 .  7 below) it did not change its essential nature. Thus the 

research remains a case study of the implementation of a plain English or 

'reader-friendly' project. 

1.4 1\upaie of the study 

The case study relates to all the problems outlined in 1.2 above. Firstly, it 

offers a critique of the more common 'clear, everyday English' view of 

plain English and suggests that there is a viable alternative approach to the 

present day need for new and revised documents - an approach which 

acknowledges the complexity of language and the complexity of 

constructing written text. 

In the process of outlining this critique and an alternative view, the study 

through its literature review, addresses the following questions: 

• Why has the notion of plain English emerged? 

• What is usually meant by the term plain English? 
• What is the problem with this interpretation? 

Secondly, it provides through the case study a close-up look at an instance 

of implementation of this alternative approach. The case study addresses 

these questions: 

• Why did the organisation embark on a plain English or reader

friendly initiative? 

• What relations does it have with other workplace initiatives and 

changes? 



• What activities take place as part of the process of implementing 

document change? 
• What linguistic changes are made to texts and why? 
• What issues arise in this process of rewriting? 
• How successful are the changes for the readers of the documents? 

In addressing these questions, the research attempts to provide some 

evidence that the approach used is a more valid one than the more 

conventional rule-based approach to plain English. 

1.5 Overview of Methodology 

It is important to distinguish between the methods of the case study itself 

and those of the project it desaibes. While the case study of necessity 

parallels the methods of the reader-friendly project, there are differences. 

In effect there were two research projects ensuing at the one time - the 

process of document change for the council and the documentation of the 

process for this case study. In other words, the case study is one step 

removed from the actual reader-friendly project itself in that it describes 

and reflects on the process. 

The research methods for the reader-friendly project itself were primarily 

structured and unstructured interviews with key personnel at the 

organisation during the process of document change, and the rewriting of 

documents based on this information and infonned by a systemic view of 

language and of plain English. In essence, the approach to plain English 

implemented was the writing or rewriting of texts to be appropriate to 

context, where the meaning of context is drawn from systemic functional 

linguistics and includes cultural aspects, the field of the text, the 

relationship between the reader and writer, and the channel of 

communication. In this approach, these aspects of context are linked to 

layout and organisation of ideas, technica1ity, personality and abstraction. 

The research methods for this case study were the documentation of and 

reflection on the interviews with staff and on the process of linguistic 

change. In brief, the case study entailed the maintenance of records of an 

interviews, events and document changes at all points in the process and 

8 
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the documentation of and analysis of these interviews, events and 

changes in four stages which reflect the stages of the reader-friendly project 

itself, namely: 

Stage 1 
Stage2 
Stage3 

Stage4 

Orientation to the organisation and the project 

Initial document analysis 

Consultation with document users and revision of 

documents 

Trialling and evaluation of revised documents 

Chapter 4 elaborates on both the methods of the case study and the 

approach to plain English which was used in the reader-friendly project. 

1.6 Scope of the study 

The scope of the current research paper is narrower than first intended 

and focused in a different way. There are a number of reasons for this. 

My original research goals were a broad scale investigation of 

implementation including a study of the various organisational factors 

impinging on the plain English implementation as well as a linguistic 

analysis of selected text changes. Ths degree of attention to the 

organisational context of the plain English initiative was thought to be an 

issue of extreme relevance to actual practice within any organisation and 

one largely ignored by plain English advocates. 

Since this research began, there have been two factors that led to a decision 

not to attend to this greater context in any major way. The first was that 

halfway through this project, a halt was called to a11 work assodated with 

the reader-friendly project, due to the sudden resignation of the senior 

manager whose project it was. At this stage, six documents had been 

worked on. The halt to further work meant that I no longer had access to 

the key personnel I needed to address the larger organisational issues. 

However, I had kept records of all conversations up to this point, of all 

changes made, the reasons and the issues arising. Also, the coundl still 

intended to use the documents despite the halt to the project. Thus I still 

had data for a narrower study of the process of actual document change. In 

addition, because of the records kept, it was also possible to incotporate 



and reflect on, in a general way, some of the larger organisational issues. 

These issues are addressed within the Stage 1 findings and discussion 

(Chapter 5). 

1 0  

The second factor was that, at about the same time, I became involved 

with another project Plain English - Best Practice in the Public Sector, 

funded by the National Board of Employment, Education and Training 

(NBEET) and the Australian Language and Literacy Council (ALLC). This 

project inc1uded three case studies of public sector organisations and 

addressed in some detail the very organisation wide factors I had attended 

to cover in this project. While this was relevant as part of the literature 

review here, it seemed that there was no longer any urgent need for me to 

address such issues in detail in this research. In addition, during the 

course of the research I realised I had aimed too wide in my original goals. 

As a result the investigation focus narrowed to a focus primarily on the 

process of document change and on the outcomes of change. 

Two other key variations from the otiginal conceptualisation of the 

research relate to the process of investigation of actual document change. 

The first variation relates to the documentation of change. The original 

intention was to carry out detailed systemic linguistic analyses of the 

'before' and 'after' versions of the documents, and to present a discussion 

of the changes. I have not done this. Instead I have outlined the changes 

made at different points in the process, and given the reasons for making 

these changes. Many of the reasons reflect the systemic perspective on 

language which informs the approach to plain English, but others reflect 

the pragmatic perspectives of staff members who daily used the 

documents. 

I did this for two reasons. Firstly, this procedure more c1osely followed the 

actual process of the reader-friendly project, and thus appeared to be of 

more immediate use. To have done the former in a case study such as this 

may have been misleading in that it might have suggested that this was 

the way to go about the process of document change (rather than suggest 

systemic linguistics as an informing perspective in the process). Secondly, 

as the project ensued it became clear that there was more to the process of 

document change than even a systemically informed view suggested. 
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There were many other practical factors, many, but not all, related to the 

way the document was to be used, that had to be taken into account in the 

rewriting process. 

The second variation relates to the evaluation of the document changes in 

terms of comprehension and effectiveness in use. Originally I had 

envisaged testing comprehension of the originals and of the revised 

documents on those who read them. In the course of working with LCC, it 

became clear that this was more complex than imagined. Firstly there were 

in effect two audiences for the documents worked on - the parents who 

used chi1dcare, and the child care centre staff. Because of the nature and 

use of chi1dcare centres, the organisation of parent groups to participate in 

a comprehension 'test' posed extreme difficulties, and had to be 

abandoned. (Of course, the halt to the project made access to parents even 

more problematic than it had been). Instead the second reader group, the 

centre staff, were focused on. 

As the research progressed it became clear that this change of focus was 

largely to the good of the project. Firstly, it emerged that it was more 

important to have the information (or instructions) in the documents 

'right' for the staff than the parents. This was especially so for the 

formatted documents (the Consent form and the Medication Authority 

form). This was for two reasons. The documents were often supported by 

spoken language interactions between staff and parent; and, the document 

in the main served staff purposes in the running of the childcare centre. 

Secondly, the staff were more useful as collaborators in the rewriting stage 

because they were in effect the primary users. Thirdly, they were able to 

monitor and provide feedback on how successful the revised documents 

were in actual use (although because of problems in the TrialJing and 

Evaluation Stage this did not happen to the extent intended). In this, they 

were able to ad as both representatives of the staff reader group, and by 

their observations of parent use, as indicators of comprehension and 

proper use of the documents by parents. 

So, while the original plan of testing comprehension with the user group 

was not pursued, there was an evaluation stage of the product of the 

revision process. 



1 2  

1.7 Umitaticms c1 the study 

This research shares the limitations of most case studies. That is, because it 

is a study of just one instance of implementation of plain English, it is not 

possible to generalise about some of its findings. This difficulty is 

exacerbated by the fact that there are so few detailed case studies of the 

process of implementation to compare it with. Thus in many respects, it 

must be taken as an example of implementation, as an example of the 

kinds of problems and issues that arise during implementation rather 

than as a statement of the problems and issues that do arise. 

The other side of this of course is that the case-study is best suited to 

uncovering these same problems and issues. A larger scale, multi-sited 

project may have provided more evidence about which generalisations 

could have been made, but the 'coalface' details would likely have been 

lost. Such research would have also been beyond the bounds of possibihty 

for me due to time and location constraints. 

Another limitation is that the research reports on my own work in 

document change, rather than on that of another practitioner. This was 

necessary because of the critical perspective I had on conventional plain 

English approaches, my commitment to an alternative approach, and my 

research goal of documenting an instance of this alternative approach. It 

was also necessary in a practical sense. That is, this instance of 

implementation was the only one I had access to at the time. The obvious 

drawback of this is that the results and discussion may be viewed as 

making a case for this perspective and approach, rather than pure research. 

The method of the research outlined in Chapter 3, the detailed 

documentation of the case study in Chapter 4, and the reporting and 

discussion of findings in Chapter 5 should mitigate against such a view. 

Other hmitations were imposed on the research by the unexpected and 

premature end to the reader-friendly project at the site. Apart from 

making the process of investigation for this research considerably more 

difficult, this may have given rise to problems and issues which would 

not have otherwise occurred. In one sense then, the site turned out to be 

far from ideal as an instance to document for research purposes. In 



another sense, the imperfection did not matter. The case study always 

intended to document the detail and reality of the process of 

implementing plain English, and if such unexpected occurrences are part 

of this process, then they are an important and valuable part of the 

documentation. 
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One final limitation relates to the choice of documents. As discussed in 

Chapter 3, it had initially been intended to focus on a more abstract and 

more technical document in the study but this was not possible due to the 

halt on work. Such a document may have given rise to some additional 

language points re abstraction and technicality but essentially the process 

of change would, I feel, have been similar to the process for the three 

documents that were used. 

1.8 Importance of the study 

As discussed in l. 2 above, there are considerable gaps in the research 

relating to plain English. One of these is the Jack of detailed 

documentation of the process of document change. This study provides 

such detail and in so doing, indicates the complexity of the process, and 

the many aspects of this complexity. This should go some way towards 

balandng the frequent impression given by many plain English rules and 

gu1delines, which suggest that it a straightforward process of substituting 

one language feature for another. 

A related benefit of the research is that it provides an example of the 

implementation of an alternative linguistically based view of plain 

English. By using actual document extracts and discussing the 

considerations of the many factors involved in making changes to the 

language of these, it provides some evidence that the sorts of generic 

language rules often assodated with plain English practice may be of little 

relevance in the actual process. 

By providing a staged approach to implementation, and detailing what 

went on in each stage, it provides a model which other workplace 

language and literacy, or communication, practitioners might be able to 

follow when embarking on a similar project. 
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Finally, in its detail it gives some indication of the real world of plain 

English consultancies. By documenting the process in all its stages and 

attending to both positive and negative aspects, it indicates that working as 

an external consultant for an organisation embarking on a plain English 

or 'reader-hiendly' project is not simple. 

1. 9 Structure of the study 

This chapter has provided an overview of the nature, focus, purpose, 

scope and limitations of the study, and of the methodology used for the 

research. Chapter 2 provides a review of the related research literature. 

Given the very applied nature of plain English, this chapter includes 

reference to bookJets containing guidelines for writers, which, while not 

academic, are very relevant to any study of the movement. Chapter 3 

details the methodology of the case study including the approach to plain 

English used in the reader-friendly project. Chapter 4 documents the 

process of this proJeCt and thus constitutes the case study. Chapter 5 

presents the findings of the study and incorporates discussion of those 

findings. Chapter 5 also contains recommendations for further research 

directions in the understandings and applications of the notion of plain 

English, and thus concludes the study. 



CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

2. 1 Introduction 

This chapter reviews the literature relating to plain English. It reflects 

some of the problems raised in Chapter 1. That is, because there has been 

little research into, or critical reflection, upon the plain English 
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movement, there are very few research studies into its effectiveness, very 

few which detail cases of implementation and very few critiques to present 

here. This means that it is necessary to look in some detail at the few 

studies and critiques that do exist. 

The chapter begins with a discussion of the reasons plain English has 

emerged It goes on to look at the meaning of plain English as reflected in 

definitions and in guidelines. These sections of the chapter incorporate 

examples of research which analyse the application of such guidelines and 

discussion which critiques the conventional plain English view and 

approach. This critical discussion is a crucial aspect of the literature review 

in that it provides the basis for the view of plain English (elaborated in 

Chapter 3) which informs the reader-friendly project and thus the case 

study. The chapter also documents research done into the effectiveness of 

plain English practices and a smal1 number of examples of the process of 

implementation. 

2. 2 Why plain English has emerged 

The impetus for plain English has come from a number of directions and 

in response to a complex range of cultural changes. 

2. 2. 1 Consumer rights movement 

As discussed in the previous section, plain English is widely seen to have 

evolved as part of the consumer rights movement of the 60s and 70s. 

However, it was not this alone that created an appropriate environment 
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for plain English at that time. Danet (1980, p 451) out1ines a number of 

factors at work at this time but attributes particular influence to the 

"traumas" of the Vietnam War and the Watergate scandal, which, she 

writes, led to increasingly frequent criticisms of the uses and misuses of 

public language in both popular and academic books and magazines. She 

also notes that critidsm of language in public life was not a phenomenon 

unique to this period, and gives as an example Mencken's critidsms of 

euphemisms and jargon in politics, bureaucracy and the professions in the 

1930s and 1940s. Asprey (1991, p 27) writes that people were complaining 

about legal language as far back as the 16th century. 

The words of the company solid tor of the NRMA (the first company to 

adopt plain English in Australia) indicate that consumer rights 

motivations were part of the push for plain English in Australia too. They 

show an increased awareness of the consumer and of the increased power 

the consumer now had: 

The Company perceived a deep-rooted sus pi don of the insurance industry in the 

minds of the public··-· NRMA Insurance Ltd accepted that ..... a more highly 

educated and artiruJate public was questioning the attitude and performance of 

business as a whole.u 

(King, 1985, p21) 

There are countless examples documented of just what it was that the 

consumers were complaining about (Eagleson, 1985a, 1985b, 1990, 1991; 

Asprey, 1991) Undoubtedly there was at that time, and still is, a great need 

for many legal and public documents to be rewritten. Penman notes that 

the severity of need is one of the major reasons that the Plain English 

'movement' has been so successful (1992, p 2). It is hard to argue with a 

movement dedicated to solving the problem of the "ever increasing 

barrage of incomprehensible documents." (Penman, 1992, 19 I 3, p 2) The 

'consumer rights' motivation and the obvious extent of need for better 

documents is still very much a major aspect of the call to use plain 

Eng1ish. 
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22..2 Socia] justice concerns 

Another important impetus for plain English noted in the literature is not 

unrelated to consumer rights. A concern for social justice and the 

awareness of the rights and needs of certain disadvantaged groups in the 

community, such as people from non- English speaking backgrounds, has 

increasingly become a motivation for plain English. 

This motivation is linked to concerns for the democratic rights of the 

individual which have been a component of the movement from its early 

days. Eagleson much earlier noted his increasing awareness of the way 

"officialese and legalese ... _ may be obscuring for some their 

responsibilities and depriving them of their rights and privileges" (1985b, 

p 15). Pummeroy, representing the Australian Language and Literacy 

Council and discussing a ministerial request for a review of plain English 

needs, says that the Council recognises the importance of plain English for 

social justice and economic reasons, and that to ignore the associated 

issues would have enormous consequences, economically, socially and 

culturally (1993, p 5). 

22.3 Growing awareness of diverse literacy and language 1eve1s 

This motivation for plain English has grown as the awareness of the 

extent of need has increased. Research into literacy levels of the 

community such as the national survey conducted by Wickert (1989) has 

highlighted the fact that many members of the community have 

difficulties with what are usually perceived as straightforward literacy 

tasks. Increasingly, writers in private and pubhc organisations are being 

confronted with evidence that their client group or their employee group 

may be unable to comprehend the documents they are producing at an 

ever-increasing rate. 

22.4 Wortcplace needs -language and literacy, restructuring and 

partidpation 

In the workplace, language and literacy needs are being unearthed as 

management begins to change work practices in response to restructure 

and to set in place training programmes to facilitate these changes. Many 



18 

examples of this process can be found in government funded publications 

related to language and literacy issues in the workplace, such as 

Communicating for Success (Social Change Media, 1994), but the 

relationship between this process and calls for plain English has had little 

attention. Brown and Solomon (1993, p 53) note both the new literacy 

demands (new documents and new contexts of use) and the new 

audiences. These audiences, they write, have in the past had very little 

need to apply their literacy skills in the workplace, and often include large 

numbers of NESB employees and ESB employees who, for one reason or 

another, have limited experience of the sorts of texts they are being asked 

to understand and produce. Brown and Solomon point out that, at risk, if 

they do not understand these texts, is safety, cost-effectiveness and staff 

morale. Thus the ca11 for plain Eng1ish: 

(Plain English) -· appears to hold the key to a range of problems related to written 

communication in the workplace ___ (it) is a response to concerns that within this 

new workplace, written doruments are not always understood 

(1993, p 52-53) 

Also at risk is participation, a key aspect of the rhetoric of restructure. 

Solomon takes up this issue (1994, p 1 )  pointing to the "changing 

distribution of knowledge and power resulting in quite different 

relationships between readers, texts and writers." The new workplace 

emphasis on participation by all requires information to be accessible, in 

the first place, but also, in the second to be open, that is, "opportunities for 

dialogues need to be set up and fostered." She sees plain English as a 

consequence of this need: 

plam English, in its striving for simplicity is responding to the access and 

participation issues that are integral to the changing social practices. 

For Solomon, the emphasis on the personal is responding to the 

interaction issue, attempting to create in written texts "the interpersonal 

dimension of spoken interactions", and to give a sense of inclusion or "an 

invitation to participate". 
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2. 2. 5 Breakdown of authority and status lines in the community 

It could be said that these motivations for plain English in the workplace 

are para11elled in a way in the community at large. That is, the emergence 

of plain English can be seen as a consequence of the breakdown of the rigid 

lines of authority and status that existed in the past, as a reflection of a 

more egaHtarian, and less formal world. Danet (1 980, p 450) recognises this 

relationship. Writing of the growing critidsm of the uses and misuses of 

language in the 1 970s, she says that a part of this was growing criticism of 

the power and status of the professions. Eagleson touches on the same 

issue in discussing the reasons writers use 'gobbledegook'. One reason he 

gives is that the writers have little direct contact with their readers, 

moving in different drcles and having different educational backgrounds. 

Another is 

the heavy we1ght of tradition and cauti on constrai ning professi onal writers to 

conform to modes of language which have long since become outmoded in the general 

community but whi ch ar e felt to be safe. 

(1 985b, p 16) 

In relation to written documents, this results in there being less acceptance 

of the authority and correctness of the writer, less acceptance of the use of a 

language that for one reason or another is not meaningful to the reader, 

and a recognition of the right to challenge this writing. In the past, a reader 

was more likely not to have expected to understand a particular legal or 

semi-legal document, and further to have accepted that this lack of 

understanding was his/her 'fault'. These days, that reader would be more 

likely to put at least part of the blame on the writer. The writer is not 

blameless just because they occupy a senior position in government or 

legal or workplace. The decrease in regard for status seems likely to have 

been at least partly responsible for creating an atmosphere in which plain 

English has found ready acceptance. 

Brown and Solomon make the connection between this infonnalising and 

the shift from written to more spoken fonns of language: 

In an increaSlTig number of interactions, whe ther in the public or private domains of 

oUT tiv es, we can notice in written lan guage a decrease in the number of status and 
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power markers along with a significant increase in conversational language. Such 

changes indtcate a breaking down of the conventional boundaries of the public and 

pnvate domains, of formal and informal relationships and of spoken and written 

language. 

(1995, p 2) 

While there have always been v.rritten texts which are closer to spoken 

language and spoken texts closer to written, the lines are becoming blurred 

as new contexts and thus new text types emerge. The plain English 

emphasis on using personal pronouns and using the active voice (see 2. 4. 
1) can be seen as related to this blurring of the status lines and of the lines 

between written and spoken language. One workplace sees this in 

generation terms: 

Older staff are often uncomfortable Wlth plain English because theyve become 

attached to more formal language They prefer ''your account is in arrears" to "you 

owe us_" Younger staff warm to clear oommunication because it breaks down the 

bamers between people" 

(Soaal Change Media, 1994, p 7) 

The emphasis on the active voice reflects that people are less wil1ing 

nowadays to ignore the agent and to accept faceless people taldng charge of 

their l ives. They think that they have a right to know who made a 

deds1on about their insurance claim or their bank fees and that it is 

important that they do so. 

Plain English then, is part of a natural shift in language. Culture changes 

and with it language. Brown and Solomon note this shift but, in line with 

their criticisms (which are discussed in 2. 4. 2 ), see plain English as an 

intervention in the process which is not without risks: 

No matter how one views plain English, it can be seen as part of natural process of 

language change resultmg from changing cultural attitudes to authonty and power 

relattons It is the case that even where individuals are not explidtly adhering to 

any notton of plain Enghsh, they are writing in a way that is different from the 

past -·-The conventional plain English guidelines are an intervention, if you like, 

mto thts process - to speed tt up, and make it uruform. As such there are dangers 

attached They considerably oversimplify the process involved by suggesting that 

adherence to particular pnnciples or rules is all that is necessary. 
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(Brown & Solomon, 1995, p 22) 

2. 3 Defining plain English 

This section looks at the definitions of plain EngJish, at critiques of those 

definitions, and at issues arising from the process of defining. 

The difficulty of aniving at a clear view of plain English has been noted by 

some writers (eg Nevile, 1990; Brown & Solomon, 1 993; Penman, 1992, 

1993). Penman (1993, p 122) cites Charrow asking in 1979 "what is plain 

English anyway?" and concluding that she could not be certain of what it 

was, nor that she could be certain that everyone talking about and using 

plain English had the same conception of what it was. Penman notes that 

in the fifteen years since then, the understandings have become even 

more varied. The situation is made worse by the fact there has been very 

little attempt to reflect on the meaning of plain English, or lo acknowledge 

that it may mean different things to different people, and consequently 

that it may be implemented in different ways. 

Brown and Solomon (1993, p 53) note the way people use the term in a 

commonsense, non-technical way to talk about whether or not 

information in a document is meaningful and accessible to them. They 

might say "Why don't they write in Plain English? or " Don't they know 

about Plain English?" The usage relates to some non-specific notion of 

clarity but very often it refers to the use of specialised or technical terms, 

often called jargon. In this commonsense usage, the meaning sometimes 

extends to spoken as well as written texts. A politician or an academic, for 

example, might be criticised as not speaking in plain English, with the 

inference being that he/ she spoke 'over the heads' of the listeners. 

The meaning of the term has become even more clouded in very recent 

years with the term being used as an all-purpose adjective to describe 

a use of language seen as 'good' or 'the best'. We have for example in 

Australia the Plain English Speaking Awards, a secondary school public 

speaking competition which would appear to be no different from other 

public speaking competitions, except in its title. 
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However, it is its 'technical' meaning which is of interest here - its 

meaning in the many pamphlets, articles and other documents wh1ch 

advise writers how to go about writing 'in plain English', and its techmcal 

usage to describe documents such as The Plain English Home Bwldmg 

Contract (Bui1ding Services Corporation, 1993). 

Before looldng at the meaning of the term, it is important to consider two 

terms that are beginning to be used synonymously. 

2. 3. 1 Synonyms 

The terms 'reader-friendly' and 'easy-to-read' are sometimes used instead 

of 'plain English'. While those who use these alternative terms may have 

some different meaning or application in mind, this is nowhere made 

clear to the reader. It seems unlikely in light of the fact that, in both cases, 

the original term and the alternative are often used side by s1de within the 

same d ocument. The case study which is the focus of this resea rch is 

evidence of this. The project was called a 'reader-friendly' project but the 
term plain English was used at many points in the process. (See Chapters 4 

and 5.) 

'reader- friendly' 

The term 'reader-friendly' seems, at least in Australia, to be making a 

challenge for most-used term. We have for example The Reader Fnendly 

Documents Kit (Social Change Media, nd) and the Reader Friendly 

Awards. But even where publications are so named, the term 'plam 

English' is also to be found, and is used apparently synonymously with 

'reader-friendly'. However, campaigns for 'reader-friendly' documents 

appear to pay considerable attention to issues of layout, design, the use of 

graphics and so on, and it may be that when the term 'plain English' is 

used in this context of 'reader-friendliness' it is meant to relate specifically 

to aspects of language. However, there is no clear evidence that this is a 

conscious difference the users of the term want to make, and very often 

the terms are used interchangeably. Take the example below from a page 

headed "Common myths about being reader friendly": 

Myth: Formal documents can't be written m plilin m&t£siL They need complex 

language and 'proper English' 
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Fact. The aim is to get the message across quickly and easily so there is no confusion 

A reader friendly document has clear, precise writing presented in a way that 

readers can easily understand being reader friendly saves money because it saves 

hme (my emphasis) 

(Social Change Media, 1994) 

The term reader-friendly' may be popular simply because it is a newer 

term, and because of its similarity to the computer age term 'user

fnendly'. The focus on appearances may simply reflect the increasing 

technological possibilities of the 1 990s. 

Perhaps the increasing use of this term is a reflection of what Penman 

(1 992., p 3) sees as a shift over time, from a linguistic emphasis in the 70s 

and early 80s, to a broadening of focus to include organisational and 

graphic aspects in the late 80s, and finally to a focus on the reader in the 

90s. 

'easy-to-redd 

The term 'easy-to-read' as used in a recent National Ubrary seminar on 

literacy services for people with disabilities, refers to "informational and 

recreational texts written in clear, natural and easily understood language 

_ for people with particular reading needs" ( Rowland, 1 993, p 1 ). 

However, there are clear indications that the term is seen as closely related 

to the term 'plain English'. In the first place, a few paragraphs on from the 

above definition, the extract from the ministerial reference cited in section 

222 is dted, which shows that 'easy-to-read' materials are considered part 

of the "concept of plain English" ( Pummeroy, 1 993, p 5). Secondly, there 

are other statements in the publication, which suggest that 'easy-to-read' 

matenals are not seen as appropriate for a particular target group but for 

all " 'Easy-to-read' documents are readable, enjoyable and effective for all  

readers, not just those who may have a particular disability or literacy 

difficulties." ( Eiwell-Gavins, 1 993, p 1 4 )  Thirdly, 'easy-to-read' guidelines 

are described in the same publication by a Swedish publisher who 

specifically targets groups with reading difficulties, and these guidelines, 

for the most part, are indistinguishable from most plain English 

gui delines. (Tronbacke, 1 993, p9). 

In the light of this evidence, this research takes these alternative terms to 

be synonymous with the term 'plain English'. 
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2. 3. 2 Definitions 

Most plain English publications include at some point some statement 

defining what they mean by the term, followed up by guidelines of how to 

implement it. This section focuses on the definitions only. While there 

will be some critical paints made regarding these statements, these will be 

brief, with fu1ler elaboration occurring at 2. 4. 2, after an examination of 

plain English guidelines. 

Discussion here begins with examples of what appears to be the most 

common view of plain English. The first and second are the views of 

Eagleson who is perhaps the most weB-known and influential of plain 

English advocates in Australia. His definition has become widely known 

and is recast in one way or another in many publications (for example, in 

Kelly's definition below). 

Platn Engbsh ... is the opp:>Site of gobbledegook and of confusing and 

mcomprehensible language. Plain English is clear, straightforward expression, 

usmg only as many �rds as are necessary. It is language that avoids obscurity, 

inflated vocabulary and convoluted senteno:! construction. It is not baby talk, nor is 

rt a simplified vers1on of the English language. 

(Eagleson, 1990, p4) 

Plain English is a matter of using the patterns and words of normal, everyday adult 

English, and resisting the temptation to use inflated terms and extravagant 

structures. 

(Eagleson, sourre tmknown) 

Plain English IS not a special language. It is just a habit of thinldng and writing 

aCOJrately and clearly so that your reader will 'get the message' with a minimum 

of effort. Plain English is the 'language of information' . .... Plain English is 

functional language and shouldn't draw attention to itselL 

(Cotter, 1990, p 1-2) 

I will use the term 'plain English' to refer to direct and straightforward language 

wh1ch avoids obscurity, repetition and convolution. I do not mean simplified 
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English that avoids necessary technical terms ... 
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(Kelly, 1988, p 1-2) 

(Plain English is) clear intelligible English. It does not mean simplistic English. 

Plain English should be used in public documents issued by governments and the 

private sector. It is not an attempt to strip English literature of its richness 

(Australia's Language: The Australian Language and Literacy Policy: 

The Companion Volume to the Policy Paper, 1991) 

Plain English is good, clear writing. Good writing presented in such a way that the 

people reading it can easily understand it. To write plain English, you needn't use 

simple language and sentence construction It is not a childish form of language. 

Complex ideas can still be written in plain English When you know the audience 

may not understand a technical term or a difficult idea, you should explain it. Your 

aim is to get the message across and not to make readers work hard at unravelling 

words and sentences. You don't want your message clouded So, it is important to be 
clear and precise. 

(Social Change Media, nd) 

Plain English .... does not mean that the materials are over-simplified or 

necessarily shortened. What it does mean is that your materials are written in a 

clear, straightforward style of language which: 

helps students to get at the right meaning as quickly as possible 

encourages them and allows them to use good reading strategies. 

Plain English is a more effective style of writing. It is not about whether to use this 

or that word. But make sure the words you write for your students are the words you 

use when you talk to them. Plain English is not about 'watering down' the content; it 

includes all necessary technical terms. It is not just a way of writing for poor 
readers; it is a more effective way of cormnunicating for everyone." 

(Hatherly and McLeod, 1991, p26) 

Discussion and analysis of what such definitions mean is rare. It appears 

that they are on the whole accepted at face value as unproblematic and 

worthy. There has however been some critical discussion (Brown & 
Solomon, 1 992, 1993, 1995; Solomon, in press, Solomon, 1 994; Brown, 1995; 

Penman, 1 990, 1992, 1 993a, 1 993b; and Siess, 1 993a, 1 993b). Certain themes 

and features in common have been highlighted by these writers. 
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2 3. 3  Themes in definitions 

Gear and straightforward English 

The first is that plain English is said to be 'clear' and I or 'straightforward' 

language. Brown and Solomon are critical of the vagueness of this 

criterion (1 995, p 16), which is consistently given the highest priority in 

definitions and accompanying advice on plain English. It is as if 'clarity' 

were some concrete, objectively measurable standard able to be set for any 

document. Even in the definitions where 'the reader' is mentioned, the 

notion of clarity is not directly related to that reader (Cotter, 1990; Social 

Change Media, nd; Hatherly and Mc Leod, 1991). That is, it is not 'be clear 

to your particular reader', but 'be clear, and this will help your reader, 

whoever they are'. 

A related theme is the desirability of brevity and of quick, effortless 

reading ("minimum of effort", "using only as many words as necessary", 

"direct", "not ... make readers work hard at unravelhng words and 

sentences"). The term 'straightforward' reflects this notion also. 

Normal and everyday English 

Another theme noted by Brown and Solomon is that plain English is seen 

to be 'norma]' or 'everyday' English. Even though these actual terms are 

used in only one definition here, the notion is implicit in a11 and certainly 

reinforced in many guidelines and rules. These writers acknowledge the 

commonsense meaning (1 992, p 1 7)  of normal' or 'everyday' but point out 

the range of 'normal' or 'everyday domains in which we use language, 

the range of situations within these domains, and the different use of 

language in each. They also note the related common theme that plain 

English is seen to be like spoken language ("make sure the words you 

write for your students are the words you use when you talk to them"). 

Again this is reinforced in many guidelines (as can be seen in the next 

section). 

Simple English or not? 
Another common theme relates to simplicity of language. Penman, in 

discussing the difficulty of saying what plain English is, says that what 

binds all advocates of plain English together is their intent - "the intent of 
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changing the written document using a simpler and clearer style so that it 

is more clearly understood." ( 1 992, p 3) She says that at the supetficial 

level, there is a common conception of avoiding gobbledegook and jargon 

which "boils down to writing in short, common and easily understood 

words". Penman rejects this as unsatisfactory given the range of readers 

that exist. 

It is interesting to note that while Penman identifies simplification as a 

common theme, the writers of most plain English definitions (as in the 

examples in the previous pages) place very particular emphasis on plain 

English not being simplified language (11not baby talk", "I do not mean 

simplified English", "not a childish form of language"). Cotter, for 

example, elaborates her definition with the words: "What I have to say is 

quite complicated, and I have to be accurate. But the language doesn't 

have to be complicated." (1 990, p 2) This emphasis appears to be in defence 

against qualms about whether plain English is suitable for complex ideas 

and complex documents (noted by Eagleson, 1 985a, 1 985b). 

It is not only Penman who sees plain English as an attempt to simplify 

language: 

(Plain English) is a view of language which is fundamentally flawed: and when 

that view is translated into policy, positively harmfuL It is the view which treats 

linguishc complexities and elaboration as entirely non-functional ..... a problem to 

be overcome and done away with .. _ Complexity of language is more often a matter 

of using the resources of language to deal with a complex issue, or construct a means 

of dealing with quite new complexities. 

(Kress, 1992, p 6-7 )  

So, while the issue of whether or not plain English is simple English may 

be unresolved, the fact remains that the issue itself is a common theme in 

most definitions. 

Simplificabon of content 

So too is the related issue of simplification of content. Writers very often 

make the claim that plain English is not about simplifying content (eg 

"not about watering down content", "does not mean that the materials are 

over-simplified"). This claim has been the subject of research by Nevile in 
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the context of tertiary education. Nevile analysed original and plain 

English versions of tertiary teaching materials, and found distortions in 

meaning, some of which were seminal to the original intentions of the 

author (1 990, p 42). He concluded: "It is therefore not really appropriate to 

argue that the plain English translation is an equivalent differing only by 

being easier to read; it is not the same text." ( Nevile, 1 990, p 51)  His 

findings have been criticised by writers from T AFE whose plain English 

materials were also targeted in his research. (Salter, 1991 ) 

Awareness of and consideration fur the reader 

Many of the definitions above are bound by one other theme, namely an 

awareness of the reader ("writing presented in such a way that the people 

reading it can easi1y understand it", "reflects the interests of the reader and 

consumet'). Whi1e consideration of the reader is emphasised to varying 

degrees in definitions, in most, it is finnly established as a key aspect of the 

process. In many, moreover, it is the only aspect of context given 

attention. While critical of this limited view of context, Brown and 

Solomon see that this emphasis on the reader is one of the major 

achievements of the plain English movement (1993, p 54; 1 995, p 3). The 

blame, if you like, for lack of understanding has shifted from the reader to 

the writer or document designer. 

Appropriacy to context 
Brown and Solomon are critical of an the above definitions in that they 

fail to include the notion of appropriacy to context (1 992; 1 993; Solomon) 

in press). They identify the following definition as one that goes further to 

do so: 

Plam Enghsh is getting a clear message across to your audience in an appropriate 

way. This means being clear about what you want to say, who you're saying it to 

and how you're going to say it Plain English is effective communication. 

(Plain English: Not a Simple Matter 

NSW Adult Uteracy Council and Summer Hill Films) 
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They also offer their own definition: 

Plain English is about writing effective English. A plain English document is one in 

which the language is appropriate to tts purpose, reader, content and mode of 

communication 

(1993, p 55) 

Their definition is explidt about what context encompasses. It embodies a 

view of context broader than the notion of audience, and includes as well, 

content, purpose and mode of communication. Further, in contrast to all 

other definitions, it makes an explicit link between these aspects of context 

and language. 

Brovvn and Solomon develop this more recently (1 995, p 51 ) to incorporate 

the notion of design and to be more explidt about the use of the 

document: 

Plain English is the use of language and design features so that a document is 

appropriate to its purpose, the subject matter, the relationship between the reader 

and the writer, the document type and the way the document is used. 

This last definition embodies the perspective and approach used in the 

case study and is discussed more fuiJy in the next chapter. 

Defining statements such as those examined in this section are recycled in 

a range of contexts where plain English is discussed. It is therefore 

important that they are looked at critically for what they actually mean. 

Penman finds the unquestioning acceptance of the worth of such 

statements as disturbing: 

It is important to understand that plain English is a movement. It is a body of 

people committed to language reform on the basis of what they take to be a set of 

self-evident truths. And these self-evident truths are rarely, if ever, questioned 

from within the movement. 

Penman (1993, p 127) 
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This section focuses on the plain Enghsh guidelines which commonly 

accompany the kinds of defining statements discussed in the previous 

section, and looks at the discussion of these guidelines in the literature. 

Again it is the case that there has been relatively little critical reflection 

upon these guidelines, either in terms of the assumptions behind them or 

in terms of their usefulness. 

While there is some variation in such guidelines, in terms of their 

content, their prescriptiveness and the extent of elaboration, most describe 

a very similar approach. The section begins with an overview of this 

approach, and then looks at critical comment that has been made of the 

approach. 

2. 4. 1 Features of conventional guidelines 

Consideration of reader and other contextual factors 

Most guidelines (eg Cotter 1 990, Eagleson, 1990, Plain English Campaign, 

1 993, Sodal Change Media, nd & 1994) include a section containing general 

advice to consider your audience carefu11y, to work out your purpose and 

to think about the topic or the content. In some cases, as in 

Communk:ating for Success, (Social Change Media, 1 994), considerations 

of reader are tied in with content. In other cases, the reader's knowledge 

and needs are included with purpose. Some publications (eg Eagleson, 

1 990) give quite detailed gujde questions regarding these issues. In a 20-

page section caJled "Planning your document", he addresses issues relating 

to sorting out your purpose, getting to know your audience, thinking 

about your topic, and organising your document. Others set the reader 

only the broadest of questions to consider eg "who is your reader?" 

Overall, however, it is the consideration of audience that receives the 

most attention: 

Writing Plain English starts before you pick up the pen or touch the keyboard. If 
your purpose is clear and you know your audience, then you are starting off on the 

right foot. 

(Cotter, 1 990, p 4) 



You must find out what your audience is like, otherwise you will write from your 

own point of view, one which your audience may not share. 
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(Eagleson, 1 990, p 15)  

Cons1der your reader 

lf I oould give you only one guideline to follow it would be just that. Consider your 
reader That's the secret of plain language drafting in three words. 

(Asprey, 1991, p 50) 

lAnguage guidelines 

The majority also include a separate section which is usually headed 

1anguage', and it is this aspect of conventional plain English approaches 

which have drawn the most fire. Communicating for Success for 

example, contains five sections: Content, Language, Structure, Design, and 

Testing. Eagleson ( 1 990) has a 35-page section called "All about language" 

broken into subsections such as "Keeping sentences down to size", "Active 

versus passive" and "Use verbs not nouns". It is important to note that in 

none of these is there an explicit connection made between language and 

aspects of advice related to context. 

The language sections of most publications contain a co1lection of rules or 

guidelines accompanied by examples. Cotter, for example, under the 

heading "Language" (1 990, p 8) gives the follovvi n g  advice: 

- aim for a d1rect, personal approach 

- keep sentences short 

- one umt of 1nformabon per sentence 

- arrange the mformahon in logical or chronological order 

keep terminology consistent 

- replace a negative with a positive 

- use d1rect and active oonstructions 

- verbs are more direct than nouns 

- avoid strings of notms 

- embedded dauses slow your reader down 

- avoid unnecessary technical or jargon terms, or if you canno� explain them 

- prune unnecessary material 

- aim for concrete language rather than abstract 

- use the straightforward, familiar word 



Eagleson (1 990) while giving more elaborated advice, addresses the very 

same issues. These sorts of guidelines, espedally in the more substantial 

publications, are often accompanied by illustrating examples usually a 

sentence exemplifying the use of the desired language feature (eg the 

active voice) and a sentence exemplifying its absence or a contrasting 

language feature (eg the passive). 
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As another example of such guidelines, the Reader Friendly Documents 

K.i� (Social Change Media, nd) advises writers to ''put the reader first" and 

then to use plain English: 

- get straight to the point 

- write directJy to the reader 

- write short sentences 

- use active rather than passive voice 

- choose words your reader will know 

-be consistent 
- edit ruthlessly. 
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Desi8f1, organisation and layout 

There is usually at least some advice about design and layout. The Reader 

Friendly Documents Kit finishes with this advice: 

- tell the facts in your reader's logical order 

- make information easy to find 

- put detail at the end 

- use good visual design 

Eagleson (1991 ) and others (eg Cotter, 1 990; Plain English Campai gn, 1993) 

give extensive advice about such aspects as typeface, type size, length of 

line, spadng, upper and lower case, and use of white space. 

Consultation with the reader group, trialling and testing 

Attention to the process of rea der consultation either during or after 

writing varies considerably. Some do not attend to this aspect at all (eg 

Cotter). Others gtve very spedfic mention to it. The Reader Friendly 

Document K.i� for example, advises organisations to set up a document 

review committee so that all those involved with a document's use have 

the opportunity to contribute to the writing process, to test documents by 

watching customers use them, and then to test again. Eagleson's attention 

to this is greater than most with a chapter devoted to testing (1 990, pp 80-

83). This chapter talks about how much, when and how to test. He 

outlines a range of collaborative processes to use throughout the writing 

process such as asking individuals, asking several people and using 

spedally convened focus groups. He also outlines a range of tests for 

readers such as paraphrasing, protocol analysis, problem solving, 

questionnaires speed tests, system tests and reactions to design. He then 

describes tests for the documents themselves including error rates, 

number of enquiries, readability formulas, language tests and doze tests. 

2_ 4. 2 Critica1 discussion of guidelines 

Oassificatian of approaches and related criticisms 
There has been some attention to classifying approaches to plain English. 

Penman (1 993b, p 122-127) describes Coe's classification system which says 

that approaches to plain English show three tendencies - text-based, reader

oriented and col1aborative, each having a progressively closer relation 
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with the reader. It is difficult to categorise most approaches as firmly one 

or the other of these, as they often have elements of two or even all three. 

However, in Coe's terms the above approaches would be primarily text

based. In text-based approaches, the major focus is on the document, not 

the reader. They are based on tenets such as those above (short sentences, 

active voice, fewer words). Penman notes the shift in such approaches to 

include attention to non-word aspects such as visual characteristics, 

structural coherence and these too can be seen in the examples above. 

Penman writes that Coe ca11s this the "commonsense" approach and 

judging by the enthusiasm for such approaches, it would appear that such 

rules do have some sort of commonsense appeal. 

Penman is highly critical of such text-based approaches and in her 

criticism (1 993, p 1 23) draws on Gospin's critique of ten typical text-based 

rules. She focuses particularly on his critidsm of the "short sentences", 

and "active voice" tenets. Gospin, speaking of the legal context of plain 

English, argues that because the nature of law requires that concepts and 

facts be linked, "the problem is not how to make lawyers write shorter 

sentences, but rather how to get them to manage longer sentences." While 

admitting the overuse of the passive, he argues for the frequent good 

reasons to use it. Penman adds her own critidsm of the plain English push 

for fewer words. She argues that there is nothing to say that a shorter 

document is more easily comprehended than a longer one, and points out 

that claims for success of plain English initiatives based on a decrease in 

text length are invalid. (1 993b, p 124) Overall, her argument is against the 

prescriptiveness of these text-based rules. 

Penman's critidsm of such rules and of the plain English movement 

altogether is addressed in greater detail in 2. 6. 1 which discusses research 

into effectiveness of plain English practices. Here, however, those 

critidsms can be summarised as relating mainly to the view that plain 

English is based on a transmission view of communication; that plain 

English ignores the 'meaning framework' of the document user, and 

despite its best intentions ignores the reader and pays attention to the text; 

and, fina11y, that because it is basically a translation approach it suffers 

from the same problems as any translation process does (Penman 1 990, 

1 992, 1 993b; Siess 1993a). 



Brown and Solomon have classified these same approaches as rule-based 

(1 992, Manual One, p 27). They are critical of such approaches for the 

following reasons (1 993, p 54). Firstly, they reflect the view that there is 

one form of language appropriate for a11 situations and occasions - a 

"simple, uncomp heated, personal language". Secondly, they reflect the 

view that spoken language is better than or easier to understand than 

written language. Thirdly, they mainly focus on language at the sentence 

leveL Brown writes: 

35 

.... to convince the reader of the truth of the guidelines, the authors ...... frequently 

use isolated sentences or other short paragraphs, with tvvo versions - one showing 

the non-plain English way and the other showing the plain English way ..... by 

restricting their illustrative examples ... (in this way) ... , the authors are not telling 

the whole story about the language we use and the choices we have within that 

language. 

(Brown, 1994, p 1 5) 

Fourthly, they imply that a11 you have to do is follow the rules and you 

will have success in producing good writing. 

Brown and Solomon's critique is informed by a social theory of language, 

in particular systemic functional linguistics. It provides the theoretical 

basis for this study and wi11 be elaborated upon in the next chapter. 

Some of the text-based approaches outlined above (Eagleson, 1 991; Social 

Change Media, nd) would also come under Coe's 'reader-oriented' 

classification. Penman, who places very high value on reader 

involvement (Penman, 1 990; 1993a) has been critical of many so called 

reader-oriented approaches which she says acknowledge the importance of 

reader, but use the wrong bases for judging reader response. 

_.what kind of empirical evidence counts? What is an acceptable way of 

evaluating reader understanding, and acceptable to whom? ... the role accorded to 

readers, their relationship with text development, and what constitutes empirical 

evidence varies. 

(Penman, 1993b, p 125) 
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She draws upon the sorts of tests that one writer c1aims are valid in the 

legal context as an example of what she considers to be unacceptable. The 

first test is the opinion of experts. The second is anecdotal evidence. The 

third is comprehension tests (eg doze) and the fourth is readability results. 

Penman criticises all these and proposes that the only real test is asking 

real audiences to read and use the document in an appropriate way. 

Penman also criticises the "readers prefer plain English" line of argument 

and the reader tests based on an indication of preference. She argues that 

reader preference is by no means proof that plain English means an 

increase in comprehension. She elaborates as follows. Firstly, because 

legalese may be hard to understand does not mean that plain English will 

be easy - ''the two are not the logical, or even real- world reverse of each 

other". Secondly, liking something does not mean you understand it, and 

thirdly what people take to mean by plain English can vary enormously. 

She concludes 

Evidence, to the extent that it is acceptable, that legalese is not generally 

understood and that people generally prefer plain language, is no evidence that 

actual readers of actual doOJments can understand a plain English doOJment better. 

(1993b, 126) 

In Coe's third category, namely the collaborative approach, readers are 

involved from the beginning. and are actively allowed to determine what 

is written. Penman writes that a truly collaborative approach "takes the 

sole control away from the writer and places it democratically in the 

dialogue between reader and writer." (1 993b, p 1 27) She comments further 

that Coe gives no examples of this approach, but that the approach she and 

her colleagues use at the Communication Research Institute of Australia 

(CRIA) fits into this mould. To Penman, however, this approach goes 

beyond plain English and it more appropriately cal1ed "reader-oriented 

document design" (1 993b, p1 27) 

Brown and Solomon's approach (1 992; 1993; 1995) does not neatly fit any of 

Coe's categories, although Coe and Penman would classify it as text-based 

in that it focuses on the language of the text. Their approach however 

rejects fixed rules to be used for any occasion, and instead leads writers to 

consider the relationship between language and context and to draw upon 



the resources in the language as appropriate to this context. Their later 

work (1 995) outlines an approach which ranges across all three of Coe's 

categories, but which goes beyond these categories to include a 

consideration of organisational context as well. 

This broadening of the usual scope for plain English guidelines came 

about as a result of their investigation of public sector sites for the 
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!\'BEET I ALLC project. The actual research is discussed in 2. 9, but the 

detail of their approach will be left until Chapter 3 as it essentially 

represents the methodology of the reader-friendly project at Liverpool City 

Council and thus this case study. 

An� aJ practice according to conventional guidelines 

Huck.in, Curtin and Graham ( 1986) have done illuminating research into 

whether or not plain English advocates who recommend guidelines such 

as those above, actually follow their own recommendations. They focus 

on the advice common in American guidelines to avoid 'whiz-deletions' 

or reduced relative clauses. While the particular piece of advice they focus 

on is not a common element of Australian guidelines, the research is 

relevant for the general theme it explores and for the light it throws upon 

studies claiming to prove increased comprehension with plain English. 

Huckin et al cite the example given in what is perhaps the most well

respected American guide to plain English ( Guidelines for Document 

Designers from the American Institutes for Research ) to illustrate the 

'whiz - deletion ' feature: 

The dtrector wants the report whtch was written by the Home Office. 

The dtrector wants the report written by the Home Office. 

(HuciOn et al, 1986, p 176) 

The whiz deletion occurs in the second sentence here - that is, "which 

was" is omitted. Huck.in et al's first point of criticism is that such an 

undoubtedly ambiguous example of whiz deletions is an exception to their 

usual use, rather than the norm which its use in the guidelines suggests. 

In a very detailed analysis of large number of texts including many 

labelled as 'plain Enghsh', they found that good writing in general, 

whether labelled plain English or not, does not follow the common 

American plain English prescription to avoid whiz-deletions, and that in 



fact whiz-deletions were a standard feature of good writmg. The1r anal 1 

(1 986, p 179) showed that in these authenhc examples of wnhng, wh1z 

deletions almost never made sentences ambiguous (the reason plam 

English advocates gjve to avoid them) In fact they served very useful 

purposes such as de-emphasiSing a part of a sentence, promotmg sentence 

rhythm, making sentences more concise, and helpmg to make complex 

sentences easier to parse and understand 

While the focus of Huckin et al's research was on th1s particular feature, 

they found further evidence to suggest that both good 'plam English' and 

good standard writers consistently violated other gu1dehnes, such a 'use 
the active voice', 'write short sentences', 'avoid nouns created from verb ' 

or 'avoid noun strings'. In pondering why wnters of the gu1dehnes (all 

well-known experts in document design) proposed such rules m the first 

place, Huckin et al say that they believe it is because they have grounded 

their principles in research from the "sentence- onented psychohngUI t1c 

tradition" which seldom considers the effect of context or non hngu1 he 
factors on sentence comprehension (1 986, p 1 85). 

Huckin et al discuss the pressure on the plain English movement to come 

up with rules that are both easy to apply and effective in makmg wntmg 
more comprehensible, and refer to research in prescriptive lmgu1shcs and 

readability research which indicates that there are very few rule of thumb 

which satisfy both criteria. They urge the plain English movement not to 

suCOJmb to such pressure, and instead to produce accurate desmpt1ons of 

what good, clear writing actually looks like, and to d1rect the attenhon of 

novice writers to "broader contextual factors, not just sentence based 

ones." (1986, p 1 74) 

Huckin et al believe that plain English is making an 1mportant 

contribution to public communication and that writers and ed1tors, uch 

as those whose documents they examined, are makmg 1t work. However, 

they raise a crucial point of concern 

_what exactly have the writers of these documents done to ach1eve such end.s7 
One thmg they have not done, JUdgmg from our reseaJrl\, 15 to srmply emplov the 

lands of wnter's max1ms that the plam EngllSh movement has come to be Jc:no..om for 



Rather they seem to have followed many of the practices that good writers in 

general have followed over the years. 
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(1986, p 186) 

They believe that the achievement of the "pedagogical function" of the 

plain English movement depends upon looking more closely at these 

practices, and that if it does not, it will be seen "as not preaching what it 

practices" (1986, p 186) 

Their findings have critical relevance for the various claims for success of 

plain English initiatives (discussed in the next section). It may well be that 

many plain English or 'reader friendly' documents do not follow their 

own rules, and that this accounts in part for their claimed success. That is, 

success has sometimes been achieved in spite of the rules. Brown, in a 

review of a British plain English publication (1 995) offers evidence which 

supports HucJ<in's findings. Brown notes the usefulness of one section of 

the publication devoted to forms and instructions, but remarks that the 

authors, by their frequent use of, for example, the passive, nominalised 

forms and impersonal language in the text examples 

contradict the message inherent in the general guidelines about preferred 

(language) forms and provide evidence that very often such guidelines are 

irrelevant when it comes to writing or rewriting a particular text... ... that is, 

writers recognise, once they begin writing, that these features are functional. 

(Brown, 1 994, p 16) 

Kiernan (1 988) earned out a very detailed systemic linguistic analysis of 

standard and 'plain English' T AFE trade manuals, which were written 

according to guidelines similar to those quoted in this section. Through an 

analysis of theme, grammatical metaphor, lexical density, grammatical 

intricacy, mood and transitivity, she found that the plain English texts 

were, in systemic terms, different in Mode and Tenor. That is, they were 

more spoken and more personal than the standard texts. Her findings 

suggest that, in this case at least, the writers did follow their own 

guidelines to make writing more like spoken language and to make it 

personal. However she does note some guidelines which were not so we11 

followed, namely the avoidance or instant explanation of technical terms 

and the avoidance of embedded clauses (1 988, p 1 1 3). She also comments 

on the contradiction between some guidelines, for example, the guideline 



to make the wtiting more like spoken language and the guideline to use 

short sentences. She notes that in these texts the fanner was a11owed to 

override the latter. ( 1 988, p1 1 2). 
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Kiernan expresses her belief that the plain English texts are more suited to 

the audiences for whom they were designed (young T AFE students with 

little experience of fonnal, academic texts) and that they are "clear, concise 

and easy to read and understand" ( 1 988, p 1 1 6). This appears to be her 

subjective assessment only as she does not provide any evidence in 

support of the statement. 

Kiernan raises some points related to the usefulness and approptiacy of 

the guidelines and these coincide with the views of Solomon and of 

Brown. For example she comments at the outset of her investigation that 

the guidelines 

tend to address specific aspects of lexica-grammar rather than the broader generic 

structures. lt seems likely that the plam English texts will be closer to simple lists 

of instruction than to a sCientific d1scourse ... Some gUidelines wh1ch instruct the 

writer to use language appropriate to a certain genre may be useful. 

(Kiernan, 1 988, p 7-8) 

In her conclusion, she recommends that plain English advocates might 

find it useful to recommend "wtiting in a genre which is similar to, for 

example, a recipe or a do-it-yourself manual" as part of their guidelines 

(1 988, p 1 77), thus raising the issue of appropriacy of existing rules to 

genres and text-types which are not procedural. 

The same issue is raised by her finding that the 

tlexib1hty of Theme and New is ..... sacrificed if the guidelines are strictly 

followed ... -the avoidance of nominalisations and other types of Metaphor, and of 

(smgle clause) clause complex structures, as well as the extreme use of 'you', all 

hm1t the number of ways m which information can be ordered and highlighted 

(1 988, p1 1 3 )  

The research of both Kiernan and Huckin et al  i s  important in that it 

throws light on the way conventional guidelines are used. They suggest 
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that on the one hand such rules are being followed quite closely (as shown 

by Kiernan's research), but as Huckin et al indicate, they are not being 

followed consistently, and indeed cannot be. Perhaps the use writers make 

of such guidelines depends on their writing experience as suggested by 

Brown and Solomon recently (1 995, p 39). They found that the experienced 

writers they in tetviewed were attracted to and espoused the conventional 

rules, but that the writing of these same writers indicated that the rules do 

not significantly affect their writing: 

For these writers, convenhonal plain English guidelines act as an awareness-raising 

mechanism. (They) have some use in alerting them to overuse of the passive for 

example However, as competent writers, they are able to manipulate the language 

resources available to them and therefore are not dependent of a list of rules. 

(1 995, draft, p 39) 

The difficulty of encapsulating and then commenting on what 'plain 

English' is and what it means in practice, especially within an organisation 

as a whole, is brought home when this finding is considered v...�th another 

from that project, namely that 

2.. 5 

no employees spoken to claimed to be oonsaously writing in something called 'plain 

Enghsh'. a notion of writing in plain English was implicit within the larger 

commumcahon picture and overall the organisahons believed themselves to be 

rmplementmg or on the way to implemenhng plain English. The term was used in 

conversahon and m some cases, in pohcy documents that related to publications .. _. 

two orgamsahons (were running) plain English training and employees referred to 

the use of plain English publicahons. 

(1995, p 15) 

Oaims made for plain English initiatives 

One does not have to look far to find claims made about the benefits of 

plain English ( Eagleson, 1 985a, 1 985b, 1 990; Plain English Campaign, 1 993; 

Social Change Media, 1994). Sometimes these claims stand alone with no 

mention of evidence, but at other times, they are backed by reference to 

indicators of success. These indicators are mostly in terms of savings made 

in money and time, but also often include improvement in morale or 

customer relations (eg reduction in complaints). Indicators directly 
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relating to benefits in tenns of increased reader comprehension are not 

frequently found. This section provides examples of claims made and 

discusses some of the difficulties in assessing them that have been noted 

by critics. It includes my own interpretation of the claims made, an 

interpretation not previously documented. 

2. 5. 1 The claims 

The fo11owing claims are typical of those used in publications to encourage 

and guide organisations and individuals to take up plain English practices: 

Try it and you won't regret it! is the message from companies now using reader 

friendly communication in the workplace. The Adelaide-based Arrowcrest Group 

has cut staff time and won praise from WorkCover through a reader friendly 

approach to workers' compensation claims. "It has the potential to save us 

hundreds of thousands of dollars a year'' said general manager (human resources). 

(Social Change Media, 1994, p 7) 

Study after study shows that producing documents that people understand makes 

good economic sense. Being Reader Friendly saves money because it saves time _ .. 

for example, one of Australia's largest banks _ .. cut $1.5 million off the cost of 

opening new acoounts just by re-designing the new account application forms. 

(Social Change Media, nd) 

_about three years ago, Water Board management decided to simplify the 12 

million accounts regularly sent to customers. The spin-off for the Board was 

immediate. There was a 30 per cent reduction in the number of phone calls at peak 

times. Although the number of letters didn't reduce, the queries were shorter and 

more specific. 

(Social Change Media, nd) 

By rewriting one OJmbersome legal document alone, the Victorian Government 

saved the equivalent of $400,000 a year in staff salaries. Staff employed to process 

the old version of the form are now being redeployed to more productive work. 

(Eagleson, 1 990, p 6) 

Interpreting the accuracy and significance of these claims, particularly in 

tenns of real gains in reader comprehension, and gauging the relationship 
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between the claims and the plain English language rules are difficult tasks. 

There are a number of factors to take into account. 

2. 5. 2 Factors to consider when interpreting claims 

To begin with, one must consider the severity of need. Without question, 

many documents are in need of revision for a range of reasons - some 

simply to do with their age, others to do more with their writers 

inadequate awareness of the audience, purpose and so on of the 

document. If proof of this is needed one only has to look at the numerous 

examples used in plain Enghsh publications (eg the 1 993 Reader Friendly 

Communication Awards; Eagleson, 1990; Plain Eng1ish Campaign, 1 993, p 

67 - 79) and in research related to it (Fall, 1 993). For documents where such 

great need of change exists, it could be said that any change with the 

general purpose of improving communication is Jikely to achieve some 

success. 

Secondly many successes are judged subjectively, without regard to any 

research. Because documents look better, they are assumed to be better. 

Design and layout factors are particularly important here (see below). 

These subjective judgments work well to convince others that real and 

significant improvements have occurred, and help to create the 

impression that "evetyone is doing it". Campaigns in England and 

AustraJia to find the best and worst documents have fostered this 

impression, with media personalities, politicians and other celebrities 

being enlisted to further the cause (as described in Plain English 

Campaign, 1 993). Such enthusiasm is hard to resist, and hinders the 

critical appraisal of initiatives. Says Penman: 

The wry spread and growth of the movement would seem all the justification 

needed to say it must be good, it must worlo:: why else would so many people 

advocate it? But we must be very careful in taking the spread of a movement as 

evidence of the efficacy of its solution. I can think of more than one political and 

religious movement that has been widespread but which has not, in the end, 

provided a good or effective solution that we would approve of. 

(1992 p 2) 
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Related to this subjective assessment is Penman's comment that the 

criteria for success are often in terms of the writing style (shorter text, 

simpler words and so on) rather than increased comprehension: "In other 

words, plain English is judged to 'work' when plain English is written - a 

rather circular, and generally not acceptable, form of empirical 

verification." (1990, p 3) 

Thirdly, the term 'plain English' includes many and varied practices. 

Much of what goes on under this banner may in fact be very successful, 

but it is very difficult to determine what the major cause of the success 

was, especiaJ1y given the Jack of documentation. In many cases the 

claimed success may be for reasons unrelated to the language guide1ines of 

plain English. However, because it is the sentence-level language rules 

that often are given prominence in publications, these are therefore given 

credit in the claims for success, and further promoted. In other cases, for 

example, it may be that writers follow the general advice regarding 

planning and consideration of audience, and pay scant regard to language 

guidelines (as indicated by Huckin et at, 1 986, in the research referred to in 

2. 4. 2). 

It may even be that practices which are decidedly not plain English in the 

practitioners' minds are cited as plain English. Siess describes a recent 

incident in which CRIA's approach utilised for Capita Financial Group 

and not based at all on plain English principles, was cited as evidence for 

the efficacy of plain English in a report for the Ufe Insurance Federation of 

Australia: 

Capita's success was due to communication research, design methods, testing project 
planning and successful negotiation Plain English was nowhere in sight. Anyone 

trying to match Capita's success using plain English is in for a disappointment 

(Siess, 1993b, p 2) 

The same Capita story was also reported with references to CRIA's own 

estimation of costs savings in the Reader Friendly Documents Kit (Social 

Change Media, nd)_ This provides further proof of Siess's view that certain 

inaccuracies exist in the reporting of plain English success stories (see 

below). 



Fourthly, where indicators of success, such as money savings, time 

savings, fewer customer queries and so on, are given, they are only 

indirectly related to comprehension and may in fact be related to other 

factors also. Because plain English is very often introduced into 

organisations along with other measures designed to improve customer 

relations or to improve employee performance, it is difficult to separate 

the positive results overall from those related to plain English. Perhaps, 

for example, there were fewer queries because the policy was explained 

better by counter staff in the beginning. because of training they received. 
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Furthermore, these statistics are very rarely referenced, and thus the 

problem of interpretation is made even more difficult. Sless sees many of 

the tales surrounding plain English to be apocryphal, and to be related to 

the great desire in the community to make plain English work. He points 

out that his organisation, CRIA, has tried to check the veradty of the 

claims regarding the vast savings made by the Victorian and British 

governments (Eagleson, 1 990, Social Change Media, nd). CRIA has found 

either no supporting empirical evidence or that the savings were 

attnbutable to other factors. (Siess, 1 993b, p 1 ). It is certainly true that the 

same stories and statistics are found again and again in plain English 

publications and articles by advocates. The Capita example above is some 

evidence that recycling of inaccurate reports does sometimes ocrur. 

Fifthly, it is often the case that many plain English documents are 

complete recastings of the original documents. An original document is 

rewritten for a different audience, for a new overall purpose, or to include 

or exclude certain subject matter. Such documents are more than 

rewordings of an original - they are different documents altogether. To 

compare success on the old or new is like comparing apples and pears. At 

other times, they are completely new texts for new needs. For example 

Bennett and Dunstan describe a 'Pleading Guilty Notice' they drafted for 

the Centre for Plain Legal Language (1 992). Although it was related to a 

section of the Crimes Act, it was a totally new document with a new 

purpose, namely, to inform defendants of their rights. 

In the sixth place, the effect of new layout and design capabilities must be 

considered. The numerous 'before' and 'after' examples given in plain 

English publications indicate that in most cases, major changes in layout 
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and design are involved. These are made possible as result of modem 

computer word processing, graphics and desk-top publishing technologies. 

In some cases, there is little change besides these layout and design 

changes. Given the severity of need for such changes in many old 

typewritten documents, it is likely that these changes alone will improve 

the comprehensibility of some documents. They undoubtedly make them 

look better and more accessible. These new possibilities in layout and 

design may well account for a lot of the success claimed for plain English 

initiatives. 

Finally, where increases in reader comprehension are cited as resulting 

from plain English, the basis for judging the increase needs to be 

considered. One basis criticised by Siess and Penman is that of readability 

scores. Penman writes that readability tests "can give a gross average 

estimate of reading age necessary (but are) still not a measurement of 

understanding. Readability is simply not the same as 

comprehension.''(1 990, p3). She adds that these tests "offer a potentially 

false promise of improvement simply on the grounds that changing a 

document has led to a reduced reading age index." ( 1 993b, p 1 28). It is true 

that readability scores are still used as a means of establishing reader 

comprehension. They were recently used, for example, to prove the 

incomprehensibility of insurance documents within a report prepared for 

the Plain English Documentation Task Force for the Ufe Insurance 

Federation of Australia by Kelly and Balmford (Siess and Penman, 

1 993/ 1 994). As said in the previous section, Eagleson includes them as a 

means of testing documents, although he also advocates more use and 

comprehension-oriented testing procedures. 

The review of research into effectiveness in the next section raises more 

issues to consider in relation to interpreting claims made about plain 

English. This overview would already suggest that there are many filters 

which we must apply in determining the success of many plain English 

ventures. 



2. 6 Research into the effectiveness of plain English 
practices 
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Solomon has raised the issue of whether or not a perceived problem with 

the more conventional plain English guidelines is merely an academic 

point of interest. She asks: 

If plam English is successful in achieving tts goals of increasing the 

comprehensibility of written documents, then does the naivety of the lingutsttc 

instructions matter? 

(Solomon, m press, p22) 

This section looks at examples of research into plain English 

implementation to examine whether or not the goal of increased 

comprehension is in fact achieved through plain English. 

2. 6. 1 

The studies 

Studies by the Communication Research Institute of 

Australia (CRIA) 

Penman and Siess from CRIA have been the most outspoken and public 

critics of plain English over the past decade in Australia. In a number of 
articles ( Penman, 1990, 1 992, 1 993a, 1 993b; Sless, 1 993a) they have drawn 

upon two research studies they conducted within the insurance context 

which provide some evidence to show that plain English, as commonly 

conceptualised, does not work 

Their first study compared the comprehensibility of four versions of an 

insurance investment document - the original which was in public use, 

and three different plain English versions of the original. The design 

features were kept constant in all four versions. Reader comprehension 

was determined using a modification of a reading protocol method, 

whereby readers read aloud and commented on difficulties, with 

continual prompting to remind them to do this. The results showed that 

all readers found all four versions difficult to understand, and that there 

were whole sections in all four versions which participants could not 

understand: 
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Regardless of whether the document was written in plain English or not, or what 

form of plain English it was written in, the key concepts of the insurance investment 

were not understood, nor was the general policy .......... Plain English was not enough 

to make this legal docwnent comprehensible 

(Penman, 1990, p 6) 

Their second study investigated the comprehensibility of a NRMA Plain 

English car insurance document in use at the time, and a prototype of a 

new version not based on plain English principles. The document 

concerned a less complex subject than the document in the first study. 

Testing of comprehension this time was by direct questions related to 

typical car insurance scenarios eg "How much would the NRMA pay if 

your caravan or trailer was stolen?" The study found that more people 

could find the right answers in the new version than in the plain English 

version. 

Penman draws attention to the conflict between this finding and claims 

for the success of the NRMA plain English initiative - claims based in part 

on the reduction in text length which occurred ( King, 1 985, p 21) .  

However, Penman does not mention other indicators of success referred 

to by King, such as a reduction in the number of claims disallowed, which, 

while indirect, could be said to be some evidence of increased 

comprehension. There are three main possibilities for explanation of this 

result. It is possible that the plain English version (lauded by King) was 

better than the original in terms of reader comprehension, but that the 

CRIA alternative was even more comprehensible. Another possibility is 

that any gains in comprehension at the time of implementation of the 

plain English version were in fact due to other measures taken such as 

staff training. It is also possible that the gains were in fact unrelated to 

plain English, because the guidelines were not followed or at least not 

followed consistently. 

Solomon (in press, p 1 2-1 5) analyses one section of the NRMA policy in 

question here and notes that while many plain English principles have 

been followed, this has been inconsistent, and in some cases, they have 

been ignored. Solomon sees that the uneven application of the plain 

Eng1ish guidelines as inevitable due to the fact that language varies 



according to context. Hucl<in's research into the inconsistency and non

application of plain English rules supports this interpretation. 
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A third study conducted by CRIA focused on the development of problem

solving handbooks for tenants and landlords, to be used to help solve 

tenancy disputes under the Residential Tenancies Act in Victoria. Their 

study compared comprehension of a plain English handbook in current 

use at that time, and of a handbook which they developed which did not 

follow conventional plain English prindples. The procedure was similar 

to that used for the car insurance study. For all problems set, more people 

could resolve them with CRIA's handbook than with the plain English 

one. Moreover, they could solve them more quickly. ( Penman 1 992, p 4)  

A more recent CRIA study reported by Wiseman (1995) relates to 

phannaceutical product labels. Wiseman compares the comprehension of 

an original label, a revised 'plain English' version of the original label 

developed by Macquarie University for an earlier study, and a version 

redesigned according to CRIA's document design principles. He also 

describes the stages of development of their version. These were an 

analysis of all the tasks that medicine users should be able to cany out 

using the labels, an analysis of all the information on the original label 

and an identification of the function of each part of the label. After three 

rounds of testing and modification, their version was markedly different 

from the original in that text was printed sideways on the bottle, rather 

than vertically, and in that there was one continuous text rather than 

three separate panels of information (as on many pharmaceutical labels). 

Although not mentioned in the review, it should be noted that their 

version replaced the crowded upper case lettering (common to many 

phannaceutical product labels) with lower case print and more 

surrounding space. CRIA tested the three versions and found that more 

readers were able to find infonnation on their labels than either the 

original or the revised plain English version. He concludes with CRIA's 

view that the focus should not be on the document but on what people are 

expected to understand and do with the infonnation. 

Penman quotes other studies which she says "do not prove all that should 

be proved to meet the claims of the plain language movement" (1 993b). 

She refers to a study by Masson and Waldren which claimed to show that 
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simplifying the drafting style increased comprehension. However, there 

were significant qualifications to this broad claim. Firstly, participants were 

as likely to give wrong reasoning for their answers when using a plain 

English version as they were when using a legalese version. Secondly, 

overall, performance was said to be relatively poor and the authors 

concluded that plain language drafting was not the complete answer to 

making laws understood. 

She also describes one German study by Wodak which compared 

understanding of building regulations in legalese and plain language 

(1993b, p128). The conclusion was that while there were some 

improvements in the participants' ability to paraphrase, the level of 

improvement was disappointing given the size of the investment in the 

rewriting project. Penman reports similar findings from an Australian 

study of two plain English versions of the tax form by Lenehan, Lynton 

and Bloom. This study found that neither plain English form was 

anything more than a marginal improvement on the old form (1 993b. p 

1 28). 

Explanation for results: CRJA � critique of pla in English 

Penman's explanation for the results of both studies are important to 

record for two reasons. In the first place they represent key aspects of 

CRIA's approach of the plain English movement as a whole, and in the 

second, to at least some extent, they inform the approach to plain English 

outlined in the next chapter. 

Firstly, CRIA says that the process is basica11y is one of translation, and 

suffers from the same problems that translation from one language to 

another does. Legal language represents a view of the world simply not 

shared by the vast majority of ordinary readers. Changing the words or 

'putting it another way' does not change the underlying I ega I logic. In fact, 

says Penman, it may make it more obvious and thus more confusing. She 

says 

The concept of plain English is based on the idea that the reason people find 

documents difficult to understand is because they are written usrng cbfficult words m 

complex sentence structures. If this idea were true, then the s1mple soluhon deVISed 

by the adherents of plain English would indeed be all that is needed - rewnte 
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Simply not true. 
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(Penman, source unknown) 

Secondly, this process of translation ignores the "framework" of the 

document user. Penman says that although the plain English movement 

intends to consider the user, it d oes not. Plain English, says Penman, 

misses the locus of the problem in paying attention to the text: 

The problem is not so much in the language used as in the meaning frameworks used 

by rea de� to understand the text and to act according to this understanding. 

(1990, p 9) 

This view is an essential aspect of CRIA's criticism of plain English, and 

an essential principle of its approach to what it sees as the desirable 

alternative, namely, reader -oriented document design (1 993b, p 1 27). 

Penman sees that this text focus of plain English is evident in the criteria 

for success - shorter sentences, simpler words, less embedded clauses and 

so on. She claims that there is no evidence that these characteristics do 

help understanding, and that there never could be because "different 

language characteristics are necessary for different users in different 

contexts." (1990, p 10). 

While coming from the perspective of a different discipline, in essence, 

Penman (and CRIA) share the view of Brown and Solomon, referred to 

above and elaborated upon in the next chapter. She writes that the 

problems of understanding cannot be solved "with the application of a 

simple, universal writing style". While sometimes this may be useful, it is 

not the panacea: 

The audience and the problem need to be considered and then the choice of an 

appropriate style made. In other words, it is necessary to write m a style that is 

appropriate for the particular users of the particular documents in the particular 

contexts in which they are used. 

(Penman, 1 990, p 1 0) 
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The third reason for the results of the CRIA research and for the failure of 

plain English is seen as the underlying view of communication, namely 

one of transmission. In this view, 

oommunication is the process in which one person encodes a message from his I her 
thoughts into a message, sends the message through some medium to a receiver who 

then decodes the ideas from the message. The role of the message creator, or author, 

is to ensure that the ideas in the words can be found easily. The role of the reader is 

to find the meaning tn the words. Thus, if there is a problem of understanding. tt ts 

assumed that the writer has not packaged his I her ideas properly and the solution 

is to fix up the packaging - the words. Or, in the frame of 'Plain English' you 

improve the process by making the words clear and simple. 

(Penman, 1990, p 1 0) 

Penman sees this view of communication as "extremely limited" in "its 

failure to consider that the meaning inferred from a message is a function 

of a very complex and context dependent relationship between text and 

reader". (1 990, p 1 1  ). 

2. 6. 2 Other studies 

Against CRIA's research we have studies which report improvements in 

comprehension with the use of plain English. Fall (1 993) for example 

investigated the application of plain English principles (using Eagleson's 

definitions and guidelines) to a large workplace where the large majority 

of employees were from non-English speaking backgrounds, and where 

many of these employees had very limited spoken and written language 

skil1s. Fa11's study focused on four different texts intended for notice board 

display - a safety poster, a bulletin, a memo and a progress chart . She 

revised the texts following Eagleson's guidelines (Fall, 1993, p 5) and then 

tested comprehension with a small group of employees. Fall claims that 

the results show that communication is  far more effective if information 

is presented in plain English. (Fall, 1 993, p ii) 

The fact that comprehension was better with the revised forms is 

indisputable, but whether or not it is because of plain English is not. Some 

of the factors discussed in section 2 5. 2 must be considered in interpreting 

Fall's results. 
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Firstly, Fall's study focused on a target audience with extremely low 

literacy levels, and secondly, the original documents were completely 

inappropriate for this audience. Because of these two factors, it was highly 

probable that any changes made to the texts, with even the slightest 

consideration of the target audience, would lead to gains in 

comprehension. That is, a writer had only to think of one plain English 

guideline (the very commonsense one of considering audience) and 

improvement would result, irrespective of whether or not other plain 

English guidelines were fo1lowed. Such consideration would lead to the 

obvious conclusion that only very simple texts were appropriate for this 

audience. Notwithstanding the plain English claim that it is not simple 

English, to fo11ow the language guidelines is to reduce complexity, and 

that is what was necessary here. 

Thirdly, of the four documents revised, only two, the memo and the 

bu11etin, involved significant language changes. The safety poster, 

essentially involved a change in pictorial/ graphic information, and the 

only linguistic change - a change from the original two word heading and 

caption does not follow any common plain English guidelines, and in fact 

loses a term ('eye protection') famihar to the audience (which Fall admits). 

In the progress chart, the changes made were almost totally to do with 

layout and spacing. 

In the memo and bulletin there were considerable changes to the design 

aspects also. The language changes were not only related to plain English 

guidelines, and the guidelines that were followed were followed 

inconsistently. These points do not detract from the value of the changes 

made, but they do indicate that the changes in comprehension cannot be 

solely seen to be related to following the guidelines, particularly the 

language guidelines. 

The other point of interest in this study was that as a result of her findings 

and other audit information, notice boards were no longer used as a 

primary means of communication (Fall, 1993, p 38). Management realised 

that there were better ways of communicating with employees and moved 

to the use of small work groups where information was given orally, but 

according to a script. Thus n o  matter how much improved was the 



comprehension, and regardless of whether or not it was due to plain 

English, noticeboards texts were not the most effective mode of 

communication in this instance. 

2. 7 Documentation of implementation 
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As already noted, there are very few examples of detailed documentation 

of what actually goes on during the process of writing or rewriting 

documents. Most documentation is very general with a heavy before' and 

'after' focus so that the process itself remains unclear. 

In one useful example, Jereb describes the experiences at an industrial 

computer company in the United States. In 1982 the company recognised 

that there was a need to improve their user's guides and programming 

manuals , and the Communications Design Center of Carnegie-Mellon 

University was ca11ed in to assist. 

Jereb, a company employee, describes the process from start to finish, 

giving a useful picture of the reality of the process beginning with a 

description of the wide range of document types and the wide range of 

audiences they had to serve. He identifies the trigger to the project, namely 

the realisation that better documentation could give them a competitive 

edge, and the subsequent realisation that there were other indicators of 

need for document change, such as customer complaints and legal 

problems. Jereb details the problems and the process for improvement in 

the three areas identified for improvement - graphic design, document 

schedu1ing and writing style. 

The sections are illuminating in that they include mention of constraints 

such as budget and the limitations of their graphic arts department. Jereb 

also mentions briefly initial problems with managers who were resistant 

to the new, more personal, documents, and the process of gradual 

acceptance. The sections also reveal that there is more to writing good 

documents than changes to the documents themselves, and that wider 

organisational issues are often involved. For example, Jereb and his 

colleagues became aware of the significance of understaffing and the 

consequent need to write documents under severe time constraints. They 

solved the problem by training staff to give advance notification of 
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documentation needs so that WJiters could become involved ear1ier in the 

process. In regard to writing, the company found, among other things, a 

need to hire new writers with more up-to- date document development 

techniques. Jereb also describes the document testing process which 

involves use of the documents with representative users of the products, 

and questionnaires on the usefulness of the manuals to existing 

customers. 

The Communications Design Centre's perspective on the same project is 

provided by Steinberg (1 986). Although he only summarises what 

occurred during the process, he at least points t o  important components in 

the process and indicates that it is anything but simple. He notes, to begin 

with, the considerable time spent trying to understand the division's 

documentation problems through conversation with a range of personnel, 

through tours of the plant itself to find out about the products and the 

operations involved, and through the extensive and detailed reading of 

many documents - not only manuals but advertisements, sales brochures 

and product data sheets. He summarises the report into the manual 

wntmg process which included analysis of problems with documents, but 

also addressed other issues such as the need for training of writers, lack of 

enforcement of existing manual guidelines, and the lack of critical 

documentations about fundamental operational processes. He gives a 

detailed description of the handbook the Design Center produced for the 

di vision. 

It 1s clear from the two descriptions of this project that the approach to 

language is the traditional plain English one, and that the influence of 

plain English rules (eg avoid noun strings, write in the active voice) is 

substantial. However, they are useful in that they provide d ocumentation 

of the process which is more than a 'before' and 'after' picture and provide 

evidence that the process is not one-dimensional and straightforward. 

Further detail at the same level comes from unpublished documentation, 

by Caldwell and Corbett (1 995) who report on a project carried out for 

Sydney Electricity. They document the stages of the wtiting process for 

rewriting the organisation's Electrical Safety Rules, which included the 

production of a Style Guide specific to this particular text and the 

establishment of a focus group made up from the target audience. In 
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conversation (September, 1 995) Caldwell reported on the enthusiasm and 

usefulness of the focus group in all respects of the project; the difficulty of 

incorporating all their suggestions; the problem of technical accuracy; the 

way that one sentence could become immensely problematic and take up 

inordinate amounts of time in discussion; the overall length of the 

process and the disturbing feeling, even after final drafts were in, that the 

documents could still be improved. 

The recent research canied out for the Plain English Best Practice projects 

provides documentation of the process at a broader level. ( Findings from 

this project have already been discussed in 2. 4. 2. The guidelines for 

practice emerging from this research will be drawn on in Chapter 3.) The 

project focusing on the public sector investigated practice in  three large 

public organisations and came up with a wide-ranging set of findings. 

Findings of particular relevance here are those related to the complexity of 

any process of document change within an organisation. 

A number of constraints to the task of implementation of document 

change in large public sector organisations were described ( Brown & 
Solomon, 1 995, in press, pp 1 7- 1 9) including that of the bureaucratic 

tradition; the need for commitment from the 'top- down' that is, senior 

levels of management; the size and complexity of the employee group; the 

difficulty of coordination of approaches to communication in such large 

and complex workplaces; the considerable costs of document change 

(training, writing and revvriting, trialling and evaluation, printing and 

distribution and the use of external consultants); the greater commitment 

to other priorities (eg restructuring, corporatisation) and legal 

responsibilities. The task of training staff to write in 'plain English' or in 

some consistently appropriate way was found to be particularly 

challenging. Problems noted were identifying and then gaining interest 

from staff groups in need, often senior management, and getting plain 

English on the training agenda ( Brown & Solomon, 1 995, in press, p 21-22). 

Another finding of relevance was that a key impetus for plain Eng'lish in 

the public sector related to the image it  is seen to present: 

Many orgamsatlons are in the process of trymg to say to their client group We are 

fnendlY--·· we are open to your vjews._ .. we are different from how we used to be 
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This is especially relevant in public sector organisations w here bureaucratic 

traditions and procedures have had time to become entrenched in all aspects of 

operation including the writing of documents. Plain English, because it has emerged 

in recent times . .is seen by many to be the answer to this need. 

(Brow n & Solomon, 1 995, in press, p 16) 

Condusion 

This chapter has focused on discussion and research that has occurred in 

relation to the meaning of plain English, the sorts of guidelines offered to 

implement it, the effectiveness of implementation fol1owing such 

guidelines and examples of documentation of the process. At a number of 

points, it has referred to the approach suggested by Brown and Solomon, 

but it has not elaborated upon this in any detail. This wil1 be done in the 

following chapter as the approach constitutes the methodology of the 

reader-friendly project at Uverpool City Council. 



CHAPTER THREE: METH ODOLOGY 

3. 1 Inbuduction 
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The research is a case study in that is  an investigation of one instance of 

implementation of the notion of 'plain English' or 'reader-friendly' 

writing. As stated in Chapter 1, it is important in this research report to 

distinguish between the methods of the case study itself and the methods 

of the 'reader-friendly' project it describes. In effect there were two 

research projects ensuing at the one time -the process of document change 

for the Coundl and the documentation of the process for this case study. 

While there is considerable overlap between the two, the methodology of 

the fanner is the substance of the latter, and is detailed in Chapter 4. 

This chapter describes the methods used in the case study to document the 

process (section 3. 3). It also describes the guiding principles behind the 

approach to plain Eng1ish followed in the 'reader-friendly' project (section 

3. 4). This approach is in essence the approach developed in previous 

writing ( Brown & Solomon, 1992, 1993, 1 995). 

3. 2 Site for research 

The site for the research was Liverpool City Council This site was not 

sought out especially for the purposes of the case study, but arose through 

an employment opportunity. In 1 994, in collaboration with the N LLIA 

Centre for Workplace Communication and Culture (CWCC), University 

of Technology, Sydney, I successfu11y tendered for a Reader-Friendly 

Editing and Design Contract advertised in the press by Liverpool City 

Council. (See Appendix 1 for advertisement.) Two other consultancy 

groups were employed at the same time and each of the groups was 

assigned a particular business area of the coundl. My colleague from the 

CWCC and I were assigned the Family and Children's Services 
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of the chi1dcare centres in the munidpality. 
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The work that was done for the consultancy ensued over a period of 

approximately three months, taking up approximately 60 hours of time. 

However, because I continued to work on the documents for this research 

after the project officially ended, considerably more time than this was 

spent on the documents -especially in relation to trialling and evaluation. 

3. 3 :Methods of the case study 

As stated in Chapter 1, the reader-friendly project itself - the process of 

document change - comprised four main stages. These were: 

Stage 1: 

Stage 2: 

Stage 3: 

documents 

Stage 4: 

Orientation to the organisation and project 

Initial document analysis 

Consultation with document users and revision of 

Tria11ing and evaluation of revised documents 

The case study is essentially a documentation of what occurred during 

these stages. While four stages are documented, the focus for the research 

is primarily on Stages 2 and 3, as these are the stages involving most 

linguistic change. 

The methods used to provide data for the case study were: 

• maintenance of all documents including correspondence relating to 

the project 
• written recording of CWCC team queries and observations about the 

project and the documents during all stages of the project. 
• written recording of structured and unstructured telephone and 

face-to-face interviews with the employees who used the 

documents in their daily work in Stages 2, 3 and 4. 
• maintenance of files containing annotated drafts of documents at a11 

points from original to final version. 



• recording of document changes, and analysis of rationale for 

changes. 

3. 4 Approach to plain Fngtish used in the project 
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The approach to plain English has been elaborated in previous 

publications (Brown & Solomon, 1 992, 1 993; Solomon, in press), but most 

recently as guidelines for other practitioners in the Plain English: Best 

Practice in the Public Sector project (1 995). 

3. 4. 1 Theoretical basis 

The approach has its base in social theories of language, in particular, 

systemic functional linguistics as developed by Halliday (1 985). This theory 

makes explicit the relationship between language and the cultural and 

soda) contexts of use. It is based on the belief that "language evolved to 

satisfy human needs and the way it is organised is functional with respect 

to these needs - it is not arbitrary" (Halliday, 1 985, xiii). Central to the 

theoty is that language is one of the semiotic systems (the most complex 

system) that humans have evolved to build meaning. Language is seen as 

"centrally involved in the construction of meaning" rather than as a 

"neutral commodity which merely conveys information in some way" 

(Christie, 1 990, p 8-9). Embodied in this view is the notion that language is 

patterned in different ways in different contexts to realise different 

meanings, and that these patterns are systematic. Thal is, there is a 

systematic and consistent relationship between language and context. 

The theory sees that language users make choices from the resources 

within the language, and that they do this in consideration of the broad 

'context of culture' and the more immediate 'context of situation'. The 

'context of culture', either in the broad sense (eg ethnicity) or specific sense 

(eg workplace) determines the way we use language, in particular the way 

we structure or stage a text to achieve a particular purpose. This has given 

rise to the notion of genre and generic structure, in which broad purposes 

and stages to achieve those purposes have been identified (Martin, 1 985; 

Martin et al, 1 987). 
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The 'context of situation' comprises the three contextual variables of Field, 

Tenor and Mode, where Field is the activity or subject matter that a text is 

about, Tenor is the social relationship between the participants, and Mode 

is the channel of communication (in terms of the distance between the 

participants, and the distance between the language and the action). These 

variables are seen as affecting the language choices we make, consciously 

or unconsciously, whenever we create a text. 

An important understanding within the systemic linguistic perspective is 

that spoken and written language have evolved to perform different 

functions in our world (as elaborated by Halliday, 1 985), and that this is 

reflected in the features of each. Essentially, spoken language is to do with 

processes reflected in the large number of verbs and clauses, whereas 

written language is to do with products, reflected in the large number of 

nouns. Another important difference is that, in spoken language, 

interpersonal meaning is important, whereas in written language, 

information is the focus. A1so writing differs from speech in that it tends 

to be decontextuahsed, that is, removed from the context it refers to, and as 

such it has to stand alone and carry all the meaning. In spoken texts the 

language exists within a context and is often accompanied by action. The 

concept of the 'mode continuum' reflects the fact that not all written texts 

contain the same degree of written language features, and not all spoken 

texts contain the same degree of spoken language features. Most texts 

exhibit features of both depending on the contextual factors described 

above. 

3. 4. 2 Unk between theory and approach to plain English 

Context of culture, purpose and text organisation 

The approach to plain English applied in the project at Liverpool City 

Council links the understanding of the relationship between context of 

culture and language to the writing or rewriting of documents, and to the 

reading of those documents: 

We utilise our knowledge of how we create and organise texts for a particular 

purpose in our culture to help us anive at the meaning of any text we read ....... If a 

writer of a Plain English document writes without regard for the reader's 



expectations, he/she may well make that document less accessible, Jess 

comprehensible. 
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(Brown & Solomon, 1992, rvianual One, p 43) 

However, it acknowledges that language is an evolving phenenomon, 

reflecting changes in culture, and that plain English as a response to 

changes in the workplace is one example of this. It acknowledges that 

plain English may in some cases result in different or new ways of 

organising texts, but still asserts that: 

An integral part of the job of the Platn Fnglish writer is to organise a doD.lment so 
that it is culturally  appropriate, and therefore effective in achieving its purpose. 

(Brown & Solomon, 1992, Manual One, p 43) 

In so doing it rejects conventional plain English guidelines that advise 

writers to always 'get straight to the point' or 'say the most important 

thing first'. It sees that these may we11 be appropriate in some texts 

(newspaper reports, for example), but that to suggest these as general 

guidelines for a range of texts is ignoring this relationship between 

culture, purpose and text organisation. 

Context of situation, technicality, personality and abstracbon 
The notion of context of situation, and of the relationship between this 

and language as developed in systemic functional linguistics is also lin ked 

to the approach. The three contextual variables of Field, Tenor and Mode 

are linked to the conventional targets of plain English - technicality, 

personality and abstraction. As is evident in the examples of guidelines 

used in Chapter 2, section 2.4.1, most guidelines are related to these three 

features of language. Guidelines almost invariably advise writers to 'use 

familiar language' or 'avoid jargon I technical terms' (technicahty), 'be 

personal', 'use personal pronouns', \lse the active not the passive voice' 

(personality), and 'use verbs, not nouns made from verbs', be concrete', 

'be conversational' or 'write as you would speak' (abstraction). 

While it is admitted that many documents need to fo11ow such advice to 

be less technical, less impersonal and less abstract, the notion that such 

advice is useful in a generic way for a11 or any documents is rejected. 

While accepting that some plain English advocates may not apply these 



rules, or advise their app1ication, in an contexts or with a11 texts, their 

presentation as features of good, clear writing is seen as misleading. 
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I can accept that such rules may have been important in the early days of the 

movement to highlight the key problems of bureaucratic and legal writing. but I 
feel their role has passed and to keep on pushing the same points of advice ·-·-··· is 

both unnecessary and misleading. 

(Brown, 1 994, p 16)  

A complicating factor in their continued use is that the context of 

application of plain English has broadened (see Chapter 1, section 1.1)  

while the guidelines which initially targeted very technical (especially 

lega11y technical), very abstract and impersonal writing have remained the 

same. 

This approach to plain English sees that the most useful advice for writers 

is to consider how technical, how personal and how abstract a document 

should be, after a consideration of the context variables, and then to 

choose from the resources within the language to control these aspects of 

text. It also sees that writers should understand and consider the 

usefulness of some of the l anguage that plain English guidelines warn 

against. Technical language is useful to writers: 

It saves space, providing a short cut way of saying things and is often the only way 

to capture a particular meaning. Also there is often a need to induct the reader into 

a specialised field and to its language (ie move them on in knowledge and make the 

bridge between the known and the unknown) .... The choice is not to use or not to use. 

There are many possibilities in between. 

(Brown & Solomon, 1 995, p 56) 

There is also quite often a need for impersonal language: 

The use of personal language needs to be understood as a linguistic resource which 

minimises the distance between the reader and the writer, making the text more 

like a 'dialogue'. A sense of 'closeness' is achieved through, for example, the 

removal of status markers, the use of names, the use of questions and the use of words 

that indicate lesser degrees of obligation and certainty. ..... This mtght be what is 

required and appropriate in particular contexts but there vvill be times when it 
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might work against its intention. For example ... _ . .when authority is made 

invisible, readers may not appreciate the non-negotiability of the information ____ _ 

They may need clues in the document to help them see that, in fact, the 

_ _information is not negotiable. 

(Brown & Solomon. 1995, p 8) 

There are also good reasons for using abstract language. Nominalisation, 

for example, is a useful resource for compacting a large amount of 

information into a small space. It also makes possible a product rather 

than a process focus because of the way it can encapsulate a number of 

separate events into one word. It also allows us to avoid mention of the 

participants involved in the process of events and often, despite advice to 

the contrary in many plain English guidelines, this is a desirable goal in 

writing. 

While the approach acknowledges that the lines between spoken and 

written language are Jess distinct than they were, it rejects the 

conventional generic plain English advice to make your writing more like 

spoken language. It sees that spoken language with its focus on processes 

and participants is inappropriate to many written documents, and that to 

aim for this in writing may jeopardise the achievement of document 

purpose: 

If a writer thinks it is appropriate to make a document more like spoken language, 

then he I she will need to consider the desirability of a more wordy, longer text. 

(Brown & Solomon, 1995, p 57) 

So, instead of avoiding technical terms, writers should consider the 

reasons to use or not use them, and then, if appropriate, to consider 

language resources such as apposition and relative clauses to explain such 

terms. Similarly, instead of assuming a personal stance as a matter of 

course, writers should weigh up the appropriateness of such a stance, and 

then, if appropriate, consider a range of strategies such as attitudinal 

language, asking questions, and using vocatives . Finally, instead of 

avoiding abstract language altogether, writers should consider the level of 

abstraction that is appropriate to this particular written text and then 

control that level by, for example, limiting the nominalisations within 

one sentence. ( Brown & Solomon, pp 21-56) 
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In summary the approach to writing in plain English is to consider the 

contextual variables, see language as directly related to these contextual 

variables and then make choices from the wide range of language 

resources available to construct an appropriate text. 

3. 4. 3 Writing within an organisationa1 context 

When a writer writes on behalf of others, as is the case when an internal 

organisational communications unit or an external consultant is deployed 

to write or rewrite documents, there are other aspects to consider, and to 

incorporate into the approach. 

In the first place the writer has to find out about the documents in all the 

aspects outlined above. It is necessary to uncover the detail of the purpose 

(or purposes), the audience (or audiences), the subject matter, and the use 

of the document. One component of this is for the 'writer to carefully 

consider these matters him or herself, as advised above. The other 

component of utmost importance, however, is to consult widely with the 

users and readers of the documents to confirm, reject or modify his or her 

own observations, and to explore these aspects further if necessary. 

Such consultation should focus mainly on comprehension, but for some documents 

reader response or attitude will also be an important focus. Writers need to recognise 
that even though they might think a document has been improved, it does not 

necessarily follow that reader comprehension will increase 

(Brown & Solomon, 1995, p 54) 

However the large number of documents and time and cost factors will 

often make such a process impractical: 

Organisations need to consider alternatives to consultation such as trial periods for 

certain public documents (eg forms, instructions) and to explore all possibilities for 

obtaining reader feedback in informal ways. Where doOJments are for employees' 

purposes as well as for public use (eg forms) there should be consultation, wherever 

possible, with these employees throughout the drafting process. 

(Brown & Solomon, 1995, p 54) 
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Knowledge of the wider organisational context also has a place in this 

approach. Given the various reasons for the emergence of plain English, it 

is seen as important to know why an organisation is embarking on a plain 

English initiative, and to understand how this initiative fits in with other 

organisational directions, initiatives and priorities. Such information is all 

part of constructing a picture of the broad context of culture, informs the 

process of implementation, and in the end impacts on the actual rewriting 

process. 

3. 5 Materials 

Materials for this research were the documents themselves, the records 

kept and the LCC personnel spoken to during the course of the project. 

The second and third of these have been described in 3. 3 above. The 

documents themselves, as they are the focus and substance of the case 

study, are discussed at length in the next chapter. This section will 

therefore only identify what the documents were and why they were 

chosen for the case study. 

Three of the six documents worked on during the period of the project 

were selected for use in the case study: 

• Health Policy: a seven-page document describing health policy and 

procedures at council child care centres, given to parents and 

requiring signing at point of enrolment (See Appendix Sa for 

original document.) 

• Consent for Non-prescription Medications: a one-page document 

used at enrolment to inform parents about first aid and health care 

products usually used at the centres and to obtain their consent to 

use such medications (See Appendix Sb for original document.) 

• Authority to administer medication: a one-page document filled in 

and signed by parents on a day-to-day basis at centres in order to 

give staff the authority to administer medication to their children 

when sick. (See Appendix Sc for original document.) 
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These documents were selected for this research for the following reasons. 

In the first place, they had been selected by staff as in most urgent need of 

change. It was felt that parents did not understand their health and legal 

implications. Secondly, these three documents were good examples of the 

issues arising from the process. That is, there were many points of interest 

arising from the changes. Thirdly, they were related to each other in that 

the field of each was identical (health procedures at the centre), but they 

were different in other respects such as purpose and use. Both the 

similarities and differences between the documents were important in the 

rewriting process. Fourthly, while it had initially been intended to include 

a considerably more abstract and more technical document in the study (a 

code of conduct for employees) this was not possible in the end due to the 

sudden halt to the reader-friendly project While initially disappointing, I 

do not beJieve that this is now important The three documents selected 

have enough features including examples of abstraction and technicality 

to be useful for the study 

Lastly, while it is often thought that plain English i s  to do with vety 

complex documents, the decision by the organisation to rewrite these 

three documents in 'reader-friendly' language is evidence that it is often 

documents that are not 'complex' (at least on the face of it) that are in 

need of rewriting. Focusing on these documents in the case study indicates 

that any document and any document type may need revision. 

3. 6 Presentation of data 

The data in this study is the detail of the process of document change in 

this one organisation. The four stages of the reader-friendly project itself 

(outlined above) have been utilised as the framework to present this data 

in Chapter 4. 

These stages were not formally set down in the initial project proposal as 

the original advertisement for expression of interest in the work was vety 

broadly stated, and did not contain any indication of the focus of the work 

to be done_ The CWCC expression of interest submitted however did 

include broad, generalised stages for the project based on other plain 

Eng] ish and workplace projects (See Appendix 2a) and this was followed 

up with a staged approach to the quotation offered (See 4. 3. 1 )  _ The four 



stages utilised to present the data are therefore in part based on those 

envisaged before the project, but they are very much informed by 

subsequent experiences and the needs of this research. 

68 

The data in Stage 1 is essentially a record of events which occurred during 

this stage and of what was found out about the organisation and the 

reader-hiendly initiative. In Stages 2, 3, and 4, which focus more on the 

process of document change, the data comprises the record of the process 

of consultation with council staff; the record of observations and queries; 

the record of document change for each document in response to this 

change; and the reasons for decisions to either change or not change 

particular sections of the documents. 

3.7 Method of analysis of findings and discussion 

The findings and discussion are interwoven in Chapter 5. The analysis of 

the document changes themselves is largely informed by the systemic 

linguistic perspective outlined above. The analysis of the process of 

consultation with staff and of organisational events related to the process, 

is informed by previous research into organisational factors affecting 

implementation ( Brown & Solomon, 1995). 

3. 8 Condusion 

This chapter has outlined both the methodology of the case study and the 

approach to plain English which was used in the 'reader-friendly' proj ect. 

The next chapter is the case study itself. 



CHAPTER FOUR THE CASE S TU DY 

4. 1 Introduction 

The documentation of the case study has been organised according to the 

broad stages of the reader-friendly project itself, as outlined in Chapter 3: 

Stage 1: 
Stage 2 

Stage 3: 

Stage 4: 

Orientation to the organisation and the project 

Initial document analysis 

Detailed consultation with document users and revision of 

documents 

Trialling and evaluation of revised documents. 
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The stages were of course not discrete in their unfolding, and each stage 

overlapped the next. This is particularly so for stages 2 and 3. In practice, it 

was not possible to keep the focus of the investigation re the documents 

on the aspect that had been envisaged. So for example, while the focus in 

Stage 2 was on the general purpose and use of the document, responses at 

this stage often strayed into the detai1 of document wording. The process 

overall was more a continuous dialogue with the staff users over a period 

of a few weeks, than a sequence of set stages. 

The documentation in al1 stages relates to aspects of both process and 

product. In Stages 1 and 2 it relates to what was found out about the 

organisation, the project and the documents (product) and to how this was 

found out (process). In Stages 3 and 4, it relates to the actual language 

changes made to the documents (product) and to the rationale behind 

these changes and the procedures gone through (process). 

The findings that emerged from the case study and discussion of those 

findings are presented in Chapter 5. 



4. 2  Stage 1: Orientation to the organisation and the 
project 
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This section begins with a description of the tendering process which 

began the project. It then presents information that arose from the initial 

meeting at Liverpool City Coundl with personnel from the Marketing 

division, that is the Marketing Manager and the Marketing Project Officer, 

who were responsible for the project. The focus of this meeting was to gain 

infonnation about the overall context for the project - general information 

about the organisation itself, the impetus for the project, and about other 

initiatives that may relate to or impinge on it. 

4.. 2. 1 Tendering process 

The project began with an advertisement for expressions of interest in an 

Editing and Design Contract which stated: 

·uverpool City Council needs to have (reader-friendly) stickers on all of our 

important documents. If you have the skills to help rewrite and design the material 

our customers describe as 'reader-friendly' please contact ...... " 

(Advertisement, Sydney Morning Herald, 12 March, 1994) 

(See Appendix 1 for the complete advertisement.) 

A telephone call to the Marketing Manager revealed that the Council was 

looking for writers/ designers and project coordinators, and that a letter 

expressing interest was required including a brief curriculum vitae, an 

outline of the likely components of  the process of implementing plain 

English, and documentation to indicate experience relevant to plain 

English. 

Because the project was at this stage vety unspedfic, the expression of 

interest sent in response included only very broad, generalised stages for 

the project based on other plain English and workplace projects. Because 

we were interested in the coordinating positions as we11 as the actual 

rewriting tasks, the stages outlined were wide-ranging to encompass the 

broad context of plain English. They were as fo11ows (complete text in 

Appendix 2a): 
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• Investigation of the broad organisational context within which the need for 

new or revised documents has emerged 
• Identification of the communication contexts and relevant documents in the 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

organisation. 

Research into the effectiveness of these documents . 

Rewriting and trialling of several key documents . 

Training of writers . 

The development of checklists of language and design features of particular 

text types to guide the writing of effective documents. 

Ongomg monitoring of the effectiveness of written communication 

Provision of additional assistance to NESB and ESB employees with 

minimal literacy skills (if overall project includes written communication 

within the organisation). 

(Expression of Interest to liverpool City Council, 22 March, 1994) 

We also submitted a page of prindples that we held relating to the process 

of writing and rewriting. These reflected the view of language and plain 

EngJish outlined in the previous chapter. (See Appendix 2b.) 

On the basis of this the CWCC team were selected as one of three 

contractors for a period of 1 2  months. In the confinning letter, it was said 

that a selection process would oca.Jr to select the best contractor for each 

job arising throughout the year. The initial meeting was set up shortly 

after receiving this information. 

4. 2. 2 Triggers for the project 

As said the focus of the initial meeting was on the broader context of the 

organisation and on the relationship between this and the reader-friendly 

Project. The CWCC team's interest in this came from our general 

experience in workplace projects such as language and literacy analyses 

which showed that such a broad view was critical in any project involving 

organisational change It also derived from the view of language outlined 

in Chapter 3 which sees a systematic and consistent relationship between 

language and context. 



It was found that there were a number of triggers for the reader-friendly 

Project. A major one was the Council's move towards a 'cotporate' image 

and structure. The council had recently restructured into 20-30 'business 

units' and there was a current emphasis on performance, quality of service 

and accountability for each unit. 'Guarantee statement' brochures for each 

unit were being prepared reflecting Council's concerns to not only offer 

quality and be accountable but to show that they were doing so to the 

residents they served. A general internal council guarantee statement 

being prepared for distribution at the time stated: 

We will give you access to reader fnendly and aCOJrate information as required, 

induding a record of our setvice performance, within one working day. 

(Internal Setvice Guarantee, LCC, draft) 

Another, c1ose1y related, trigger, was the Council's desire to foster a sense 

of belonging, of participation and of pride in the Council and region. Other 

initiatives directed towards this end had recently been taken including a 

mission statement, a new Council logo, and a new slogan ("Livetpoo1. 

This is our city now''). The mission statement is a good reflection of 

Council's goals in this regard: 

Our purpose, in partnershjp with the community, is to provide the facilities, 

setvices, opportunities and environment needed for a quality lifestyle in the c1ty of 

Liverpool. 

(Mission statement, LCC) 

A further important impetus was the high number of non- English 

speaJdng background residents in the municipality, and the Counci1's 

growing awareness of the desirability of accommodating their needs. This 

had increased recently as a consequence of a consultant's report ("A Tossed 

Salad of Diversity"). Main non-English language groups in the locality 

were Spanish, Polish and Chinese. There were a number of NESB 

employees within the counciJ and these were utilised extensively for 

intetpreting. However, more strategies were felt to be needed, and 

redesign of documents was one. Translations were another and feedback 

was requested on the need for translations for any documents looked at. 
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4. 2. 3 Organisational change and written communication 

As part of this broad process of change, the Council saw a need to re

examine its documents, both internal and external (public) - to make them 

more effective tools to assist in the smooth functioning of the various 

business areas of the Council, and to make them more comprehensible to 

the residents who used them. The process had in fact already begun with 

the development of new graphic and layout standards for all documents. 

The fact that the project was being managed by the Marketing unit is some 

indication of the nexus the Council saw between their desired image and 

the language they used. 

4. 2. 4 Forus areas for docwnent change 

As indicated in the letter to contractors, Council were planning changes in 

a number of business unit areas but had begun the process with three areas 

of operation, namely Family and Children's Services, Bui1ding and 

Development App1ications and Environmental Services. These areas had 

been chosen on the basis of perceived need, although it was difficult to 

pinpoint the nature of that need in the initial meeting. 

Counci1 had assigned one of the three successful tender groups to each 

area. The CWCC team had been assigned Family and ChiJdren's Services. 

This matching of teams to areas conflicted with the information i n  the 

letter re the selection process. It appeared that Council had decided who 

was the best contractor for each area. Thus there was considerable gap 

between the envisaged process and the actuality. 

At some point during Stage 2 of the project the CWCC team set up an 

infonnal meeting with each of the other tender groups to find out in a 

very general way about their work. There had been no suggestion of the 

need or desire for such contact from the council. A little further on in 

Stage 2 there was an agreement between council, CWCC and one of the 

groups, Social Change Media, that this group would do the final design for 

the Family and ChiJdren's Services documents to ensure a graphic and 

design approach consistent across units and in accordance with Coune11's 

standards. 
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4. 2. 5 Family and Children's Services Department 

The Family and Children's Services Department was designated as a high 

priority area of operation - it was a large and essential operational area and 

had very high numbers of non- English speaking background clients. It 

used a number of documents in its day to day operation and its successful 

functioning depended to a degree on these documents being effective. 

There was a need for a1l staff to be familiar with all documentation and be 

able to answer parent queries. 

There were a number of non-English speaking background employees in 

the Family and Children's Services department (Spanish, Polish, 

Hungarian, and Italian) but there were no problems observed vvith their 

reading or writing of workplace documents. The job descriptions and job 

interviews mitigated against this. Most of the ESB staff were in fact born 

or educated in Australia. Bilingual staff were utilised where necessary to 

assist parents with language or literacy difficulties. 

4. 3  Stage 2: Initial Docmnent Analysis 

4. 3. 1 Document identification and staging of work 

The first stage of document analysis arose out of the initial meeting with 

the Children's Liaison Officer (coordinator of all childcare centres) and the 

Marketing Project Officer with responsibility for the reader-friendly 

project. Th e  documents to be revised were handed over in this meeting. 

As this was the first time they had been sighted the information provided 

about them was very general in response to very general questions. A 

major objective of the meeting was to obtain enough infonnation to 

submit a quotation for making the document changes, and to structure the 

project in some clear stages for the purposes of payment. (See Appendix 3 

for questions asked ). Another aim was to establish a time to visit a centre 

in order to get first hand experience of the operations there, interview a 

coordinator and if possible meet some parents. 

The documents to be revised for the Family and Children's Services were 

as follows: 



• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

Enrolment Form 

Consent for Non-presCTiption Medications 

Authority to Administer Medication 

Health Policy 

Waiting List Application Form 

A list of Children's Services in Liverpool 

Code of Conduct (for employees) 

Telephone Interpreter Service Statement 

Parent Information Book 

Staff Handbook 
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Having a clearer idea at this stage of the project scope, it was possible to 

outline a staged approach to the process (also necessary for quotation 

purposes). Accordingly, the project was divided into the following stages· 

• Consultation with Liverpool City Council Children's Services staff re the 

purposes, uses and perceived problems wrth document 

• Writing of doa.tments 

• Trianing of documents (organisation of trialling, testmg of documents on 

document users, evaluation of trialling) 

• Revision of documents in light of feedback from tnallmg. 

(Quotation Reader-friendly Editmg and Des1gn Contract, May 31, 1 994) 

It was estimated that 100 hours was necessary to complete the ten 

documents: 

• 1 0  hours for initial consultation 
• 60 hours for rewriting 
• 20 hours for trialling 
• 1 0  hours for revision. 

Apart from the initial consultation stage (which we were m the midst of at 

the time of writing the quotation) it was very difficult to estimate the t1me 

required. The rewriting estimate was based on estimates for each 

document. For the three documents of interest to this research the 

following time estimates were made: 



• Health Policy- 12 hours 
• Consent for Non-prescription Medications - 2 hours 

• Authority to Administer Medication - 2 hours. 

(See Appendix 5 a, b and c for copies of the original documents of each of 

these.) 

4.3.2 Individual document analysis 

The second stage was a few days aftetwards at the arranged meeting with 

one of the child care centre coordinators who daily used the documents. 

The meeting was held at the centre as requested. Unfortunately, the 

suitable times to speak to child care centre coordinators is when there are 

no parents present and when children are asleep. Consequently, in this 

meeting we did not meet parents as desired. However the possibility to 

meet them at a parents' meeting was discussed (see below). 
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By this time there had been an initial perusal of the documents. The 

questions at this meeting were more focused on the actual documents, but 

still quite broad (See Appendix 4). For some documents the answers to 

these general questions came in response to a follow up phone call as the 

centre coordinator had to leave the meeting to attend to daily business. 

General information was gathered about the parent group and about what 

happens when parents have language or literacy difficulties. The 

coordinator reported that many parents spoke and wrote English 

reasonably we11, and that most spoke English at a level which enabled 

them to communicate on childcare matters without too much difficulty. 

Where parents did have problems with spoken communication, bilingual 

staff were used to assist, and where they had problems with writing. these 

or other staff assisted them to fill in forms or simply filled them in for 

them. Examples of completed forms were requested so that we could gauge 

the literacy competence of the parents to some extent, and see the sorts of 

errors they were making on forms and the location of those errors. 

The focus of both these initial meetings and phone conversations was 

primarily however on the purpose of the documents, the way they were 



used, and staff perceptions of any general or specific problems with the 

documents including any plans for change already considered. For the 

three documents which are the focus of this research, the purposes, uses, 

e>dsting staff concerns and ideas for changes are as outlined in tables 4 1 ,  

4. 2, and 4. 3 on the next pages. 
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The seeking of information about purpose at this early stage reflected a 

belief in the relationship between purpose and organisation of a text, and 

the notion of genre (outlined in the previous chapter). It recognised that a 

writer's thorough understanding of purpose is  critical to choices relating 

to the staging of the document and to the language used, and that the 

more a writer understands the purpose of a document, the better chance 

he/ she has of achieving it. From this perspective, it was essential to gather 

this information from the staff who used the documents. 

The seeking of information about use, particularly for those 'form' 

documents which were so integral to the day-to-day operation of the 

centres, related to a belief that this would provide important information 

about how 'written' or how 'spoken' the documents should or could be. Tt 

was also expected to provide useful information about the content and 

structure of the documents. The seeking of information about purpose 

and use was critical for the close reading which followed in the next stage. 

The seeking of staff opinions on the changes required and on what those 

changes might be, in relation to content as wen as language and layout, 

reflected a belief in the importance of consultation with the user 

throughout the rewriting process, and an acknowledgement that in terms 

of field i t  was the staff who were the experts. 

Another issue of concern at this stage was that of trialling. At this early 

point the trialling group was envisaged to be a sample of parents. The 

centre coordinator told of the parent meeting system in the centre and was 

happy to have us use these meetings for trialling if we wtshed. She 

warned however that attendance was a significant problem and that 

frequently there were only one or two parents there. 

The information gathered about each of the three documents during these 
early meetings fo11ows: 



Table 4.. 1 Health Policy 

Purpa;e Use Existing staff concerns 
and ideas for change 

The Health Policy (a relatively The document is generally given The Health Pohcy was one 
new document) has a primarily to the parent at enrolment time of the maJOr dOCLUTients of 
informative function. It is meant by the centre coordmator, who IS concern to staff There was a 
to inform parents about the expected to point out or general feeling that parents 
procedures and policies at the highlight with a pen the most d1d not understand the 
centre. important sections, namely the information m 1l 

sections about medication, 
While it was not felt that the exclusion penods, antibiotics This percephon was not 
document was a legal doc:umen� and high temperatures. however because of questions 
staff saw that there was the asked by parents The centre 
possibility that parents could The ooordinator would also be coordinator interv1ewed at 
draw on the information in it to expected to talk aoout some of this stage reported that 
voice dissatisfaction with staff the most important information. very rarely did parents ask 
actions. By the same token, 1t any quest1ons about the 
could be used by staff in specific The parent is usually asked to document on return. 
situations arising with parents take it home, read and sign 1 t  
and their children, to confirm She thought that many 
that staff actions were would not feel confident 
appropriate and in line with the about askmg for 
policy set down in this document. clarification or d1sagreemg 

with any part of 1t (e1ther 
The document was also intended because of language 
to have a broader educative competence or simply 
function in that it aimed to make because they were m a 
parents more aware of certain unfam1har enVlronment) 
child health issues eg factors to 
consider when making decision She thought the document 
about their ch1ld's attendance was more meaningful for 
when sick. parents later when they 

referred to tt, for example to 
find out about the exdu51on 
penod for a part1cular 
11lness. 

The UaiSOn Offtcer was 
conSldermg mcorporabng 
the Health Polley mto the 
much larger Parent 
information Book. 
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Table 4.. 2 Consent for Non-prescription Medications 

� Use Existing staff concerns 
and ideas for change 

The Consent form has two The Consent form is filled in at There was no specific concern 
functions. The first is as an enrolment. The blank lines are about this document 
educative mechanism for parents. filled in during the enrolment although it was included in 
It is intended as a general guide procedure bythe general comments about 
to the products and brands most coordinator I senior staff parents not understanding 
frequently used at a particular member, and as the parent is the need for and possible 
centre. looking at the form. implications of health-

oriented doo..nnents . 
It ts not really intended to The coordinator would also 
hmc:tion as a legal document (to normally ten the parent which Generally parents do not ask 
protect staff), because it is products they use as she writes questions about the fOTTn, but 
impossible to cover all the or afterwards. this is seen to be because of 
products and brands used at any available time and 
one centre, and �uently it is The forms are kept in the attention than because of 
necessaJ)' to change the products child's file. A note of any understanding. 
or brands used after forms are allergy (or other reason for non-
signed. use) is kept in an appropriate That is, parents usually 

location in the centre. For have a child with them, 
The second function is as an example if a child has a and there is always 
educational mechanism for the reaction to a certain nappy rash background noise from the 
staff in that the form is a means product, a note to this effect is other children at the centre. 
of finding out about children's placed in the change room at The response is more to nod 
allergies to particular products. the centre. and get through it than to 

ask for clarification. 

There was agreement with 
the CWCC observation that 
the form needed 
improvement in layout and 
wording .  
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Table 4. 3 Authority to Administer Medication 

� Use Existing staff concerns 
and ideas for change 

This form is a legal document in Parents fill these out on the day This form is a crucial one in 
that it is the means by which the or days that their children need terms of legality, and it was 
parent gives the staff the to have medication strongly felt that parents 
authority to administer administered. A supply of the did not understand the need 
medication. forms is usually on the sign-in for it or the implications of 

table. incorrect or part-only 
Without it being completely and completion 
correctly filled in by the parent, Frequently, staff give parents a 
the sta.ff should not, strictly and few forms to take home so that The form is long and time 
legally speaking, administer they can be filled out there, as it consuming for parents to fill 
medication. can be a long and tedious process in on the spot, but it does 

to fill i t  out on arrival at the need to cover a number of 
If it is not correctly filled in, it centre in the morning (parents essential points. 
places staff in a very difficult usually in a rush, staff very busy 
position about appropriate with arrivals). The original form is 
action intended to be used for only 

Parents need to complete one for one medication, but is often 
each medication to be used to cover two 
administered Parents must hand medications (information on 
the form to staff, and staff check the second is saibbled in, in 
the infonnation on the form when any spare space). 
they do so, and sign il 

It needs to cover two 
Old forms are kept at the centre medications as very 
in the child's file or in the frequently children are to be 
general medication file, until the given more than one at the 
end of the the year or until the one time (eg an antibiotic 
tile is full. and a cough mixture). 

There was a I so a need for a 
space for a witness's 
signature for each 
administration of a 
medicine. 



4. 4 Stage 3: Detailed consultation and revision of 
documents 

8l 

The infonnation provided in the two initial meetings re the documents' 

purposes, uses, existing staff concerns and ideas for changes formed the 

basis for the detailed analysis and process of change which occurred in this 

stage. 

This stage of the process was as might be expected, the longest stage, and 

the one which entailed the most work. It comprised six (overlapping) 

steps, as foJlows: 

1 .  Oose reading of each document to identify likely problem areas 

from the point of view of both the parent user and the staff user, 

and to establish thorough understanding of the document's 

meaning. 

2. Telephone interviews with Child Care Liaison Officer about points 

arising from this reading. 

3. Redrafting of document based on infonnation from phone 

interviews and on own observations of need. 

4. Steps 2 and 3 repeated as necessary - redrafting in response to 

information from Liaison Officer to produce a final draft for 

discussion at a meeting of childcare centre coordinators. 

5. Meeting with centre coordinators re the content and form of the 

'final' draft of each document, and further comment regarding 

document purpose and use. 

6 Redrafting in the light of these comments in preparation for 

ttialling and evaluation stage. 

For the documentation of this stage, the procedure has been divided into 

three parts. Steps 1 and 2 are documented in 4. 4. 1, steps 3 and 4 in 4. 4. 2 

and finally steps 5 and 6 are documented in 4. 4. 3. Appendix 6 contains 

versions of the documents as they looked at the end of step 4 and 

Appendix � contains the versions at the end of step 6. 



4. 4. 1 Observations, queries to staff and staff responses to queries. 

(Steps 1 and 2) 

S2 

The obsetvahons, queries and staff responses to queries arising from steps 

1 and 2 of the process are presented in Tables 4. 4, 4. 5, 4. 6. They have been 

grouped for the purposes of this research into categories as follows: 

• Purpose of document (queries to fol1ow up information gained in 

previous stage) 
• Use of document in both a general and detailed sense (follow-up 

queries as above) 
• Relationship to other documents eg is this information also in 

other documents? Does it come from another document? 
• Technica1ity eg do parents know these words? is it useful for them 

to know these words? 
• Abstraction eg is this word /section of text necessary? what actually 

goes on? 
• Personality eg what sort of 'tone' do you want in the document? 
• Content - any information missing? wrong? inaccurate? 

unnecessary? 

• General, including clarification of meanin� of words and sections -

eg what action or activity do these words refer to7 what do you 

mean here? 

It is important to note that the observations and queries were not 

formulated in these categories at the time. The actual process was more 

erratic and spontaneous, and more or Jess followed the sequence of the 

documents themselves. That is, I scrutinised the document line by line 

and made notes re observations or queries to fol1ow up with Liaison 

Officer. Often, information was obtained quite by chance, as one question 

led to another. 

However the fact that they were able to be categorised in this way indicates 

that the view of language and the prindples and approach to plain English 

outlined in Chapter 3 were informing the process. 
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In the following tables, the observations are represented as statements and 

the queries to staff as questions. At this stage, the only staff consulted was 

the Liaison Officer (LO). 



TabJe 4. 4 
I 'I 
Purpose 

Use 

Relationship 
to other 
documents 

Teclmicality 

Persca1ality 

Content 

General 

Health PoJicy 
Query I cunc.em 
• Confusion bel\.veen purpose and text - mam purpose IS to 
inform parents about policy and procedures, but it reads 
more like an offidal policy document, espeaally in the 
content and abstract wordmg of the first page and the 
conclusion. 
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SQff . 

• Why do they ask to sign? Is the s1gnature legally bmdmg? • W not completely dear. 
but feels that the signature tS 

more an acknowledgement 
of the need for dtfferent 
procedures and proof that 
they agree to these 
procedures She was to 
contact CounCil Legal 

• Does the term "se!Vlce" mean the same as "centre" or does 
it mean something broader7 (1e Are other sorts of services 
besides daycare centres covered by this policy'> 
• 'Nhat is the relationship between thiS and two other 
documents: General Conditions of Enrolment Form and 
Code of Conduct? 

• Do the "aims and objectives" come from another 
document? Can the wording or content be changed? 

• "tepid sponge" - what exactly do they do in this process? 

• "convulse" - unsure whether to use technical term or use 
and explain. 
• Many abstract wordings that seem unnecessary for 
parents - does not match educative purpose - espedally first 
and last pages. 

• What does "written permisSIOn from parent as required in 
Medication Policy is needed" mean' Does this just mean 
they fill in Medication Authonty form? 
• Too impersonal overall for the purpose - could benefit 
from more direct personal language espedally parts about 
what parents need to do. 
• Is there any point in referring to Dept of Health guidelines 
mentioned in Conta8JOUS D1seases sect1on? Do parents 
have access to these guidelines? 
• Is there any mformatlon you would like added? any 
information unnecessary? 
• High temperature section:''this verbal perm1ssion must be 
given to two staff to confirm the directions were given" How 
do they do this - what happens? 

Officer on thts 
• Use · centre" document 
only covers day care centres 

• General CondJbons of 
Enrolment form IS the legal 
document that the parent 
stgns; Code of Conduct 1s 
legal document that staff 
stgn. Both were bemg looked 
at for re\llew CWCC were to 
re-.vrite Code of Con dud 
(but did not due to sudden 
halt to prOJect ) 

• Yes, we can change 
wordmg Everythmg ts hnked 
to State Regulations - 1e the 
Ch1ld Care Act This mforms 
their Code of Conduct and 
Conditions of Enrolment 

form and they m tum mform 
thiS document 
• Olildren are stnpped down 
to underwear and sponged 
all over WJth a nannel 

• Yes 

• GUJdehnes are mentioned 
to protect therrtSelves 
• 1 ot usually 
• :\o 

• Two telephone exten51ons 
are used so that 2 staff could 
hear parent speak.. 
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Table 4. 5 Consent for Non-prescription Medications 

(' 7 Quel'y St3ff . 
Pwpose • Confusing overall in layout and wording eg • Agreed wrth ttus observation 

"Application of ... are as follows ... " 

• Would it be useful to have a separated document - • No, because of need for notes 
sheet of information ie "we usually use these staff make about individual child 

products .. " and a consent section - so parents could on information section. 
take information home? 

• PutpJse relating to allergies aspect not present at • Agreed with this observation . 
all in current dorument - no wording addressed to 
parents and no set place for staff notes - need to 
incorporate explicitly for both staff use and for 
parents to realise th1s purpose of the form. 

• Information about future allergic reactions best 
from staff oral�)'. but written note will prompt them 

Use • What do they write in spaces? how much detail? • Some generic names of 
products but mostly brand 
names eg Savlon. 

• Is name of centre filled in during enrolment • Yes, yes. The particular centre 
procedure by staff? Do centres have stamps of name was needed on the forms, 
centre name? Is the name of the centre needed on because they are flied and kept 
these forms7 in a central council location. 

However, stamping or printing 
the centre name on a number of 
forms prior to use was seen as 

useful. 

• Do some parents not give consent 7 What happens • Some parents do not give 
if so? consent for particular products. 

A note is made somewhere on 
form that staff should not use the 
product. There IS no set system 

• Do some parents give permiSsion for products tn • Otten happens but no need 

one category but not another (ie is there a need for seen for separate s1gnatures for 
signature after each section?) each section. Staff notes cover 

the problem. 
Kelationsbip to • This Information lS not m Parent Information Book • Dld not see need, also there 
other documents - should it be? would be a problem because 

different centres use different 
products. There had been some 
consideration of combining this 
with the Health Policy. However. 
there are two problems With this. 
The Health Policy is kept at 
home and this form is kept at the 
centre for reference. The nature 
of the information is different. 
The Health Policy relates to all 
centres and contains mformation 
unlikely to change over time. The 
Consent form relates to 
partlcular centres and does 
change over time. 
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Table 4.. 5 Consent for Non-prescription Medications (continued) 

Technicality • "abrasions" - may need to explain 
Abstr.lc:tion • Unnecessanly abstract and impersonal eg 

"apphcat 1on _ .. are as follows" 

Personality • See above. 

Content • Is there anythmg you would like to add' Anything • Nothmg beyond what already 
unnecessary' sa1d re allergJc react10ns section. 

General • Is nappy rash cream used as matter of course or • Use some products as a matter 
only when child has rash? of course eg petroleum Jelly, but 

others (eg zmc) if rash appears . 
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Table 4. 6  Authority to administer Medication 

Category Query_ Staff re_�onse 
Purpose • Importance of form not made clear: Would it be • Yes. 

useful to say something like "This is important - you 
must hand In to staff member __ .. recapping some of 
points from Health Policy eg medication needs to be 
labelled 'Nith child's name, must give medication to 
staff etc? 

Use • Do parents nil on the day or fill out for a few days • Both. 
ahead if they know the child will need medication? 

• Presumably document is best kept to a single • Yes, 
page? 

• Where are completed documents kept? • In file in child's room - may be 
different at each centre 

• Do you need staff name as well as signature? • No. 

• "times of medication_- arn/pm" - very vague - what • Yes, need to know time of last 
is important? what is needed? need to know time of administration 
last administration? 

• It \A/ill be very diffirult to keep it short and 
straightfotward while covering two medications 

• Confusing m that parents sign in body of form on 
first day and in boxed section on following days. 

Relationship to • No observations or queries. 
other documents 
Technicality • "dosage· - see Abstraction below 
Abstraction • "dosage" - needs unpacking and explaming 

• "reason" needs elaboration 

• "administer" - perhaps substitute with "give". Do 
not need heading "Administration of Medication". 

Personality • Needs to look authoritative ie the information is 
not negotiable. 

Content • Is there anything you would hl<e to add? • Nothing beyond what already 
said re space for 2 medications 
and space for witness signature. 

General • "type of medication" - does this mean eg tablet ? Is • N arne of medication is 
the type 1mportant? Is name of medication important not type. 
important? 
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4. 4. 2 Otanges made and rationale for changes (Steps 3-4) 

This section describes the changes made in response to observations and to 

input from the Liaison Officer, where it was given. It includes the 

rationale for the changes and issues arising from the process. It also 

includes some examples of where changes were considered but not made. 

These are as important as the changes because they exemplify the 

complexity of the process. 

The changes and rationales are discussed under the headings above in the 

tables on the following pages (Tables 4. 7, 4. 8, and 4. 9). Not all changes are 

mentioned espeda1ly in regard to the Health Policy Instead I have used 

examples from the documents that wi11 best illustrate the issues that arose 

from the process. The document versions as they were at the end of these 

two steps are in Appendix 6. 

Genera11y, text extracts from the original and the final (pre-trial) version 

are used, but in many cases the text went through a number of gradual 

changes. Sometimes these gradual steps in the text change wil1 be 

mentioned if they are useful to illustrate some point but genera11y they are 

not. 

Some indication of the length of the process overa11 in Stage 3 is that in 

steps 3 and 4 there were 9 drafts of the Consent Form, 6 of the Medication 

Authority Form and 5 of the Health Policy. (There were fewer printed 

drafts of the Health Policy only because it was a longer document and I did 

not print off and number drafts as frequently as I did with the two shorter 

documents. ) 
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Table 4. 7 Health Policy 

y Change made Rationale 
Pwpuse • A boxed and emboldened section was • To raise parents' awareness of the 

mserted at the top of the document telling importance of 
parents of its importance, incorporating some - reading the information, and 
of the text from paragraph 2 of the on gina!. - understanding it. 

• The first section was given a head mg. firstly • To establish a clear link between the 
"Introduction", changed to "Protecting your CounCil aims and ObJectives, and the 
Child's Health" by the design team Social procedures desaibed within the 
Change Media, then to "Council's a1ms - document. 
protectJng your child's health". 

• A list of the content of the policy (denved • To anent the parent reader to the type 
from paragraph 2 of the original) was inserted of information which follows. 
into the first page, 

• There was a substantial reorganisation of • To reflect informative I educative 
information eg purpose more appropriately, 

- reorganisation of sequence of sections - all 
general Information related to procedures was 
placed before the "ContaS'ous Thseases" 
section 

- moving of information from one section to 
another eg important mformation about 
collection of stck children was moved from the 
condusion, where it was embedded in very 
generalised information about the Importance 
of health procedures 

- combmmg mformatlon m some sections and 
moving to another section eg "Non 
prescriphon Medication". "Anhbiohcs" and 
"Long Term MedJcallon" were all moved into 
the Medication section 

- some weighting of headmgs was changed eg 
Contag.ous Diseases was lower case and was 
changed to upper case. 

• A shorter version of the dorument was • Because of the importance of the 
prepared for translations into the mam information in this document . 
languages of the parent group. It was shorter 
because of costtng 1ssues, omttttng the 
CounCil'S Aims, the Staff Responsibilities and 
the concluding section for signing. ·B: ThiS 
document was given to the Council, but 
because of the halt to work was never 
tmplemented. 

Use Use for this document is subsumed in Purpose 
Relationship • Particular words and sections were omitted or • Because much of the wording was 
to other replaced. See Abstraction below for examples more appropriate to an internal 
docmnenls organisational or other offiaal pohcy 

document This was probably due to its 
relationship with other regulatory 
documents such as the Child Care Act. 
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Tab1e 4. 7 Health Policy (continued) 

Technicality • "tepid sponge" was elaborated to explain • Because the term "tepid sponge" would 
exactly what went on in procedure thus "the be very likely unfamiliar to many parents, 
ch1ld will be given a tepid sponge. That is, the and because the procedure involves 
child's clothes will be taken off (except undressing ch1ld. 
underwear) and he I she will be gJVen a 
lukewarm wash with a flannel or sponge." 

• "convulse/convulsions" was not explamed • Because alternative terms were 
after considering "uncontrollable shaking", inaccurate and mcomplete to describe 
and "violent shaking" at one point in the what goes on in a convulsion, and thus 
process. had the potential to mislead and even 

alarm parents. To provide a true 
explanation a whole sentence would have 
been needed and this may have 
distracted the reader from the main focus 
of the message. 

• changed Medicatlon Authority "sheet" to • For consistency with other parts of the 
Y'ledication Authority "Form". document. 



Table 4. 7 Health Policy (continued) 

• There was considerable reduction in 
abstraction overall, but particularly in the first 
section. 

- word groups, dauses and sometimes whole 
sentences were made concrete eg in 
"\1edication. Parents' responsibilities": 

"The amount instructed to be admimstered is 
the same as stated on the label, unless verified 
in writing by the child's doctor'' 
was changed to 
"Pro'v'ide a letter from the child's doctor to 
explain any difference between the dosage 
stated on the label and the dosage you say to 
give the child" 

- many parts were deleted altogether eg. 
sentences 2 and 3 of first paragraph: 

":"Jo amount of good curriculum planning or 
poSl twe staff-child interaction can 
compensate for an en'v'ironment that is 
dangerous for children. High quality early 
ch!ldhood setv1ces act to prevent illness. 
accidents and are prepared to deal with 
emergencies that may occur and also facilitate 
children's leammg about safe and healthy 
pract1ces." 

- smgle words were deleted eg "pre
determmed" omitted from "provide cons1stent 
pre-determined steps for staff to follow with 
sic!< children" . 

• Many abstract terms were retained eg 
"mimmise". 
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• Overall, this process of reducing 
abstraction was aimed at making the 
document more appropriate as an 
information text about procedures for the 
particular reader group (parents). 

- because this section is essennaDy a hst of 
procedures, and is most appropriately 
written as a procedural text. Changing the 
theme to include the imperative verb (as 
appropriate to this purpose) led to a 
decrease m abstraction. Th1s particular 
sentence was very complex linguistically 
(a long noun group with embedded 
clauses including a reduced relative 
clause, ellipsis, and abstract vocabulary 
such as "verified") 

- because these sentences contained 
unnecessary and useless information for 
parents. It was more useful for staff 
ensunng they realise the importance oi 
health and safety - and thus more 
appropriate in the Code of Conduct 
document or other professional 
guidelines 

- while "pre-determined" does add a 
meanmg different from "consistent", it is 
an abstract word difficult to find a 
substitute for without many words being 
used; also. its meaning as separate from 
"consistent" is not crucial here. 

• Because it was difficult to find a less 
abstract and at the same time accurate 
term. For "mm1m1se" the words '1essen• 
"reduce" or "stop" are possibilities - the 
first two are no less abstract and are not 
accurate, the second is a more congruent, 
concrete word but totally inaccurate. 



Table 4.. 7 Health Policy (continued) 

• The mtroductory page was made more 
personal 

- m the openmg sentence ttus was ach1eved by 
msertmg third person pamopants eg "The 
proVISIOn of a safe and healthy enVIronment LS 
essential" \.\-as changed to "l.Jverpool City 
Counal Fam1l and Children's Se!'Vlces 
believes Lhat • • 

- m the tolloVIlng sentences t.tn.s was achJeved 
by usmg personal pronouns eg the a1m and 
oblectl' es '�-ere changed to "It IS our a 1m_· 
and "We v,f'IJI do thLS b ' • • 

• The mtroduo1on to the whole document and 
the condus10n (top of consent sectx:ml '''as 
boxed and the personal "\ e" and ''you· v.�t?re 
used "staf1 was retamed m these sections 

• The section about oarents' respons1b1ht1es 1e 
• 1\.s a parent 11 IS ) our respons1b1lr1y to fiJI m 
etc" was boxed and "vou" Wll.) used throughout 
to refer to parents "staff • was howe�r 
reta1ned m these sections 

• Except m boxed Sections the third person was 
reta1ned to refer to taff and parents, rather 
than us.e '\.ve I us· for staff and "you" for 
paren ts througho\Jl 

pa5srves \VCre d'langed to act1ve In 
• 'v1edtcat1on Parents' responslb1ht 1es", for 
example " I t  IS the parents' responslb!hty to 
en5\Jre that all the necessary Information 
ts wntten down clcar1y · was changed to " 11 1s 
your responsibility to fln and sign " etc 
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• To change lhe document from a 
bureaucractlc 'policy' document ( eg 
"a�ms" and "obJechves", absence of 
partlapants, use of numbers and letters) 

- mserting "Ltverpool City Counal Family 
and Children's Sel'Vlces " as the 
part1c1pant m.stead of "we" gives the 
document more we1ght by estabhshmg 
that the document represents Liverpool 
C1ty Coundl pobcy and is not just a 

document pul together by centre staff 

- haVIng established that the document 
ongmated m the counal rather than the 
ceniTe, rt was possible to use "we" to refer 
to the counal ThiS helped to estabhsh a 

personal relatJonsh1p between the 
readers, the parents , and the council 

• The personal "'we" and "you" helps to 
estabhsh a fnendly relationship between 
counal and parents, 11 1s also appropnate 
to the procedural nature of th1s part of the 
text that IS, 11 IS the most genencally 
appropnate way to say what parents need 
to do (le read carefully. ask queshons, fill 
m the consent form), the dtstmc:tJon 
betvveen 'we" and "staff' places Uverpool 
City Counal (a d1stant and more powerful 
parnapantJ as the ongmator of the 
document 

• The bo)Qng was a Strategy to overcome 
the problem of some parts bemg 
procedural to parents and other parts 
be1"g mrormat10n for both staff and 
parents 

• There were a number of reasons for th1s 
mcludmg the need for the document to 
be authontahve and non-negohable, the 
presence of other pamapants m the 
sentence that had to be referred to; the 
negattve effect on co text cohes1on 
resultmg from the accompanymg active 
vo1ce, the placement of key words in non
theme pos1hon (ie not first place in the 
clause) wrth the active vo1ce; the 
undes1rabtltty of 1denhfymg the actors of 
some acnons, and the need to estabhsh 
the ongmator of the dOC\Jment as council 
not tndiVIdual staff (mentioned above) 

thLS sect1on IS essentially a hst of 
procedures that parents must follow at the 
centre and most appropriately wntten as a 
procedural text 
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Table 4.. 7 Health Policy (continued) 

J\!non.dty • Passrves were kept in some sed:lons eg the • Because passives allowed critical 
(c:xmbnued) "\!lOST I M PORT AI T' sechon of the "Parent's content words to ocrupy theme position of 

responslbilltl(�s· and m "H1gh Temperatures " the sentences (1e first place) eg "no 
and "Contag.ous Olseases" med1cahon" and "non-prescription 

medtcme" Also because of the need for 
personal pronouns tf usmg the aatve, the 
procedure referred to would have 
appeared more negotiable 

Conh::tel • The sentence relatmg to the "Department of • There IS already a reference to these 
health ContagJous DISeases reference gu1de" gutdehnes m th1s sectton, and another was 
was omitted unnecessary 

Genera) • lhts \ erbal penmsston must be wven to two • To make the required action and the 
staff members to ronftrrl'l that the d1reet1ons reason more clear 
were ven" 

�as changed to 
• Tlus \ eft>al permiSSIOn must be gJVen tO two 

<t.arl members nus 1s to ronnrm that the 
parent has m fact gwen thts permiSSIOn · 
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Table 4- 8  Consent for Non-prescription Medications 

CateEPJY Changes made RaUonale 

fupaie • Layout and staging were changed (including • To better reflect the multiple purposes 
a boxed section for consent) of the doaunent and make these 

purposes clearer to the users (parent and 
staff) - that is, the document provides 
parents with information about products 
used, seeks information about past and 
future allergic reactions. seeks parental 
consent to use products, and provides a 
record of allergic reactions. 

• A ·staff Only" section was added at the • To cater for need for staff to recoro 
bottom of the page. Two layouts were first comments about individual allergies etc . 
tried - one with "Staff Only" column down right Section at bottom of page chosen 
side of page so that comments could be made because it was Jess distracting for parent, 
about items in each section and the other with and not needed for staff. 
•staff Only" at the bottom of the page. 

• Wording re permission was changed from "I 
• To allow for the possibility for a parent 
to give consent for some products but not 

give permission for the stafLto apply others . and thus to make it more 
the following when necessary" to "I accurately reflect its purpose 
give permission for the staff of this centre to 
use the pro:lucts listed above • when 
necessary" with • • "directing reader to "except 
for those products I have indicated· 

• A section was added which is woroed to the • To reflect this important purpose of the 

parent reader and which addresses the issue fonn; to ensure that staff ask parents 

of allergic reactions about allergies; to systematise the use of 
the form (by wording the message to the 
parent and not the staff, it provides the 
words they might use at enrolment 
interview). 

u� • Name of document was changed to Consent • To more accurately cover the sorts of 
for Non-Prescription Medications and Health products it referred to (Savlon, Vaseline, 
Care Products (NB: subsequently changed to suncream, bandaids and so on). 
Consent to use First-Aid and Health Care 
Products after discussion at the Coordinators 
meeting - see 4.43) 

• space \\.tas added for child's name at top of • For ease of filing 

page 

Rel'ship to • No change at this stage (see next section). 

otherdxs 
TechnicaJity • Technical term "abrasions " was retained • Because even though parents may be 

unfamiliar with the term, there was no 
alternative which was more common or 
which was equally generalised (grazes, 
scrapes); the word "cut" nearby would 
give an indication of meantng for those 
parents who did not know the term, it is a 
useful term to become familiar with as it 
is used commonly on medication 

product labels. 
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Table 4.. 8 Consent for Non-prescription Medications (continued) 

Absb ad:iCI'l • These words were deleted • The first and second disappeared as 

- "applications of ._are as follows• the document was restructured to bettEr 
- "to apply the following when necessary", and suit its purposes; the third was omitted as 
- "on a regular basis" ft seemed unnecessary to descnbe the 

activity (applying suncream whenever 
children are outside) and abstract for the 
purpose of the document and for the 
parent user group. 

• "in accordance with" was retained but • To retain the 'strength' of the original 
bracketed. message, ie by still referring to Counal 

Policy, but by separating this reference 
from the main part of the sentence, to 
indicate to the reader that the 
information is non-essential. 

Personality • The wording ba:ame more personal • This personal language was more 
throughout as the document staging and appropriate to the purposes relating to 
language was changed to better reflect its seeking information about allergies 
purpose. (absent in the original), and to seeking 

parental consent to use products. The 
form is very much a written 
representation of a spoken dialogue 
between staff and parents ie staff says 
"we use these products and we want to 
know if it ls OK", and parent says "It is 
OK" or it ls OK for these products but 
not for these ". 

• Wording of section directed to parents • To place main clause which directs 
about allergtc reaCtions was changed during parent what to do in theme position in 
drafting from clause complex ("Please tell us now'), 
"If your child has an allergy to any of these and thus be the focal point of the 
products, or lf you have some reason why you sentence. 
do not wish them to be used, please tell us 
�· 
to 
"Please tell us now tf your child has an allergy 
to any of these products, or if you have some 
reascm why you do not wish them to be used. 

Ccrdent • New section relating to allergic reactions • see Use. 
and other reasons for parents not to allow the 
centre to use certain products (as descnbed in 
Use!, 

General • No changes related to question about nappy • No distinction required between uses 
rash. of nappy rash cream in this document -

staff may elaborate if necessary. 
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Purpose 

Use 
Rel'sh1p to other 
docs 
Techmcabty 

Abstra etlan 
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Authority to Administer Medication 

• Statement of importance of cOTTectly and 
completely fillmg out form was inserted at 
begJnning of form. 

• layout was changed to include two boxed 
sections 
- the first was for information about two 
med1cahons 
- the second was for day-by-day signatures 
indicatmg peTTT'Ussion and for staff recording 
of admimstranon of medication (separate 
space for signing on first day was deleted) 
• Document was kept to one page 
• No changes were made at this stage (see 
next sechon) 
• The term "admm1ster" was retamed in title 
and in text. 

• "Admimstrahon of Med1cation" heading 
(before boxed secban) was deleted 

• "dosage" was changed to "amount to be 
gwen" 

• ''name of presaibing doctor'' was changed 
to " arne of doctor who has prescnbed 
medication Is" 

Rationale 

• In response to staff concerns about 
lack of awareness and frequency of 
incorrect and incomplete forms. 

• To reflect intended purpose and use 

- to cater for two medications, as desired 
by staff 
- to have parents signing always in the 
same part of the document. 

• In response to staff need. 

• For three reasons: the alternative 
"give" was considered inaccurate for 
certain medications eg creams; the term 
provides some consistency with the 
anginal form, which may be useful for 
parents and staff given other changes to 
the form; and the gain to be had in 
increased comprehension by changing 
one word like this was considered 
minimal. 

• Because it was unnecessary in the 
Ori8Jnal and even more so in revised 
form with new format and wording 

• Because "dosage" was too abstract and 
technical and likely to give rise to wrong 
information. This was supported by staff 
comment. 

• "prescribing" is a very abstract term to 
have in the noun group. By unpacking 
into a relative clause the term is still 
there but has less prominence and is 
less likely to interfere with 
understanding of the whole word group. 
'While the original is shorter and looks 
simpler, th1s was considered a better 
word order. There was no alternative way 
to say "prescribing" within the noun 
group . The relative clause could have 
read "who has given your child the 
medicine", but "given" is inaccurate. The 
sense of "prescribing" cannot be left out 
as the doctor prescribing may not be the 
regular doctor. 
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Table 4.. 9 Authority to Administer Medication (continued) 

Personality • The personal pronoun "you" was used in the • Appropriate in establishing 
section relating to importance of the form cooperative, friendly relationship and for 

Content 

General 

and in the procedural section ease of understanding instruction 

• vstaff' was retained throughout • More authoritative and non 
-negotiable, implies form originates 
from a central administration rather 
than from the actual centre staff 

• See Use re addition of space for two 
medications, not one, and space tor witness 
signature. 
• "type of medication" deleted and "name of • Because "type" is not Important to staff 
medication" only retained 

Olanges made in response to meeting of chJld care 

cocrdinators (Steps �6) 

Upon request, time was allocated in one of the monthly meetings of the 

coordinators to discuss the latest versions of the documents, (that is, the 

versions with the changes made as described in Section 4.4.2). Before the 

meeting I sent a memo to the Liaison Officer for distribution to all 

coordinators in the week before the meeting. This was to enable them 

some time to reflect on the changes before commenting. The memo is at 

Appendix 7. Unfortunately, there was a problem in the photocopying and 

distribution of the memo and documents at Uverpool, and the 

coordinators did not receive them until immediately before the meeting. 

Despite this, the meeting was productive and led to further changes to the 

documents, espedal1y the Consent and the Medication Authority forms. 

Whlle the changes were not many they were quite significant. The 

documents as they looked at the end of Steps 5 and 6 are in Appendix 8. 

The discussion at this meeting was extremely useful supplying 

perspectives and information that had not emerged through discussion 

with the Liaison Officer. Discussion was also extremely animated as the 

coordinators gave their frequently divergent views on matters relating to 

the documents and their use. It shifted very quickly and frequently from 

the documents themselves, to issues relating to their use, and then again 

to wider issues relating to the operation of the centre and the entire 

department. 
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For example, there was lengthy discussion about the types of medications 

covered by the Consent form and the types covered by the J\lfedication 

Authority form. There were differing views about what types of 

medication parents had to fill in the Medication Authority form for. Did 

staff, for example, need signed permission to use cough medicines or 

teething gels? It became clear that the issue was not at all weB-defined or 

documented anywhere and that this had led to a range of practices. One 

strategy to remedy the situation was to include examples of medications 

requiring an Authority Fonn in the Health Pohcy Another was to 

change the name of the Consent form to Consent to use First-aid and 

Health Care Prt'1ducts, as the original name was misleading to staff and 

parents. The Consent form was clearly not intended for non-prescription 

medications at all. As staff discussed this matter, a number of matters were 

resolved, but it appeared likely, given the extent of discussion that the 

matter would come up again at future meetings. 

Overall, the coordinators' input was largely of this nature, that is, related 

to the category of document use, and to a lesser extent, the relationship of 

one document to another (as in the example just mentioned) Except for 

one or two instan ces, there was no attention to the wording of the 

documents except in its relation to these aspects. 

Changes made in all three documents are presented in table 4.10. As these 

did not relate to all categories used in the charts in 4. 4. 1 and 4. 4. 2, the 

categories are not used as an organisational device here. Instead, the 

category that the changes relate to is bracketed (and In oold) after the 

descnption of the change made. Most, as said, relate to use or purpose. 
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Table 4. 10 Otanges to the three documents after consultation with 
coordinators 

Document 01-.."6 ........ made ( 'L at change) Rationale 

Health Policy • Included in the Health Policy a list of the types of • After discussion about the 
medications for which parents must fill out a types of products covered by 
Medication Authority Forrn (relationship to other the Consent Form it was felt 
ducuuoents/pw�/use) that this should be added to the 

Health Policy 
Consent b" Non- • The name of t he form was changed to Consent for • After same discussion about 
Prescription First-Aid and Health Care Products. (use) the sorts of products the form 
Medications covered, compared to the 

products covered by the 
Medication Authon·ty Form, 
this name was agreed to be 
most appropriate. 

• It was changed again to Consent to use First-Aid • "Consent to use ... " reflects the 
and Health Care Products. (absbaction) document's purpose in a more 

concrete way than did " Consent 
for". 

• Added ''rashes" after "abrasions:· • In response to coordinators' 
(USie I teclmic.al:ity) comments that rashes were a 

frequent problem leading to 
use of these sorts of products. 
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Table 4. 10 Olanges to the three dcx:uments after consultation with 
coordinators (continued) 

Document Changes made (catego_!}'_ of change) Rationale 

Authority to • "medical centre" was added after "doctor". (use) • Because many parents do not 
Administer have or know a particular 
Medication doctor . 

• Wording to include other med1cal professionals • Because general feeling at 
was not added after lengthy discussion about the meeting was that is difficult to 
various medical professionals, and about what to do include all present and future 
about treatments wlth labels in other languages eg possibilities in the one 
from Chinese herbalists. (use/purpose) document, and to resolve all 

operational Issues through 
wording of one dorument 

• • limes to be given._ am/ pm" was replaced by • After lengthy discussion 
"hOIN often • about what information was 
and really needed (times? how 
"Last time medication was given· was added to often? last time given?), the 
second boxed section, with space for times for two majori1y feeling was that "how 
medications. (use I purpose) often" was more useful than 

hours and that iast time given" 
was crucial. There was 

acknowledgement of the 
difficulty re spacing for '1ast 
time given" for two 
medications. 

• "tel no· (of doctor) was retajned despite the fact • After a lengthy debate about 
that ma;t parents do not know il lt was agreed how much onus there was on 
however that centres would compile lists ci local the parent to fiJI in the form 
doctors for parents to refer to. (use) correctly and how much on the 

staff to check that It was filJed 
in correctly. Re telephone 
number - most do not know it 
and so tt is not often fined in 
but it does need to be. "tel no (if 
known)" rejected because it 
encm.rrages them to leave it 
out 

• Wording was changed from : • After debate about whether 
"It 1s most important that you fil1 out this form you can administer medication 
completely and correctly and give it to a staff if it is not ftfled in, and what this 
member wrth the medication If you do not, staff means for wording at 
cannot adm.tnister the med1cat1on to your child" beginning ie . "If you do not, 

to staff cannot administer the 
"It is most Important that you fill out this form ·-·· If medication to your child". 
you do not sign this form, staff cannot administer the 
medication to your child." (use) 

(This was subsequently changed back after 
discussion with Uaison Officer.) 
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In 4. 3. 1 it was reported that 60 hours were estimated for the rewriting of 

an ten documents to be worked on. In the end, 45 hours were recorded for 

rewriting the three documents here and two others (the Enrolment Form 

and the Waiting lJst Application Fonnl neither of which were long 

documents. 1 2  hours were estimated for the rewriting of the Health Policy, 

and 2 hours each were estimated for the Consent and Authority forms. 

While the actual time was not recorded for each document, none were 

rewritten within these times. The two forms took at least 3 times as long 

to take to readiness for trial1ing and evaluation. 

4. 5  

4. 5. 1 

Stage 4: Trialling and evaluation of revised 
documents 

Background to trialling and evaluation 

As said, in section 4. 3. 2, the possibilities for trialling the documents with 

parents were raised in Stage 2. At this early stage, the CWCC team were 

aware of the difficulties of actually meeting with parents for the express 

purpose of trialling, but were keen to pursue the possibility. As Stage 2 and 

Stage 3 progressed, a number of things became clear. 

Firstly, it became clear that there was not only one reader or user group for 

these documents. All documents, but especial1y forms, had two audiences, 

namely parents and staff. In one sense, the primary audience for the 

documents was staff. The documents were critical to the day to day 

operation at the centres. They had to serve the staffs purposes first and 

foremost. Clearly the extent to which parents could understand and use 

the documents was also important in this process. The more they 

understood the documents, the smoother the centre would operate. As 
time went on, it became apparent that the most practical and most 

authentic way to trial and evaluate the documents for both user groups 

was by using them for a trial period in centres. 

So, towards the end the Stage 3 period, when the documents were nearing 

complete revision, I raised the issue of trialling with the project 

coordinator. I suggested that the documents be used for a one month 

period before a proper print run was done. After this period an evaluation 

meeting with coordinators would be held. The project coordinator agreed 
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that this procedure was useful and possible. Unfortuna tely, by the time the 

documents were actually ready to be trialled, the project was called to a 

halt. 

The halt to the project was due to the sudden resignation of the Marketing 

Manager, whose responsibility the project was. All the reader-friendly 

projects were put on hold (that is those being carried out by the other two 

consultancy groups as well as this one) as were a number of other projects 

under the control of the Marketing unit. No information was given to the 

three Consultancy groups, and no firm indication was given of if or when 

the projects would be resumed. A status report was requested on work 

done so far, but despite the fact that a year's contract had been referred to 

in the original letter from the Marketing Manager, there was no response 

to this report, and the project ended. This was in August 1 994. 

After this, I waited for a period of approximately three months to see 

whether the project was going to be restarted. When I could wait no longer 

for the putposes of this study, I took steps to ensure that I could utilise 

what had already been done for this research study and that I could finalise 

the trialling and evaluation stage. This permission was given in 

November and I immediately made contact with the Uaison Officer from 

Children's Services to arrange procedures. 

Because the project was now officially at a standstill the planned 

procedures for trialling and evaluation were much less in my control than 

they had been in the previous stages. Even though I could go (and did go) 

to great lengths to ensure that certain steps were taken, I could not insist 

that they were taken or be sure that they had been taken. As a 

consequence, this stage of the process did not ensue as I would have 

wished. 

In the telephone call, the Uaison Officer indicated that there had been 

some confusion or trouble with the computer disks sent to Council in 

August, and that because of other factors in operation in the department 

the revised forms would not be in use (and therefore able to be trialled) 

until well into the new year. It was suggested that I resume contact in 

March. 
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In the March phone call, the Liaison Officer reported that the revised 

Consent for Non-prescription Medications (now called the Consent to use 

First Aid and Health Care Products ) and the Authority to administer 

Medication were in use in some centres. She reported that the revised 

Health Policy had been incorporated into the Parent Information Book, 

but that this was at the printer's so not yet in use. She said that all the 

documents had been retyped and reformatted for the council computers. 

(Our work had been done on Macintosh computers and the council used 

I BMs.) 

Thus it appeared that the stage was set for the trialling of two of the three 

documents. I arranged to attend a meeting of coordinators to evaluate the 

documents in May or June on the basis that by this time they would have 

had one to two months to use and thus trial the documents. However, 

because I had not seen the reformatted documents and wanted to be sure 

that a11 the changes had been made correctly, I requested that they send 

copies of all the documents to me. 

When I received the package of documents a few weeks later, it did not 

contain the correct versions of the documents and so the process of 

trialling was set back yet again. The package contained retyped, reformatted 

versions of the original (not the revised) Consent for Non-prescnption 

Medicab·ons and the Authority to Administer Medication. It did contain 

a revised version of the Health Policy, but unfortunately not the final 

version. The version sent contained numerous typing errors, had 

incorrectly weighted section headings and did not use the 'boxing' that 

had been an important feature of the revisions. It appeared that the 

documents in use were not the ones I assumed had been in use. This 

meant that the revised documents had not, in fact, been trialled. 

I telephoned the uaison Officer to clarify the situation, and discovered 

that she was under the impression that the documents being used (and 

that she had sent to me) were the final versions. I reminded her of the 

numerous changes that she and I had decided upon and the changes 

resulting from the discussion with the coordinators, and suggested I send 

her the final versions of the documents. She was very keen to receive 

these and said she would investigate where the internal processes had 

gone wrong. I sent the final versions and confirmed with her that she 
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would put them into use. Thus it seemed that finally the trial usage of the 

revised documents could proceed. 

4. 5. 2 Tria11ing 

In view of the difficulties caused by the halt to the reader-friendly project 

the difficulties in communication with the coundl described above, and 

the possibility of further difficulties, I did not instigate a formal trialling 

procedure. That is, I did not develop surveys or questionnaires to gUJde 

the evaluation of the documents as they were being used. Instead I decided 

to let the documents be used in an unstructured trial over as long a period 

as was possible within the time constraints of this study. I did however 

plan to prepare the coordinators for the evaluation at the end of this 

period by sending them a memo indicating the focus areas of the 

evaluation. 

As far as I was aware, all the centres were using the Consent to use First

aid and Health Care Products and the Authority to Administer 

Medication during this trial period of approximately 4 weeks. I was aware 

that the Consent would receive less of a trial than the Authority as it was 

for use at enrolment, and would therefore be dependent on whether or 

not coordinators enrolled new parents within this period. While the 

correct revised Health Policy was not in use, my understanding was that 

at least the near-to-final version had been in use and therefore hoped for 

comment on that also in the evalu ation. 

4. 5. 3 Evaluation 

In a telephone conversation with the Liaison Officer in May, I arranged 

time for evaluation of the documents at the June coordinators' meeting. I 

confirmed that the revised Consent and Authority forms (retyped and 

formatted by council) were being used. I learnt that the revised Health 

Policy was not in use, as they had incorporated the version sent to me into 

the Parent Infonnation Book, and had no funds left for printing before the 

end of the 1994-1995 financial year. There was a possibility of the correct 

version being printed in the new financial year. 
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I had prepared a memo to guide coordinators' feedback on the documents 

(See Appendix 9 ) and requested that this be distributed at the May meeting 

so that they would have sufficient time to consider the documents before 

the June meeting. The memo explained the situation regarding my work 

for this research study and the previous work done for the coundl. It 

established what I needed to know from them, and reminded them of the 

previous meeting about the documents and of the changes made to those 

documents. 

The first moments of the June meeting revealed that very few 

coordinators were using the revised Consent or Authon·ty documents, 

and that most were using up old supp1ies of the originals. At this stage, the 

meeting appeared to be futile in terms of evaluation. However, it quickJy 

emerged that many had read the documents very carefully and had 

prepared comments. Three coordinators had in fact used the Authority to 

Administer Medicab'on form (this was the one document of the three in 

daily use) and had even requested comments from parent users. As at the 

previous meeting. the coordinators were extremely forthcoming with 

their comments. 

Health Policy 

The response was again positive to this document, but because it is not 

one that is used on a daily basis, it had not been trialled in any way. There 

were however some suggestions for change which indicated that many of 

the coordinators had examined it thoroughly in preparation for the 

meeting. These changes are described in Table 4. 1 1 .  

The changes all related to wording of sections to do with centre 

procedures, and in each case arose out of lengthy discussion of individual 

coordinators' practices and variations in these across the group. There was 

agreement that unless there was a clear dedsion on one practice only, a 

dowment needs to be worded to cover all f>OSSible practices. 
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4.11 Cllanges to Health Policy after evaluation meeting 

0\ange:S madeordisa� Rationale 
• ln first point of parents' responsibilities • After discussion of different practices (eg some 
substituted "for each day" for "on the days" want parents to sign on the actual day, others 

allow them to sign for a few days ahead) it was 
decided that parents should sign on the actual 
day 

• In second point of parents' responsibilities • To reflect actual procedure 
changed "give medication· 
to 
"give medication and authority form• 

• ln final point of parents' responsibilities, • To cover a range of different practices 
changed ''inform staff that the child is on 
medication by leaving a message on the Daily 
Sign ln/Out sheet" 
to 
"follow the centre procedure to inform staff that 
the child is on medication (each centre's 
procedure is a 1i ttle different" 

• In Acodents and frnergendes section, added • To reflect actual procedure 
"parents will be asked to sign the accident 
record" 

Consent to use Rrst Aid and Health Care ltoducts 

There was a positive response to this fonn from all present. No changes 

were suggested, but there was considerable discussion of issues related to 

this document. These included: 

• individual variation in use or idiosyncratic use of the document by 

different coordinators. One coordinator for example uses the fonn 

quite differently to most in that she asks parents what they use on 

their children and asks them to bring that in if needed (eg nappy 

rash cream). It was agreed that the fonn has to reflect the way senior 

staff want it to be used. This was another reflection of the fact that 

documents can assist in enfordng systems and procedures, and of 

the importance of this in writing or rewriting documents. 

• changing practices at the centre which could mean that the 

document would no longer accurately reflect practices (eg centres 

often change brands of products). There was discussion of 

mechanisms to solve this such as putting up notices of change of 

brand. 
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Authority to Administer Medication 

The three coordinators who had used the document gave a very positive 

response from their own point of view, commenting that it was a much 

better and clearer document and that it served their purposes much more 

appropriately than the original (eg covered two medications, could be used 

for a whole week). The parents who had used the new form liked it very 

much also and singled out the same features for comment. There were a 

few changes made as a result of suggestions: 

Table 4_ 12 Olanges to Authority fonn after evaluation meeti'!S_ 
Cllanges made or discussed Rationale 
• Included an example of a "reason medication 
is needed" 

• ProVlded more space for, or a line to separate 
med:Jcatlons 1 and 2. in iast time medication 
W2.S gJVen" column in the second boxed area 

• Separated "staff use only" section from parent 
section 

• Used more space in the "staff use only" cell 

• Did not include that staff could not admimster 
non-presrnphon medicanon for more than two 
days 

• Retamed the term "admlnister" 

• Because many parents write "sick' instead of 
the actual Illness or symptom 

• Because many parents wrote unclearly and it 
was hard to distinguish the times 

• To make it clearer that this section was not for 
parent use 

• One coordinator initially thought she should 
sign her name there. 

• After diSOlSSlon of this point (raised by one 
coordinator), there was agreement that there 
was no need here as the point is mentioned in 
Health Policy. There was recognition that one 
short form could not cover everythmg. and that 
some things need to be left to staff to tell 
parents 

• There was agreement with its use for the 
reasons mentioned in Stage 3 rationale and 
because it was seen as a technical term of the 
field appropriate to a document such as this. 
One coordinator suggested that keeping such 
terms reflected the increased status of 
childcare, putting it on par with other healthcare 

_E!'Ofessions. 

After the meeting the changes desaibed above were marked on the 

documents and forwarded to cound1 so that they could be made on their 

IBM formatted copies. I requested that I return to a meeting of the 

coordinators after more centres had used the documents or that, if this was 

inconvenient, I speak to a sma11 group of coordinators. It was agreed that I 

do this in September. I also learnt that the Liaison Officer I had been 

dealing with no longer worked in that position and that one of the centre 

coordinators had been appointed to the position. Although this was a 
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whole project. 
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When I ca11ed the new Liaison Officer in September to arrange the final 

meeting. she told me that it was not possible to have time at the 

September meeting to discuss the documents, but that they had canied out 

a parent evaluation of the documents and were about to send me the 

results. I would of course have liked to have had input into this process, 

but was pleased that they had taken on some evaluative action 

themselves. I was also pleased that there would now be at least some 

evaluation of the parent group readership's response to the documents. 

Because of time and other constraints on this study, this would otheTWise 

not have been achieved. 

The evaluation was done at parent meetings at seven centres and included 

approximately 40 parents. Parents were asked to rate the documents from 1 

(strongly disagree) to 5 (strongly agree) on 4 aspects: 

The fonnat is clear and well set out. 

Infonnation provided is clear and easy to understand. 

Relevant information is given regarding Policies and Procedures 

'The form is quick and simple to use 

(Parent Feedback, in Appendix 10) 

The summary of results is in Appendix 10. (While i t  appears in this 

summary that there were only 1 0  responses, the Liaison Officer explained 

that some of the ratings represent group responses.) It is difficult to be 

concJusive about evaluation results which are framed in such broad 

terms, and which are based on readers' perceptions of understanding and 

overall response to the documents rather than on an actual test of 

understanding. Taken then as a very broad indication of parent reader 

response, the results indicate that each of the documents was viewed 

positively with the majority of respondents rating the documents at 4 or 5. 

Individual comments were mostly positive, with most negative 

comments relating to typing errors (eg omission of one section, 

punctuation error). There were three responses that might be termed 

negative, although the first two may be more in the way of reflections on 
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rea1ity: one parent (or parent group) commented that the Consent to use 

First Aid and Health Care Products took "time to read", another said that 

the Health Policy needed "to be gone through individually', and another 

indicated that there was room for improvement in the Authority to 

administer Medication. 

4. 6 Ccndusion 

The last stage of the process leading to the final versions of the three 

documents was entirely in the hands of the council staff because the 

documents were on council-formatted computer disks. As with the 

Trialling and Evaluation Stage, this stage was not unproblematic. 

The documents sent to me with the parent evaluation had contained a 

number of errors - typographical and content. It took four exchanges with 

council wordprocessing staff to get the enors corrected and to get the 

documents in the shape intended. Finally this was achieved to the 

satisfaction of myself and the Uaison Officer, who had been keen at all 

points in the process to develop effective documents for the department. I 
was not, however, totally satisfied with the format of the Medication and 

Consent forms. While appreciating the significant constraints of keeping 

the documents to one page, I would have preferred a different font and 

more space given to the text and less to the logo. At this stage however, it 

was difficult to intervene further. The final documents retyped and 

reformatted by council are included in Appendix 1 1 . Note the slight 

change in the title of the Consent form (a council decision) and the 

change in department name. 

Thus the process is complete from the point of view of this case study. 

However, the Olildren's Services Department has begun a process of 

internal revision of other documents as well as those worked on in the 

reader-friendly project, so clearly the process is not at an end for council 

staff. On my last visit to council I read in the Management Plan of Council, 

(a public document) that part of the plan for the next few years is the 

"improvement of customer satisfaction and clearer delivery of public 

information". One action plan related to this goal was the "review of all 

documents for consistency and plain English" to begin in December 1995. 



CHAPTER FIVE: FIND INGS & 
D I SCUSSION 

5. 1 Introduction 

1 1 0  

The findings emerging from the case study are organised according to the 

four stages of the project. Stage 2 (Initial Document Analysis) and Stage 3 

(Consultation with Document Users and Revision of Documents), are 

however discussed as one stage (in 5. 3) as the findings from each relate 

directly to the process of rewriting. 

The section desctibing findings emerging from Stage 4 (Trialling and 

Evaluation) is brief This is because of the obstacles during this stage which 

made the process very much less than ideal Many of these obstacles were 

to do with the fact that the reader-friendly project was halted and I was 

consequently not worldng as a consultant on site. 

Discussion of findings is included in the chapter, and occurs after the 

reporting of each finding. 

5. 2 Findings emerging from Stage 1 

5. 2. 1 Plain English and image 

Plain English is generally seen as related to the goa] of increased 

comprehension for the reader group. This view is an oversimplification of 

the reality. While this was clearly one aspect of the goals of the reader

hiendly project in this case study, it was not the only one. The attention to 

documents through 'plain English' or 'reader-friendliness' at Liverpool 

City Council was very much seen as a way to change the image of the 

organisation. 

The advertisement for the project, the location of the project within the 

Marketing Unit, the initiatives in place to do with design and graphics, 



and the Marketing personnel's comments about the impetus for the 

project suggest that plain English was largely perceived as a 'marketing 

device. In this case, the product to be marketed was an image of a high 

performance, high quality and accountable organisation. This finding 

supports that of the Plain English Best Practice project (discussed in 2. 7) 

which found that image, in particular a new image for a new or 

restructured identity, was a trigger for plain English in all three 

organisations investigated. (Brown & Solomon, p 16). 
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The detail of what such a perspective of plain Eng1ish means to those who 

hold it could not be explored in this project. However, the direct link 

between plain English and the marketing of an image suggests that a 

transmission view of communication may prevail, with language seen as 

the canier of meaning rather than as intrinsica11y related to the creation of 

meaning, and document change as a simple process of changing the word 

'packaging'. That is, the fact that marketing is largely to do with images or 

appearances may mean that the plain English process is seen as a surface 

level process of changing the look of documents and, where language is 

concerned, a simple, superfidal process of 'changing the words'. If so, this 

provides support for the concerns of Penman (1 990, 1992) and Siess (1 985) 

about the dominance of the transmission theory of language in views and 

applications of plain English. It suggests that Siess is right in his belief that 

this "theory is alive and well and rampaging like a untamed beast through 

our industry and government" (1 985, p 3). 

A related aspect of the image-oriented goal in this organisation was a 

desire to foster a sense of belonging to the munidpality and to encourage 

partidpation from the residents in region and council activities. This goal 

suggests another aspect of the Marketing unit's perception of plain 

Enghsh. Plain English is often presented as a direct 'personal' way to write, 

and it is likely that it was conscious or unconscious awareness of this 

aspect that influenced them to see plain English as of relevance to this 

goal 

It appears crucial for external consultants to understand the organisation's 

rationale (and thus goals) for plain English or reader-friendly initiatives, 

and furthermore to understand that these may differ somewhat from their 

own. A difference between the two may lead to a different expectation 
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and furthermore to understand that these may differ somewhat from their 

own. A difference between the two may lead to a different expectation 

about the nature of the process, and this may have consequences for its 

success. Because the reader-friendly project was halted, my contact with 

the Marketing unit, which articulated these goals, was only brief Al1 my 

contact with the organisation after the project ended was with the 

childcare staff. These staff members had not initiated the project, and, 

going on the evidence of my interactions with them, were focused solely 

on improving the documents for their own purposes and those of their 

clients. 

As a consequence, it is impossible to say if the image-oriented goals and 

expectations for plain English would have adversely affected the progress 

of the project. One can speculate that they might have, especially in 

relation to the degree of personalisation that the changes brought. As the 

documents examined for this study show, I frequently saw reasons not to 

use personal, direct language. (See 5. 3. 1 5, below). This was in line with 

the view of plain English outlined in Chapter 4. That is, while believing 

that personal language can work to establish a context for partidpation, I 

do not believe that such language is appropriate for a11 the types of 

documents that a large organisation produces. 

As detailed in Chapter 4, the rationale for the changes made to all 

documents was very much a response to the needs of the two audiences of 

the documents - the parents and the childcare centre staff. It could not be 

said that the final documents reflected in any way the coundl's goals in 

relation to image or increased belonging and participation. Perhaps if the 

work on the documents had continued to be for the purposes of the 

council reader-friendly project rather than for those of this study, these 

differences in goal may have led to disagreement between coundl and 

myself. 

There needs to be awareness that plain English is sometimes seen by 

organisations as a device for achieving goals related to the marketing of an 

image. There needs to be awareness that this view may be at odds with the 

view of practitioners who see it primarily as a means of increasing 

comprehension, and that this may lead to difficulties in the successful 

completion of the project. 
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There also needs to be an awareness that the enmeshing of the concept of 

plain English with the goals and practices of marketing and advertising 

may endanger the essential goals of plain English (conventional or 

otherwise) in a broader sense. It is unfortunate that the personal, and 

informal, emphasis in conventional plain English approaches coincides 

with that of current marketing approaches (evident in the personal 

'friendly' mail we receive from banks, financial institutions, retail firms 

and the like). This coincidence may be responsible for the entanglement of 

the two in the first place, and may unintentionally exacerbate the ongoing 

Tisks. A plain English approach which emphasises instead a careful 

consideration of the appropnate contexts for personal language seems a 

more useful direction. 

5. 2. 2 Comprehension needs 

The need for document change for the goal of increased comprehension is 

not always obvious at the start of a project, and not easily proven through 

its course. A decision that there is a need for change may be based on little 

more than a very general awareness of the reader group (in this case, 

knowing that there was a large NESB group) and an assumption that such 

a group would need 'reader-fnendly' or 'plain English' documents. 

In this case there was a general indication from staff that the parent reader 

group did not understand the importance of the health related documents, 

but no explicit or detailed evidence of instances of non-comprehension. 

There was not even evidence of parents needing to ask for clarification 

about the documents. The explanation for this may have been, as staff 

believed, lack of confidence or the presence of small children at times of 

document use. That is, it may certainly have been true that some parents 

did not understand documents, but there was no clear evidence of this. 

Where this is the case, there is clearly an option for the consultant to 

mount an investigation of need and to collect detailed evidence, for 

example by testing, but this would significantly increase project time and 

cost. This option was not taken up in this project. Time and cost was one 

factor. Another was the information gained about the context for 

document use (eg language and literacy assistance from staff, documents 
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major 'audience' for the documents as well (see below, 5. 3. 7). Instead, 

very general information was gathered a bout the comprehension of 

documents and the level and range of language competence of the reader 

group. Conc1usions were then drawn based on prior experience of NESB 

speakers of Enghsh in educational and workplace settings. 

Attempts were made to get first hand experience of the range of language 

competence within the parent group but these were not successful. In the 

first place, examples of forms already filled in by parents were requested a 

number of times from the Liaison Officer, but were never provided. 

Problems of confidentiality were raised when these were first requested, 

but these did not seem insurmountable. It is not dear why these 

documents were not ever provided, but it is likely to do with the finding 

reported in 5. 3. 3 re the consultant's dependence on key personnel for 

practical support. Secondly, intetviews with parents were considered but 

were problematic because of the brief time parents spent at the centres. 

Thirdly, as said in Chapter 4, it was planned to attend a parent meeting as 

part of tria11ing, but this was never done because of the halt to the project. 

An awareness that there may not always be a clearly-evidenced, direct 

relationship between the plain English initiative and the needs of the 

reader group is important for external consultants, especially when 

working with large organisations. 

5. 2. 3 The terms 'plain English' and 'reader-friendly 

The terms plain English' and 'reader-friendly' were used synonymously 

by this organisation This was evident in the early stages of the project with 

the term 'reader-friendly' being used in the advertisement and the term 

'plain English' being used in a11 conversations and correspondence from 

that point on. It is possible that the former term was seen as more 

appealing to the general reader and for this reason it was the term they 

wanted stamped on their documents. If so, it again highlights the nexus 

between plain English and image. This finding supports the discussion in 

Chapter 2 (2. 3. 1)  regarding the synonymous use of the two terms. 
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5. 2. 4 Organisation-wide acx:eptance of need for document change 

The reason for the Marketing Manager's resignation and for the 

subsequent halt to the council-wide project is not known. However the 

fact that the fanner led to the latter may indicate that there was a 

difference in perspective on the need for the project between the 

Marketing Manager and the upper levels of council management. The 

priority given to it may well have been isolated to the Marketing unit or 

even to the Manager himself. This however can only be speculation given 

the lack of knowledge of events. 

However, if it is the case, it supports Brown and Solomon's belief 

regarding the need for top-down acceptance of plain English initiatives. 

They argue that if this acceptance and commitment does not exist, 

initiatives "are in danger of remaining uncoordinated, isolated, sporadic 

and ultimately unsuccessful" (1 995, p 18). Whether or not it is the case, it is 

true that this reader-friendly project (in Family and Children's Setvices 

and other targeted depart:rrlents) was indeed isolated and sporadic, and 

while 'successful' in relation to the documents here (at least as indicated 

by the available feedback) the overall project was not successful. 

5. 3 Findings emerging front Stages 2 and 3 

5. 3. 1 Documents identified as in need of plain English 

Plain English is typically associated with very complex documents. The 

problem is general1y seen as documents being too abstract, too technical or 

too impersonal for the general public. The targeting of these features in 

conventional rules reflects this. The documents submitted for change in 

this project suggest that it is not only complex documents that 

organisations see as in need of plain English. It is any document that is 

seen as in need of improvement. Sometimes the perceived need for 

change may be only very vaguely articulated but may relate to better 

serving the document purpose, better suiting its audience, updating its 

content or a change in the circumstances of its use. 
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Of the ten documents targeted for this project only four could have been 

considered complex documents and only two of these were for the general 

public (in this case, parents). One was the Health Policy and the other was 

the Parent Information Book. Most were not abstract, or technical 

documents (eg the Medication Authority and Consent documents). 

While these documents did need revision the revision was not primarily 

to do with reducing complexity (as outlined in Chapter 4). 

The broad application organisations such as this one see for plain English 

brings into question the emphasis given to reducing language complexity 

in many plain English publications. If a considerable number of 

documents targeted for plain English are not complex, it is further 

grounds for the critiques of conventional plain English rules discussed in 

Chapter 2 (2. 4. 2). It suggests not only that such rules are an 

oversimplification of the process, but also that they are of little use in 

practice (for further comment, see 5. 3. 9). 

5. 3. 2 Complexity and length of process 

The process of rewriting existing documents is a very complex and lengthy 

one, requiring careful and extensive consideration of a range of factors at 

every point. It is much more than what is sometimes implied in plain 

English guidelines, that is, a process of general consideration of audience 

and purpose, and then an application of a straightforward, sentence- level 

process of changing passive to active, nouns to verbs, familiar to 

unfamiliar and so on. 

Evidence of this is provided in the previous chapter in the description of 

the steps involved and the changes made at each stage. In reality the actual 

process was even more complex than what was described there. It was 

necessary for the purposes of this study's length and clarity to summarise 

and select from the many individual 'episodes' of liaison with staff and 

document change. To really indicate the complexity of document change it 

would have been necessary to have included the fu]] set of drafts for each 

document, and to have analysed each change from one draft to the next. 

Evidence of the complexity also comes from examining the difference 

between the original estimates for the process of rewriting with the actual 

time taken (as reported in 4. 4. 3). 
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The complexity comes from a range of sources but primarily relates to the 

consultation process (see 5. 3. 3 and 5 .3 .6 below), and the documents 

themselves. In addition to the writer needing to work through the 

appropriacy of language used (as discussed in 5. 10 - 5. 15), he or she may 

also have to deal with documents that are not 'we11-written' in a more 

general sense. In this project there were instances of grammar, 

punctuation and word choice errors which made the original documents 

difficult to analyse for rewriting. There were also many instances where 

the words on the pages of the original documents did not impart the 

intended meaning (as reported by staff). This meant that the documents 

had to be checked very thoroughly. It was the case a few times that 

considerable time was spent making a particular meaning clearer only to 

find that the meaning was not the intended one. In these cases, the whole 

section needed to be reconceptualised and drafted anew. 

All those involved in a process of implementation should be aware of the 

complexity and length of the process. For an external consultant a detailed 

understanding wtll, for example, inform the initial quotation of fees. For 

the organisation management, it wi11 help to explain the external 

consultant's costing and staging of the project. For staff members affected 

by the changes it wi11 explain the necessity of certain procedures such as 

the detailed consultation that must take place. 

5. 3. 3 Role of personnel in the process of consultation with users 

Organisation personnel play a considerably important role in the process 

of rewriting. Individual differences in the ability of personnel to play this 

role can be critical for the project. 

To some degree the success of the project depends on the ability of 

organisational personnel to focus on the relevant issues of rewriting. For 

example it is important that personnel have some degree of language 

'awareness' and are able to focus on the language of a document without 

being distracted by content. It is important to be able to criticany reflect 

upon the purpose and use of a document. It is important to observe 

difficulties that readers have, raise issues and comment or suggest. It is 

important that such personnel realise that they have relevant knowledge 
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that is useful to the outside consultant. It is also important to rea1ise that 

sometimes it will be necessary to volunteer such infonnation, because it is 

unlikely to come to light by chance or even by in-depth questioning by an 

outsider. 

While the way in which an individual is able to do these things will not 

necessarily be a determining factor in the overall project outcome, it is 

certainly true that it can delay the process or misdirect it for a period. This 

occurred a number of times in this project in the course of consultation in 

Stages 2 and 3. Because of protocol and practical factors. I was obliged to 

deal for the most part with the Liaison Officer, but it was frequently very 

difficult to e1idt from her the information needed to carry on with the 

rewriting. 

5. 3. 4 Overall value of consultation with a wider group 

Consultation with a wide group of document users is an extremely 

valuable part of the process of rewriting, and ideally should occur early in 

the rewriting process. Even with the obstacles to the process in this project 

(as described below in 5. 3. 6), the outcomes were extremely useful, 

providing perspectives on the documents not uncovered during the 

earlier consultation with one key staff member. 

In the light of this and of the above finding, it would have been more 

useful to have staged consultation much earHer in the process, so that a 

wide variety of views could infonn the rewriting, and so that important 

issues could be raised. While there were practical reasons to focus on just 

one key person for most of the rewriting, the benefits of access to a wider 

user group justify including this step at least once during the early stages 

of any rewriting process if possible. 

This supports the views of Penman (1 993b, p 1 27) in her ca 11 for true 

collaborative approaches which involve the reader right from the start (as 

discussed in 2. 4. 2). However, it should be noted that the consultative 

group here comprised organisational users of the documents, not the 

public reader group (ie parents). (See below for further comment on these 

two groups.) 
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5. 3. 5 The most valuable aspect of consultation with a wider group 

The most valuable aspect of consultation with staff was their knowledge as 

document users' and thus the most valuable contribution was to aspects 

of wording and structure which directly related to how the document was, 

or should be, used. That is their contribution was primarily about how the 

documents related to day-to-day practices. 

One indication of this was that most discussion occurred in relation to the 

Authority to Administer Medication fonn, the only one of the three 

documents in daily use at centres. Another indication was that there was 

little contribution to the detail of wording in any document where it did 

not relate to the use of the document. 

In this project this was probably in part to do with the problem with prior 

distribution of documents and accompanying memo (mentioned in 

Chapter 4 and in 5. 3. 6 below). However, I be1ieve it was also an indication 

of the fact that it is the operations of the centre and the role of documents 

in these operations that the staff were most familiar with and felt 

themselves to be 'experts' in. Therefore it is these aspects that they are 

most likely to feel confident to comment on and most likely to feel 

strongly enough about to comment on. It is also an indication I believe of 

how difficult it is to reword existing documents (as evidenced by the 

documentation in the previous chapter). 

This finding and the previous one suggest that it is not enough to consider 

consultation or collaboration with the intended 'public' reader group. 

Many documents in an organisation (eg forms) exist to control procedures 

and practices of this public reader group, and those who know most about 

these are the organisation staff. Thus there also needs to be consultation 

with this group to ensure that their needs in relation to the organisation 

are kept in mind in the rewriting process. 

Ideally, there should have been consultation during the rewriting process 

with the parent group as well. However, if there had been, the time and 

cost of the project would have increased significantly, especially when 

considering there were ten documents initia11y targeted for revision. 

Brown and Solomon identify time and cost as obvious constraints on 



plain English projects, but warn that the costs of revising documents are 

substantial and should not to be overlooked ( 1 995, p 18). 
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It is interesting to consider how the results of parent consultation would 

have compared to the results of staff consultation. It is likely that there 

would have been at least some, if not many, points of divergence of view. 

(See 5. 3. 7 below regarding audience and the issue of 'consider your 

reader'.) 

5. 3. 6 Practical constraints 

Consultant's dependence on key organisational personnel 

Key personnel play a significant role in the practical aspects of the process 

For the outsider consultant the process of controlling what goes on in 

workplace can be difficult. Because the consultant is not on the premises, 

he I she must rely on these personnel to cany out tasks related to the 

process of the project. While some of the problems experienced in the 

course of this reader-friendly project were due to the fact that I was not 

(after the project stopped) a consultant to the organisation but a researcher, 

some were not and occurred during the time of the reader-friendly project. 

The source of these problems was within the organisation. 

An example was towards the end of Stage 3 in relation to arrangements for 

the meeting with centre coordinators. The current versions of the forms 

and a memo about issues to consider were not distributed to coordinators 

a week before the meeting as requested. Instead, they did not receive them 

until the start of the meeting, and therefore did not have the time to 

reflect on the documents that I had wanted them to have. However, 

because of time factors. I had to take this opportunity when it presented, so 

the discussion of the revisions went ahead even though the situation was 

not ideal. As described in Chapter 4, many other problems occurred during 

the Trialling and Evaluation Stage. 

Time constraints 
Often it is necessary to make do with very basic information due to time 

constraints and to the fact that key staff are busy with day-to-day aspects of 

their jobs. In some cases this may mean that certain dedsions about 

document change have to be delayed. In others it may mean that certain 



assumptions must be made in order to continue with the rewriting 

process (assumptions which the consultant must later remember to 

confirm). 

5. 3. 7 Audience and the issue of ·consider your reader'' 
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The frequently seen plain English advice to 'consider your reader' is 

useful in a broad sense, but it can serve to hide the complexity of what is 

involved in this process. Firstly, as was the case here, there may be more 

than one reader group for a particular document, and it may be that the 

needs of these reader groups may be in conflict. Secondly, within any one 

reader group there will be considerable diversity of language and literacy 

competence. Thirdly, there will be a similar diversity in experience with 

the field of the documents (in this case, the field of health and childcare 

procedures). Lastly, the focus on the reader ignores both the existence and 

identity of the writer and the relationship between writer and reader. 

Multiple audiences or reader groups 

At the beginning of the project it appeared that the rewriting process was 

for the parent reader only. As it ensued it became clear that a11 documents, 

but particularly forms or those in daily use at centres, had another 

'audience' as well, nam ely staff. The documents were written for them as 

well - to guide their practice and to serve their operational purposes. For 

this group my focus did not have to be on making the documents more 

'comprehensible', but on structuring and wording the documents so that 

they supported the childcare practice desired by senior staff. The focus on 

consideration of the reader group (that is, increasing comprehension for 

this group) which frequently receives prominence in plain English 

guidelines is clearly a critical aspect but it ignores the fact that such a goal 

may come at some cost to the needs of another reader group. That is, 

making certain changes to maximise comprehension for one group (in 

this case parents) may render the document useless for the purposes of 

another (in this case, staff). An example where such considerations had to 

be made is described in 5. 3. 8 in relation to the Consent form. 

Diversity of language and literacy competence within the reader gruup 
The parent reader group in the Liverpool City Council region appeared to 

be as heterogenous as any community group anywhere in the sense of 
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language and literacy competence. Staff indicated that, first of all, not a11 

parents were NESB, and that of the NESB parents, many spoke and wrote 

English reasonably well. They reported that most spoke English at a level 

which enabled them to communicate on childcare matters without too 

much difficulty. They also reported that where parents did have 

considerable problems with spoken communication, staff translators were 

utilised in these situations, and where parents had problems with written 

communication, staff assisted them or simply filled in the forms for them. 

The advice to 'consider your reader' overlooks the fact that the document 

writer also has to consider 'which reader'. Here a decision had to be made 

a bout which of the parent types above should be considered the 'target' 

audience. It seemed that to pitch the documents at the less competent 

members of this reader group (in terms of language and literacy) would 

have involved excessive simplification which would endanger the 

effectiveness of the documents for staff and very likely make them much 

longer in the process. In the end, taking into consideration both parent 

and staff needs, the documents were rewritten with the more literate of 

the parent group in mind. It should be remembered that a version of the 

most complex document, the Health Policy_ was summarised for the 

purposes of translation into the major language groups. 

Diversity of field experience within the reader group 

A related issue here was the likely diversity of field experience within 

groups. There had to be consideration given to how familiar the parent 

group would be with the field of the documents (ie childcare and health 

issues related to childcare) and the technical language related to it. Again it 

was clear that this would vary within the group. Decisions had to be made 

based on information from staff, my own experience as a parent and as a 

user of childcare centres, and my experience with NESB speakers of 

English in education contexts. 

The writer and the relationship between writer and reader 
The advice to 'consider the reader' not only overlooks the complex 

realities of identifying who the reader is. It ignores the fact that the 

document is written by somebody and that it is the relationship between 

this person (the writer) and person he/ she writes to (the reader) that needs 

to be considered. In one sense of course, I was the writer but I was rea fly 
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acting in someone's place. It was important to consider whose place that 

was. Was it the childcare centre staff, or was it the Council department of 

Family and Children's Services? Or was it some anonymous body with 

some higher level responsibility for childcare (eg a government 

authority)? Was the existing sense of writer the appropriate one? Should it 

change? Was the writer the same for all documents? 

In this project, there was the possibility to establish either the childcare 

centre staff or the council department as writers. I saw the choice as an 

important one. Establishing the council department as the writer would 

help to indicate the non-negotiabili ty of the information or instruction. 

This was important in a11 documents, for example in the Health Policy in 

sections relating to the exclusion of children because of sickness or the 

need for compliance with regulations, or in the Authority form relating 

to the importance of completing the form correctly. Establishing the staff 

as writers would foster a closer, more personal exchange of infonnation 

but it was questionable whether this was needed in these documents 

which related to relatively serious health matters and procedures. There 

would have been many other ways in which the staff established such a 

relationship with parents, for example, through day-to-day dealings and 

spoken exchanges. 

Thus it seems more appropriate for plain Eng1ish publications to advise 

writers to consider the intended relationship between the writer and the 

reader than to advise them to think solely of the reader. 

5. 3. 8 Need for compromise 

Compromise is often necessary in the process of rewriting. One must 

balance the gain on one hand with estimated loss on another. For 

example, it is sometimes the case that to say exactly what needs to be said 

to cover the desired content or to serve its purpose requires many more 

words than in the original (eg the Consent form). In one sense this adds to 

the reading demand, especially for NESB readers, but if one does not make 

such a change for this reason, the document will be ineffective in tenns of 

its content and purpose. In the case of the Consent form I made the 

decision in favour of content and purpose, in the knowledge of the way 

this document is used (eg with spoken support from staff). 
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Another example was with the Authority to administer Medication form. 

The redesign makes the form more complex in one sense (eg more tabled 

sections) but it was considered better to make it effective for the staff use 

and centre systems than to make it extremely simple but have it not serve 

its purpose. Another consideration here was the knowledge that parents 

with language or literacy difficulties would be helped by staff, and that 

after an initial period of use, familiarity would fadlitate the process for all 

parents. 

At other times (eg Health Policy) I made a dedsion in favour of economy 

of words, and omitted sections of the text that were of some use, but which 

required complex language and which distracted the reader from more 

important meanings. 

The weighing up of gains and losses is not addressed in conventional 

guidelines. There is no suggestion that there is likely to be any conflict 

between different aspects of the advice given and no consideration given 

to the fact that there might be negative aspects to adherence to certain 

guidelines. 

5. 3. 9 The relevance of generic language rules 

The rewriting process for these documents indicates that if I had been 

working according to the sorts of generic language rules offered in 

conventional plain English guidelines (which I was not), I would have 

found them largely irrelevant (already referred to in 5. 3. 1). 

Firstly, they would have been inappropriate to the types of texts I was 

dealing with. How for example would the common advice to "get straight 

to the point'' or "put the detail at the end", have related to the complex 

organisational demands of the Authon·ty form, or to the fact that there 

were numerous equally important sections of the Health Policy? How 

would advice to ''write it as you would say it" have affected the length of 

the already large Health Policy? 

There were sections of each document where I did make changes similar 

to those in common guidelines (eg changed passive to active) but there 
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were also many sections where I did not. (See 5. 3. 1 3 - 5. 3. 15) The sections 

of documents where such guidelines had some relevance were those 

which were procedural (eg the parent responsibility section of the Health 

Policy, or the sections instructing parents what to do with the document). 

This coinddes with Kiernan's finding that fot1owing plain English 

guidelines is likely to lead to texts which are close to simple lists of 

instructions (discussed 2. 4. 2). 

For each document and for each part of each document I had to make 

decisions about language and organisation, and in each case these were 

based on a consideration in broad terms, of the type of documen� its 

purposes and uses, its subject matter, its audiences and the relationship 

between the writer and these audiences. 

Secondly, as discussed in 5 .3. 2, such guidelines would not have covered 

the wide range of aspects that needed attention in each document. They 

would not for example have helped me deal with unclear meaning, poor 

punctuation, ungrammatical structures, paragraphing problems and so on. 

In many instances, the rewriting of these documents had to do with a 

general clarification of intended meaning at sentence leveL In these 

instances, generic language rules would have been irrelevant. 

In relation to the first issue, guidelines need to acknowledge the existence 

of genres and text-types and where feasible, advice specific to these should 

be developed. In workplaces for example, there should be guideHnes 

developed for Standard Operating Procedures, for forms or for rules (as 

was done by Caldwe11 & Corbett, 1 995). These would be of much greater 

use than 'Style Guides' or guidelines intended for an writing. 

In relation to the second, it is difficult to imagine how such publications 

could address the range of basic writing problems that exist in offidal 

written documents, but perhaps some basic guidelines or some training 

addressing matters of punctuation, sentence structure and the like could 

be of use. My experiences towards the end of this case study related to the 

word-processing of the documents revealed that wordprocessing staff 

would also benefit from such support. 
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In discussing the problem of addressing change in communication 

practice, the Plain English Best Practice project reported on the issue of the 

size and diversity of the employee group in a public sector organisations, 

and the comments are relevant here: 

employees typically oome from diverse backgrounds and writing experiences 

_.(and)_ in the restructured multi-skllled workplace of the 90s, __ the number of 

employees involved in the production of written documents is much greater than in 

the pasLthis exacerbates the potential for inconsistency and presents a cha11enge 

for the modem workplace. 

(Brown & Solomon, 1995, p 18) 

There is no easy answer to this issue but it is important that plain English 

practitioners recognise that the documents they wi11 be working with may 

well be in need of more than rewriting to be appropriate to audience, 

purpose of other aspects of context. 

5. 3. 10 Document purpose 

Detennining purpose is a complex process. In the first place, many 

documents have more than one purpose. For example the Consent form 

had two overt purposes of informing parents about products used and 

requesting and getting their signature as consent. The Health Policy had a 

generally informative function but embedded within it were procedural 

steps to be followed. It also had the broader purpose of educating parents 

about desirable health procedures and precautions. 

Secondly, analysing the original document does not always reveal every 

purpose. The Consent form had a third purpose which was completely 

unaddressed in the originaL That is, it was used to find out about 

children's anergies to particular products (a very common occurrence and 

one of great importance to day to day operations). This purpose or use only 

emerged through questioning of a user of the document (the Liaison 

Officer). When it did emerge, it was taken up very enthusiastically as a 

needed addition. 

Thirdly, while consultation with users about document purpose is 

valuable, quite often it is a difficult process because they can find it difficult 
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to articulate what a document's purpose is. This was particularly the case 

here with the Health Policy The answers to the questions about purpose 

came only with several recasting of questions and prompting. For the 

Consent fonn, it was only after much questioning and confinning of 

answers, that it was revealed that the obtaining of infonnation about 

allergies was in fact a major purpose of the form. 

The usefulness of the broad instruction to 'consider your purpose', like 

that of 'consider your reader' is thus an oversimplification of what is 

involved. There needs to be acknowledgement of the fact that documents 

frequently have more than one purpose, and that considerable 

consultation may be needed to discover these. There also needs to be clear 

Jinks made in guidelines between purpose and organisation. 

5. 3. 1 1  Document use 

It of the utmost importance to ask questions about the use of the 

documents (What is going on as a document is used? When and where is 

it used? What do staff do and say, or what should they do and say as 

documents are used? How does it relate to other centre practices?). Such 

questions are relevant to decisions about the structure of the documents, 

to the language and to the content. 

In some cases in this project, such questions threw light on the document 

purpose, and this then infonned decisions about structure and layout. 

Sometimes this led to the addition of certain content (eg the addition of 

the section on allergies in the Consent fonn). 

lnfonnation about what actually goes on as a document is read or filled in, 

was particularly related to decisions about how spoken or written a 

document, or part of a document, should or could be. This led to the 

choice of certain language features. The Consent document for example 

was very much a written representation of a spoken language exchange 

that occurred between staff and parents. Thus, in the section on allergies in 

the Consent fonn, direct, personal language was used to provide staff with 

the words they could use with parents. 
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Consideration had to be given to how much of this 'spoken' exchange 

should actually be written down. Sometimes information would be better 

given by staff in conversation with parents, but if this same information is 

written into the document it makes it more 1ikely that staff will actually 

say it. In other words, it enforces the system. For example, it was always 

intended that staff ask for and record information about individual 

allergies when they used the Consent form. However, this was nowhere 

on the form, and thus it was possible for this critical practice to be carried 

out very differently by different staff and or even for it not to be done at 

all (Both possibilities were borne out in evidence provided in the 

coordinators' meeting.) 

Information about use sometimes imposed constraints on the rewriting. 

For example, the daily use of the Authority form and the way it was used 

at the sign-in table meant that it could not be more than one page. This 

need related to use, had to be balanced against the desired purpose of 

covering two medications, and led to certain language dedsion such as 

keeping many of the prompts as nominal groups ("Reason for 

medication" rather than "Why does your child need to take this 

medication?") 

How a document is used is an extremely important focus for document 

change, informing many aspects of the rewriting process. A consideration 

of use deserves equal attention to considerations of audience and purpose 

in any plain EngJish guidelines. 

5. 3. 1 2  Relationship to other documents 

It is important to see each document as part of a larger network of 

documents each having a role to play within the organisation or 

department operations. The three documents here were an related in 

some way to the other. Discussion at the coordinators' meeting made this 

very clear, with a number of instances where a focus on one document led 

to suggestions for change in another. For example, discussion of the types 

of products covered by the Consent form and those covered by the 

Authority led to changes in the title of the former. It also led to the 

inclusion, in the Health Policy, of the types of medication that needed an 

Authority form to be fi11ed in. 



Encouraging staff to consider documents in this way rather than as 

isolated entities is useful to the consultation and trialling process. 

5. 3. 13  Technicality 

Technicality was not a major issue in these documents, but there were 

some terms from the field of chi1dcare and health which needed 

consideration in the rewriting process. In each case consideration was 

given to the range and diversity of the parent group's language and 

literacy competence, to the range and diversity of their field knowledge, 

and to the wider context of document use. 
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In some cases the dedsion was made to keep a technical term, and to 

explain it using language resources (eg "tepid sponge" in the Health Policy 

). In this case it was considered likely that many parents would not know 

it However, it was also considered a common word in other health 

contexts (eg advice brochures, spoken advice at medical centres and 

hospitals), and therefore a useful word to know. In other cases, the 

decision was made to use the term and not explain it. The reasons for this 

in one case ("convulsions" in the Health Policy) related to the number of 

words needed to explain the term accurately and the effect this would 

have on text cohesion and the understanding of the main message. In 

another ("abrasions" in the Consent form) the reasons also related to the 

difficulty of explaining the term or finding an accurate non-technical term 

to substitute for it. However, as with "tepid sponge", they also related to 

the belief that the term was a useful one to know. 

In another case ("administe�· in the Authority form) the term was 

abstract as well as technical. In the end the term was retained in both the 

title and body of the form. This was because the alternative "give" was 

considered inaccurate in some instances and the term "administer" 

provided some consistency with the original form. It was also felt that the 

change to comprehension gained by changing this one word would be 

minimal. (See 5. 3. 1 4) 

Oearly therefore the process in relation to technica1ity is not as 

straightforward as sometimes presented in plain EngJish guidelines where 



130 

the advice to "avoid jargon" and "use familiar terms" is often given. It is 

true that a consideration of how fami1iar particular terms wiJJ be is a 

useful starting point. However, the process needs to incJude consideration 

of factors such as those above, and to acknowledge that technical terms 

frequently setve a useful purpose in inducting readers into a field, or 

capturing meanings in a way not possible through non-technical language. 

5. 3. 14 Abstraction 

As discussed above (5. 3. 1 )  abstraction is a major target of plain English 

guidelines. Writers are advised to avoid long noun strings, to use verbs 

not nouns made from verbs, and to generally aim for concrete rather than 

abstract language. Abstraction was an issue to at least some extent in all 

documents. As discussed in 5. 3. 1 1, information about how documents 

were used, such as whether or not they would be supported by spoken 

language, and the role they played in 'enforcing' staff practice Jed to 

particular language choices and many of these related to the appropriate 

degree of abstraction. 

However it was in the Health Policy, that abstraction was an issue of 

major consideration. In this document, the process of determining 

whether or not to reduce abstraction, and then how to reduce it, was not a 

straightforward one. 

In the Health Policy, decisions about the appropriate level of abstraction 

for the document as a whole were based initially on consideration of the 

largely informative purpose of the document and the language and 

literacy competence of the parent group. They were also based on 

infonnation about its use, that is primarily as a reference document at 

home, but with brief spoken guidance at enrolment interview to point out 

and expl ain important sections. These considerations Jed, on the whole, to 

a considerable reduction in abstraction, frequently by the deletion of whole 

sentences or whole cJauses. It was felt that the document was written more 

as a formal bureaucratic policy document for reference by the organisation 

than as a procedural informative document written for parents. 

Another consideration was that as part of the rewriting process we had 

prepared a summary of the document which was to be translated into the 
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major parent language groups. This fact meant that it was not necessary to 

eliminate abstract language altogether. Parents with significant language 

or literacy difficulties in English would be able to read translations. 

The decision of whether or not to reduce abstraction at a particular point 

in the document was never as simple as substituting a concrete word for 

an abstract or changing a nominalisation to a verb. The rationale for 

changes to the Health Policy given in Chapter 4 gives examples of some of 

the considerations. One example is given here to highlight the complexity 

of the process. 

Sometimes for example it seemed desirable to use a less abstract tenn, but 

it was difficult to find one that was also accurate. For example for 

"minimise" the words "lessen" "reduce" or "stop" were possibilities. 

However "lessen" "reduce" were no less abstract and were not accurate, 

and "stop" was a more congruent, concrete word but totally inaccurate. In 

the light of this, the alternative was to convert the whole clause into more 

spoken language. For example one could write "doing everything we can 

to stop infection from spreading". This had no abstract words but was 

longer and mvolved a complex clause structure. Another possibility was 

'bemg careful about cleanliness", but this did not have the same meaning. 

It covered only one way to minimise the risk of infection spreading and 

so more text would have had to have been added about other health 

strategies to cover the same meaning. 

The process brings into question the usefulness of the word-level focus of 

the plain English rules which target a bstraction. If one did make a decision 

to substitute "stop" for "minimise", for example, i t  is debatable whether 

changing this word would significantly affect a parent reader's 

comprehension of the meaning of the whole clause. The word level focus 

of guidelines targeting abstraction ignores both the complexity of the 

writing process and the reading process. A more useful approach seems to 

be to acknowledge abstraction as functional in certain contexts and texts, 

and to weigh up the advantages and disadvantages of abstract language for 

each document as a whole, and at each point in the writing or rewriting of 

that document 
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5. 3. 15 Personality 

Making documents more personal and direct is perhaps the most widely 

known feature of conventional plain English guidelines. Using personal 

pronouns and avoiding the passive voice are usua11y advised Some of 

the dangers involved in this emphasis have already been discussed (5_ 2. 

1 )_ The process of document change in this project indicates others. It 

shows that such advice needs to be treated with caution, and that there are 

frequently very good reasons not to make a text or part of a text more 

personal. In the documents examined in this project, the following issues 

arose_ 

Firstly, the use of the passive allows the theme position of a clause to be 

occupied by critical content words_ This was the case in the " Most 

Important" section of the Health Policy For example "no medication" in 

"No medication (prescription or non-prescription) can be given unless all 

information is provided ____ "; "non-prescription medicine" in "Non-

prescription medicine \-vill only be given ____ " ; and, "a doctors certificate" 

in "A doctors certificate is required ___ " _  Using the active voice in these 

sentences would have lessened the focus on these key words, because of 

their shift to Rheme position. 

Secondly, there is frequently a need for information to appear non

negotiable_ In the previous example the passive constructions aided in this 

also. The active voice would have necessitated personal pronouns (''we" 

and "you") and the procedures referred to would have appeared more 

negotiable. We can compare these active voice alternatives: "We cannot 

give your child medication unless you give all the necessary infonnation 

and sign and date the Medication Authority Form", and "we can only give 

your child non-prescription medicine for two (2) days ___ or "We need a 

doctor's certificate for any long-term medication." 

The need for non-negotiability throughout was also one of the reasons for 

using the third person rather than the first person to refer to staff_ This 

allowed the originator of the document to be established as the council 

rather than individual staff members. As discussed in 5. 3. 5 this was seen 

to be important The major staff concern about all three documents was 

that parents did not understand their overa11 importance_ Some of this 
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lack of understanding was no doubt related to Jack of comprehension of 

the actual document wording, and this was considered in a11 points of the 

rewriting. However, given their concern that the documents be seen to be 

important, it seemed necessary to maintain an authoritative tone 

throughout, and one way of doing this was by indicating that the 

document was written by council rather than by individual staff. 

Thirdly, it is not always the case that the same level of personality will be 

appropriate in all parts of the document. For example in the Health Policy 

using "we" and "you" throughout the whole document would effect a 

change in focus from a policy (setting down what occurs) to a procedure 

for the parents to follow, but as shown in the examples above, this was not 

useful in the establishment of non-negotiable procedures. However 

personal pronouns and the active voice was appropriate in dearly 

procedural parts of the documents and in parts where there was a desire 

for a closing of the distance and a sense of cooperation to be established (eg 

at the opening and closing of the Health Policy). 

Fourthly, using "we" and "you" can lead to clumsy constructions. For 

example, where there are more than two participants in a noun group (eg 

"·-· of children, families and staff"). While ''your children" would have 

been more personal it would make the construction of the remainder of 

the noun group longer and less straightforward (''your children, your 

family and other families, and staff"). 

Fifthly, the consistent use of "we" and ''you" and the active voice 

throughout a long informative text such as the Health Policy can mean 

that these personal participants become the focus of the text rather than 

the procedures and information. That is personalising the text puts at risk 

the information focus often reguired for document success. 

Fina11y, it is sometimes desirable to assign a process to an anonymous 

actor or at least to create some distance between the actor and the process. 

This is especiaBy the case where this process could be seen as negative (eg 

excluding children from the centre in case of i11ness in the Health Policy ) 

The writer needs to carefu11y consider how personal the text should be, 

and the effect that personal language will have on the text, rather than 
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adopt a personal direct language as a matter of course. Again, an 

acknowledgement of the functiona hty of impersonal language structures 

is important in plain English guidelines. 

5.4 

5. 4. 1 

Fmdings emerging from Stage 4: Trialling and 
Evaluation 

Trialling 

An effective way to trial documents that guide organisation operations is 

by using them for a period. This accommodates the complexity created by 

the existence of two user groups or audiences for the documents. While 

the trialling in this study was far from ideal it revealed useful information 

not gained from earlier consultation. It would have been useful in this 

case to provide focus questions to guide the trial for both groups. 

Unfortunately, this was only able to be done for the staff group. 

Th1s method is less useful however where documents are for private 

reading rather than public use (eg the Health Policy). In these cases, a 

comprehension based procedure such as those used by Penman (1 992, 

1 993) seems desirable, if cost and time allows. 

It would have been useful to collect filled in forms at the end of this trial 

period to examine the sorts of errors that occurred. I feel sure that there 

would have been errors and misunderstandings evident. It is doubtful 

however whether there would have been a complete solution through 

rewritmg to all instances of error that may have occurred. As Siess says: 

Our explorabon mto communication theory begins from the propositions that 

communicahon is always partially ineffective, potentially wasteful and in some 

degree beyond the control of the ind1vtdual or organisation ..... . If there is any fmn 

pred1chon that can be made about the communication prcx:ess, it is that any message 

will be misunderstood by someone somewhere .. " (1985, p 5) 

While this view may seem particularly negative, I believe it is a much 

more realistic one than the view implied by conventional plain English 

guidelines. The impression given by many plain English guidelines and 
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many anecdotes of plain English practice is that a writer can always write a 

text so that it will be understood by the intended reader, whoever they 

might be and with whatever language and literacy experience and 

competence they might have. Given the complexities of the rewriting 

process out1ined in this case study including those of determining just 

who that reader is (5. 3. 7), and ascertaining the actual comprehension 

needs of the reader group (5. 2. 2), such an achievement is clearly unlikely 

in most situations. This is especially so where large groups of diverse 

readers use documents which also serve to implement organisational 

procedures, as was the situation at Liverpool City Council. 

While it is a worthy goal, it needs to be recognised that it  is often 

impracticable, because of a range of other considerations involved in the 

writing or rewriting process. 

Evaluation 

A productive way to evaluate documents is through spoken discussion. 

The evaluation meeting with staff for this project was extremely useful 

despite the constraints outlined in Chapter 4. In light of the amount of 

discussion and the detail covered it seems unlikely that the same outcome 

could have been achieved through a written survey. 

It needs to be recognised however that the most likely focus for such 

evaluative procedures with organisational staff is broad issues of use and 

purpose and relationshi p  with wider systems of operation rather than the 

wording (as discussed in 5. 3. 5 re consultation). Such knowledge is 

important for any external consultant involved in such evaluative 

processes. 

Evaluation processes which ask whether documents are "clear" or "easy to 

use" (such as in the Parent Evaluation prepared by Children's Services 

Appendix 1 0) may have some use with public users of documents, where 

time for evaluation is short. However, the fact that parents positively 

evaluated documents which contained some relatively major errors (parts 

left out, spelling. punctuation) indicates that this use is limited. 
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The findings of the case study support the views expressed in earlier 

writing in regard to the complexity of the process of plain English. The 

case study provides documentation of the process in all its aspects, and in 

so doing indicates that this complexity exists at several interrelated levels. 

At the level of the organisational management, there is for example the 

very significant issue of possibly conflicting plain English goals because of 

the current attention to plain English as a marketing device. There is also 

the question of whether or not a plain English initiative has 'top- down' 

and organisation-wide commitment, and what this may mean if it does 

not. 

At the level of staff who use the documents, there is the importance of 

consultation with staff and the issue of organising the most useful way to 

do this. Another issue at this level is the practical constraints on this 

process, including the reliance on key individuals in the document 

rewriting process and in practical, procedural matters. 

At the level of document change itse1f, there are range of issues that come 

to light. Firstly there are general issues such as the length and complexity 

of the rewriting process itself, and the \vide range of documents identified 

by organisations as in need of plain English. Both of these raise questions 

about the relevance of plain English guidelines which essentially focus on 

the sentence rather than the text, and which overwhelmingly target 

document complexity. 

Secondly there are the more specific issues such as the complexity of the 

process of considering the reader - the maxim of most plain English advice 

and undoubtedly an important aspect of the writing process; and the 

difficulty of d etermining the need for document revision in terms of 

increased comprehension for this reader group. There is the parallel 

complexity of considering purpose, and the related importance of 

considering the use of the d ocument, and furthermore, this use in relation 

to other documents. There is also the issue of the need for compromise 

and balance between all factors for consideration, and the acceptance of the 
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fact that 'trade-offs' between two or more aspects may sometimes need to 

occur. 

Thirdly, in terms of the traditional targets for plain English - technicality, 

abstraction and impersonality -the case study shows that the conventional 

guidelines are of little use, and that in practice there are a range of 

contextual and linguistic reasons to either use or not use such language. 

Further, it shows that it is not even as simple as this. That is it is not a case 

of 'use' or 'not use', but a case of considering the document as a whole 

within its context of use and then making choices about issues of 

technicality, abstraction and personality j impersonality as such issues arise 

in the document. As outlined in Chapter 4, an approach which considers 

such linguistic features as functional in many contexts and texts, and 

which leads writers to consider the language resources available to control 

these, is a more useful one in practice. 

Overall the detail shows that the process is not only a very complex one, 

but one which necessitates a good deal of compromise in reality. This 

compromise related to linguistic decisions has already been referred to, but 

there other compromises too related to the reality of the organisational 

processes and the less than complete information that one often has to 

work with. Here, the trialling and evaluation processes are a prime 

example. At the end of the period of the case study, Uverpool City Council 

ended up with three documents which by available indicators are better 

than the originals, but it is not the case that these three documents are 

ideal for all readers, and for all aspects of every context in which they will 

be read and used. 

5. 6 Condusion 

The overall finding of the case study is that in real-life implementations of 

document change, the sorts of guidelines offered by the majority of plain 

English publications are an oversimplification of what goes on, and that 

this renders them irrelevant. One might say that this is reason not to be 

concerned about them, but this is not so. The continued emphasis on 

simple, personal, informal writing has the potential to mislead all writers 

but especia11y less experienced writers within organisations, and 
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unfortunately, these are frequently the target for plain English training. It 

also has the potential to misdirect the emphasis of plain English 

initiatives from its traditional and laudable goals of increased 

comprehension and document accessibility to the image and marketing 

oriented goals of modem organisations. 

It is also to be remembered that while such guidelines were irrelevant for 

me in this process, (and others such as those examined by Huckin et al, 

1 986), there are writers who do appear to be following them (as shown in 

Kiernan's linguistic analysis, 1 988). In some of these instances of use, this 

adherence to conventional guidelines would appear to be for no ultimate 

gain in comprehension (as shown by Penman, eg 1 990, 1 992). In others, it 

would appear to be in contexts where they may not be appropriate and 

where they may lead to significant differences in meaning between the 

original and plain English versions (eg Nevile's research, 1990). 

A final consideration is the amount of energy and funding, both private 

and public, that is directed to the many publications that contain these 

guidelines. It would be more useful for these writers to direct their 

energies towards the reality of document change, as exemplified by this 

case study. 

More detailed research is necessaty in a range of areas. From within the 

traditional plain English movement, there is a need to Jet go of the 

assumption that plain English processes are successful and instead to 

thoroughly examine practices. There is a need to support claims made 

about the application of conventional guidelines with real evidence of 

comprehension gain, and to document and analyse just what it is that 

practitioners are doing in the name of plain English. This documentation 

needs to cover what happens between the 'before' and 'after' document 

versions we typica1ly see in plain English publications. It needs to address 

not only the language changes that follow the guidelines, but those that do 

not. Research into comprehension gain must also address the cost of this 

gain in tenns of organisational needs and purposes and the complexities 

of balancing the two. 

From 'outside' the movement, from those who already have alternative 

views on the process of document change, there needs to be further 
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research into and documentation of these alternative processes. This 

should address the same issues as any research from within the 

movement (as described above). There also needs to be examination of the 

wider organisational factors involved in the process. 

Finally, it is crudal for the results of such research to find their way into 

publications aimed at the workplace and the wider community. There are 

undoubtedly some positive consequences of presenting plain English as a 

simple process of fo1lowing the rules - espeda11y in terms of the impetus it 

provides to encourage organisations to at least start looking at their 

documents. The attractiveness of this simplicity must be kept in mind in 

any attempts to present something closer to the real picture of complexity 

that plain English implementation involves. It seems timely to shift 

towards this real picture in both research and guidelines. 
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APPEN DIX 1 

Advertisement placed in Sydney Morning Herald (12 March, 1994): 

EDmNG & DESIGN CONrRACT 
Expressions of Interest Required 

IICI IXXlMJ'I IS Liverpool Cicy C<;>uncil 
READER needs to have the5e sticken 

FRIENDLY an all of 'Our important 

'0 
documents. If you have the 
skills to help rewrite and 

- L -
design the material our cus-

-� tomer.; describe as ··reader 
unfriendly'', please contact: 

The Mari<;eting Manager, uverpool Ctty Counctl 
1 Hoxton Pari<; Road. LIVerpool NSW 2170 

or phone (02) B2 I 9396 

I I 



APPE NDIX 2a 

From Expression of Interest sent to liverpool City Cmrncil (22 March, 1994): 

STRATEGIES REIA TED TO THE IMPLEMENTATION OF PlAIN EN GUSH 

The approach taken reflects the view that Plain English is not simply to do 

with rewriting documents and that this needs to be reflected in the number of 

strategies that need to be employed. 

While these will depend very much on the particular situation, they might 

include : 

• Investigation of the broad organisational context within which the 

need for new or revised documents has emerged. 

• Identification of the communication contexts and relevant documents 

in the organisation 

Plain English is relevant to all the many and varied communication 

contexts within an organisation. This includes both contexts related to 

communication within the orga nisation and communication with the 

public. 

• Research into the effectiveness of these documents. 

This would include identifying the range of factors that contribute to 

successful communication of written information in the organisation. 

Some of these factors may go beyond the language and design of the 

document and may include factors such as the location of the 

document itself. 

• Rewriting and mailing of severa1 key documents. 

Documents in which the language is inappropriate, would be rewritten. 

These rewritten versions would need to be tested to see whether they 

could be understood by the users of the document. 



• 

• 

• 

• 

Training of writers . 

Writers of documents, whether employees of the organisation or 

contracted individuals, may need some training to ensure a uniform 

approach to the task 

The development of checklists of language and design features of 

pama.alar text types to guide the writing of effective dcx:uments. 

Ongoing monitoring of the effectiveness of written communication . 

Provision of additional assistance to NESB and ESB employees with 

minimal literacy skiDs (if overall project includes written 

communication within the organisation). 

Thts asststance might comprise literacy classes or the inclusion of a 

focus on written documents in mainstream training. 



APPE N D I X  2b 

From Expression of Interest sent to liverpool City Coundl (22 March, 1994): 

PRINCIPLES UNDERLYING THE PROCESS OF WRITING AND 

REWRITING DOCUMENTS 

The actual process of writing and rewriting documents reflects the following 

beliefs: 

• 

• 

Plain English is writing which is appropriate to a particular context. 

There is no one "nonnal" or "everyday" language. There is no one way 

to go about writing or rewriting a document. 

Language and culture are linked. Language is constantly changing as it 

responds to cultural and social factors. New contexts and concerns -

new purposes, new audiences, new subject matter and new modes of 

written and spoken communication - have given rise to the need for 

new documents and revisions of old documents. Plain English is a 

reflection of these changes. 

• A document woru because it is written with a consideration of context 

in the broadest meaning of the word: 

its purpose (primarily reflected in the organisation of the text 

and in layout and design features) 

the topic or content in relation to its purpose and the reader 

(primarily reflected in the appropriate level of specialised or 

technical language) 

the relationship between the reader and the writer in relation to 

its purpose (primarily reflected in the appropriate level of 

personal language) 

where, when and how it is going to be used (primarily reflected 

in the appropriate level of abstract language). 



• Writing is a process. Attention and time devoted to that process wi11 

lead to more effective documents. 

• Writing in general serves a different function from speaking. Ths 

difference needs to be recognised during the implementation of Plain 

Eng1ish. 



APPEN DIX 3 

Questions prepared for initial meeting with Marketing Project Officer with 
responsibility for reader-friendly project, and the Children's Liaison Officer, 
senior officer of Family and Ouldren's Services Department (24 May, 1995): 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

What do you see as wrong with the documents and fonns? 

What are your expectations for the revised documents? 

Who are the main users of the forms, of po1icy and other documents? 
Parents? Staff members? 

Does the staff member fill in forms for the parent or does the parent do 
i t ?  

What happens when parents have language or literacy problems? 

What legal requirements relate to the documents? 

Are there any existing standards regarding layout? 

Are there many non-English speaking background employees? Is this 
an issue/problem? 



APPE N D IX 4 

Questions prepared to guide meeting with a childcare centre coordinator (31 

May, 1994): 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

What are the purposes of each of these documents? 

Is there more than one purpose for some? 

How are the documents used? (eg when/ where are they given out or 
picked up, what happens when they are given in, are they used by 
parents in presence of staff?) 

Who are the audiences - what are the language groups of parents who 
use the centre? 

Do you see a need for translations of any documents? 

Which documents cause most problems for parents? Which parts of 
documents do parents have most problems with? What is the nature of 
the problem /what misunderstandings occur7 

Is information in these documents also in other documents eg 
posters/notices on nobceboard? 

Which mode (spoken or written) do they think gets most information 
across (and where and when)? 



APPENDIX 5 

Original documents 

a) Health Policy 

� Consent for Non-Prescription Medications 

c) Authority to Administer Medication 



LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 
FAMILY AND CIDLDREN'S SERVICES 

HEALTH POLICY 

The provision of a safe and healthy environment is essential .  No amount of good 
curriculum planning or positive staff-child interaction can com�J1S<!te for an environment 
that is dangerous for children. High quality early childhood services act to prevent 
illness, accidents and are prepared to deal with emergencies that may occur and also 
facilitate children's learning about safe and healthy practices. 

This policy should cover all aspects of health such as infectious diseases, medication, 
emergencies and prevention of infection. It will be implemented throughout the day to 
day routine of the day. 

To ensure the health and safety of children, families and staff is protected and enhanced. 

Objectives 

1 .  Promote the health and well being of all children and staff in the service. 

2. .Minimjse the risk of spreading infections. 

3 .  Provide consistent pre-determined steps for staff to follow with sick children. 

4 .  Minimise the disadvantages to families with sick children. 

l\1EDICA TION 

It is the parents responsibility to ensure that: 

a) All the required information eg: amount, name of medicine,dosage rate and time 
regarding medication is written down clearly on the Medication Authority form 
and signed by the parent. 

b) All medication is clearly labelled with the child's mane. 

c) All medication is in its original bottle and use by date has not occurred. 

d) The amount instructed to be administered is the same as stated on the label, unless 
verified in writing by the child's doctor. 

e) All medication is given to a staff member to place in a designated storage area. 



Cont. . .  

f) A message is noted on the daily sign in/out sheet alerting staff to the fact that the 
child is on medication. 

g) No medications to be left in the child's bag or locker. 

NO l\1EDICA TION IS TO BE GIVEN UNLESS ALL INFORMATION IS 
PROVIDED ON THE l\1EDICATION AUTHORITY AND IS SIGNED AND DATED 
BY THE PARENT/GUARDIAN. 

It is the staff's responsibility to ensure that: 

a) Upon beginning a shift, staff read the sign in/out sheet to confirm if any children 
are to have medication. 

b) All information regarding medication has been written clearly m the medication 
authority sheet and signed by the parent. 

c) All hygiene care is taken before and after administering medication:-

1 )  hands are washed. 

2) containers are clean before use. 

3) containers are washed with hot water after use. 

d) That the child is informed of the fact that they are to have medicine in a safe and 
canng manner 

e) Medication Authority sheet is signed by the staff administering medication and 
witnessed by another staff. 

Please remember every parent has a responsibility towards their child as well as all the 
other children and staff at the centre. So please consider their well-being. 



Contagious Di�eases 

There are many childhood contagious diseases that occur in a children's service and these 
spread rapidly . In order to keep these to a minimum the following health guidelines are 
implemented. 

1 .  If a child is suspected of having a contagious disease the parents or legal guardian 
will be notified immediately. 

2. The parent or guardian will immediately collect the child and seek medical 
opinion . 

3. If the child does have a contagious disease, the N.S.W Department of health 
guidelines will be adhered to. A doctor's cenificate stating that the child 1s no 
longer contagious will be required before the child can return to the service. 

4. If the child does not have a contagious disease a Doctor's certificate will still be 
neo....ded stating the fact clearly . 

Beside the exclusion periods on the Depanment of Health Contagious Diseases refere!1ce 
guide. The following guidelines will be implemented. 

BRONCHITlS . . .  Exclude until appropriate treatment 1s g1ven and the child IS feeling 
well. 

COLD (Severe) . . .  C hildren with a severe cold, e.g with a fever and runny nose are best 
excluded for their own well being. The child will be readmitted when well. 

CONJUNCTIVITlS . . .  Children suffering from this will be excluded until the discharge 
has stopped. (When. a child is found to have a yellow discharge from their eye, the 
paren.t will be contacted so that the child can be collected as soon as possible) . 

DIARRHOEA . . . Excluded until 24 hours after last bout of diarrhoea and or until child is 
fully recovered. (When a child is known to have experienced 2 diarrhoea motions parents 
will be contacted and the child is to be collected as soon as possible). 

�"'D FOOT �'ID MOUTH DISEASE . . . Exclude until all blisters have dried. 

INFLUL'\TZA (Flu) . . .  Exclude until appropriate medical treatment is given and the child 
is feeling well. 



Cont. . . 

RASHES . . .  Children with itchy skin rashes and who are scratching must be excluded until 
a medical certificate is received stating that the rash is non-infectious. 

V01\11TING . . .  Excluded until 24 hours after last bout of vomiting and the child is fully 
recovered. (After a child has vomited at the Centre, parents will be contacted, if a child 
vomits again, parents will be contacted and expected to collect child as soon as possible). 

WORMS . . . Excluded until appropriate medical treatment is given and the child is feeling 
well. Family should also be treated. 

Pare;�ts are to notify the se;vice of any infectious disease. All other parents will be 
notified of this in a manner which will not prejudicial the rights of the individual child or 
staff concerned. 

NOl'-PRESCRIPTION MEDICATION 

All over the counte=- medication will only be given to a child for two (2) days, after this 
time a letter from the c�d's doctor is required. (Wrine;� permission from parent as 
required in Medication Policy is needed. 

Parents are required to monitor their c!1ild at home for the first 24 hours whc:-1 their child 
is on a course of antibiotics. 

LONG TER\1 MEDICATION 

A doctor's cenificate will be required every three (3) months for any long term 
medication. 



Cont. . .  

HIGH TEMPERATURE 

Normal body temperature for a child is between 36 degrees and 37.2 degrees centigrade. 
A child with a temperature above 37.2 will be considered to have a high temperature and 
the following guidelines will be followed: 

1 .  The parent of guardian will be notified immediately by telephone. 

2. The child will be given a tepid sponge . 

3 .  The parent may give permission for staff to administer an age appropriate dose of 
paracetarnol based drug. e .g  Panadol. This verbal permission must be given to 
two staff to confl.ITI1 the directions were given . 

4. If despite the tepid sponging and the administration of paracetamol the child's 
temperature continues to increase staff will monitor the child's temperature and 
record it every fifteen ( 15) minutes and infonn the parent.  

5. If the child' s  tempe:ature is over 40 degrees, it  may convulse and this is  very 
dangerous. If a parent is unable to collect the child and if no decrease in the 
child's temperature is evident, staff may call an ambulanc� to transpon the child to 

hospital quickly, if the pare:1t is unable to do so. Any ambulance costs are to be 
paid by the parent/ guardian. 

SICK CHILDR.Ei� 

If the co-ordinator or a senior staff person considers any child too sick to remain at the 
service. Parents must consider that decision as final. Parents must make arrangeme:1ts to 

then collect the child as scan as possible. 

ACCIDENTS 

All parents will be informed of accidents that occur to their child. A register of all 
ac:idents de!ailing the time, circumstances, treatment administe:ed and staff in anendanc� 
at the time accident is recorded. 



CONCLUSION 

This health policy has attempted to cover the issues and measures relating to health and 
the prevention of infection. The services does not have the staff or the facilities to cater 
for-

-
sick children. We understand how difficult it is for working parents to sometimes 

leave work, so please ensure the centre is provided with an alternative care giver i f  
possible. This policy was developed to minimise frustration and confusion and provide a 
consistent procedure for staff. 

By helping the service to observe good health standards you will be protecting your child 
and the other children and staff in the service. 

As can be seen this health policy has attempted to cover the issues and measures to be 
taken if a child is sick while attending the service, as part of the conditions of enrolment 
this consent form has to be signed. 

Thank you for your co-operation. 



I . . • • . . . . . . . . . . . . . . • . . . . . • • . . • .  have read the Health Policy and understand that these 

procedures will be carried out by the staff if . . . . . . • . . . • • . • . . • • . . . . . . . . . . . .  is considered 

sick, while attending the service. I understand that the Director or Senior staff can, 

if they are concerned, ask for the child to be taken to seek a medical opinion. 

SI<i�: ............................. . I>��: • • . . . . • . • . • • . . • . • . . •  



l l VtRPOOL CITY COUNCIL 

FAMILY AND CHIIIDREN'S SERVICES 

CONSENT 

FOR NON PRESCRIPTION MEDICATIONS 

I give pennission for the staff of-----------

to apply the following when oecessay: 

1 .  Application of antiseptic creams, lotions, bandaids or dressings after minor cuts 
and abrasions are as follows: 

Applie2.tions of prcpa.."O.tions to prevent nappy rash when nappy changing are as 
follows: 

Applications of l 5  + Su!'l cream on a regular basis when�vcr children are outside 
tn acccrdar.ce with Liverpool City Council's Sun Protection Policy 

PARENT$ SIGNATURE 

Date: 
c: \ user\standard\consent. med 



LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 

FAMILY AND ClllLDREN'S SERVICES DEPARTMENT 

AUTHORITY TO ADMINISTER MEDICATION 

NA�� OF CENTRE----------------------------------------------

I ------------------------give permission to the mff of 

-------------------------to administer medication to:-

CmLD'S NAME------------------------------------------------

Type of Medicationflotionfcream 

Rea,on _____________________________________________________________ __ 

Name of Prescribing Doctor ---------------------------------

Phone Number ----------------------------------------

Dosage --- Tm1� ------------------------------------------

Special InsuuctJons (where to be applied if cream)------------------...;._------

PMen� Signarure __________________________________________________ _ 

l\arne of Siaff rec�iving Ut'\ttucrions ----------------------------

S ignarure of staff rec�iving instructions -----------------------------------

AD�Ut'aSTPv\ TION OF MEDTCATION 

DATE SIGN ATCRE OF PARENT GJ.VE� W.{ TIME 

I 
I 

N.B.  This form rcla�ed to one kind of medication for however many days that particular 
rr.edicacion is requir�d. 

Additional forms will be required for additional medication being administet"ed at the same 
time. 



APPEN DIX 6 

Documents as they were at the end of Stage 3, step 4, that is after consultation 
in Stages 1 to 3 with Marketing staff, Uaison Officer and one centre 
coordinator, but before wider consultation via the centre coordinators' 
meeting: 

a) Health Polley 

1i Consent for Non-Prescription Medications 

cJ Authority to Administer Medication 



LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 

FAMILY AND CHILDREN'S SERVICES 

HEALTH POLICY 

These pages contain important information about the health policy and 
procedures at your child's centre. 

We ask you to read them carefully, and if you have any questions, to 
discuss these with staff at the centre. 

We also ask you to sign the consent form at the end of the policy. 

INTRODUCTION 

Liverpool City Council Family and Children's Services believes that providing a safe and 
healthy environment for your child is essential. 

It is our aim to ensure that the health and safety of children, families and staff is protected. 

We will do this by 

• promoting the health and well being of all children and staff in the service 
• minimising the risk of spreading infections 
• providing consistent steps for staff to follow with sick children 
• minimising the difficulties for families with sick children 
• keeping parents* informed of the health procedures followed. 

The purpose of this health policy is provide consistent health and safety procedures for 
staff and to inform parents about these procedures. 

The policy covers procedures to do with 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

medication 
high temperatures 
sick children 
accidents and emergencies 
contagious diseases and the prevention of infection . 

'parents' refers also to legal guardians 



MEDICATION 

The infonnation in this section applies to both prescription and non-prescription (over-the
counter) medication. 

Parent responsibilities 

As a parent it is your responsibility to: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

complete the Medication Aurhoriry form , that is, fill in clearly all the necessary 
information such as name of medicine and dosage (how much and how often) and 
si go the form 

give medication to a staff member. Do not leave it in the child's bag or locker . 

label all medication with the child's name . 

ensure that all medication is in its original bottle and the 'use by' date has not passed 

provide a letter from the child's doctor to explain any difference between the dosage 
stated on the label and the dosage the parent says to give the child 

inform staff that the child is on medication by leaving a message on the Daily Sign 
In/Our sheer . 

MOST IMPORTANT: 

• No medication ( prescription or non-prescription) can be given unless all 
information is  provided on the Medication Authority form and this 
form is signed and dated by the parent/guardian. 

• Non-prescription medication will only be give to a child for two (2) days. 
After this time a letter from the child's doctor is required. 

• Parents are required to keep their child at home for the first 24 hours when their 
child is on a course of antibiotics, and to watch their progress. 

• A doctor's certificate is required every three (3) months for any long-term 
medication. 

Staff responsibilities 

It is the staffs responsibility to ensure that: 

• upon beginning a shift, they read the Daily Sign In/Out sheet to check if any 
children are to have medication 

• all information regarding medication has been written clearly in the Medicalion 
Aurhority form and signed by the parent 

• all hygiene care is taken before and after administering medication. That is 

bands are washed 
containers are clean before use 
containers are washed with hot water after use 

• the child is informed in a caring manner that they are to be given medicine 

• the Medication Authority form is signed by the staff administering medication and 
witnessed by another staff member. 



IDGH TEMPERATURE 

Normal body temperature for a child is between 36 and 37.2 degrees Centigrade (or 96 
and 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit). If a child bas a temperature above 37.2 degrees Centigrade 
the foll owing guidelines will be followed: 

• the parent or guardian will be notified i mmediately by telephone 

• tbe ch.ild will  be gi ven a tepid sponge . That is. the dtild's clothes will be Laken off 
(except underwear) and he/she will be given a lukewarm wash with a flannel or 
sponge 

• the parent may give permission over the telephone for staff to give the child a 
paracetamol based drug eg Panadol, in a dosage appropriate for the child's age. 
Th.is verbal permission must be given to two staff members. TbJs is to confirm that 
the parent has, in fact, given this permission 

• if, despite the tepid sponging and the paracetamol , the child's tempera lUre conli nue_ 
to increase, staff w i ll monitor the child's temperature. record it eveT) fifteen ( 1 5 >  
minutes and inform the parent 

• if the parent is unable to collect the ch ild, and if there is no decrease i o the chj I d's 
temperature, staff may call an ambulance to take the child to hospital. Thi step I S  
taken because of the danger of convulsions. If a ch.ild's temperature i s  over 40 
degrees, i t  may convulse and t.b.is is very dangerous. (Any ambulance cost are to 
be prud by the parent .) 

SICK C H ILDREN 

If the co-ordinator or a senior staff person considers any child too sick to remaj n  at the 
centre, parents must consider that decision final. Parents must make arrangements to collect 
the child as soon as possi ble. 

The centre does not have the staff or the facilities to cater for sick cru ldren. Staff understand 
how difficult it is sometimes for working parents to leave work. It i very important. 
therefore, that parents provide the centre with the name of an alternative care gi" er if at all 
possi bl e. 

ACCIDENTS AND EMERGENCIES 

Parents will  be informed of any accidents that happen to their child. A register of al l  
accidents is kept recording 

the time 
the circumstances 
the treatment administered. and 
the staff in anendance at the time of the accident. 

In an accident or emergency. every effort will  be made to contact a child's parent before 
any further action is taken. 



CONTAGIOUS DISEASES 

Contagious diseases are common in children 5 years of age aod under. These di ease can 
spread very, very quickly i n  a children's centre. To prevent this. the following procedure 
will be followed:. 

• if a child is suspected of having a contagious disease the parent will be nottfied 
immediately 

• the parent will  be asked to immediately collect the child and seek a doctor's opmion 

• if the child does have a contagious disease, the N.S.W. Department of HeaJth 
guidelines will be followed. A doctor's certificate statjng that the child is no longer 
contagious will be required before the child can return to the centre. 

• if the child does not have a contagious disease, a doctor's certificate will slill be 
needed stating this fact clearly. 

Below are the guidelines the centre follows for some common contagious disease or their 
symptoms. 

These guidelines relate to 
the time children must be kept out of the centre (exclusion periods), and 
what happen s  if staff find a child has the disease while at the centre. 



Bronchitis: 
Children will be excluded until medical treatment is given and the child is feeling well. 

Cold (severe): 
Children with a very heavy cold (eg with a fever and runny nose), are best excluded for 
their own well being. The child will be re-admitted when well. 

Conjunctivitis: 
Children will be excluded until the discharge from the eye has stopped. Wben a child at the 
centre is found to have a yellow discharge from their eye, the parent will be contacted so 
that the child can be collected as soon as possible. 

Diarrhoea: 
Children will be excluded until 24 hours after the last bout of diarrhoea and or until child is 
fully recovered. When a child at the centre is known to have experienced 2 diarrhoea 
motions, parents will be contacted so that the child can be collected as soon as possible. 

Hand, foot and mouth disease: 
Children will be excluded until all blisters have dried. 

Head lice: 
Children will be excluded until they have received treatment. As soon as they receive 
treatment, they may return to the centre, but the condition will be watched closely by staff. 
Wben a child at the centre is found to have head lice, he/she will be isolated from the other 
children and the parent will be contacted, so that the child can be collected as soon as 
possible. 

Influenza (flu): 
Children will be excluded until medical treatment is given and the child is feeling well. 

R ashes : 
Children with itchy skin rashes and who are scratching will be excluded until a medical 
certificate is received saying that the rash is non-infectious. 

Vomiting: 
Children will be excluded until 24 hours after the last bout of vomiting and the child is fully 
recovered. After a child has vomited at the centre, parents will be contacted; if a child 
vomits again, parents will be contacted again and expected to collect the child as soon as 
possible. 

Worms: 
Children will be excluded until appropriate medical treatment is given and the child is 
feeling well. The child's whole family should also be treated. 

Parents are asked to notify the centre if their child has a contagious disease. Staff will then 
inform all other parents that the disease is in the centre. They will do this in a way that 
protects the identity of the child. 



Thank you for your cooperation in helping the centre observe good health standards. By 
doing this, you will be protecting your own child and the other children and staff in the 
centre. 

We ask you now to fill in the consent form below. This consent is  a condition of 
enrolment. 

I 

• 

• 

• 

CONSENT FORM 

have read the Health Policy. 

I understand that these procedures will be carried out by the staff if 
is considered sick, while attending the centre. 

I understand that the Coordinator or senior staff cap, when 
concerned about my child's health, ask for the child to be taken to 
seek a medical opinion. 

., 
I also understand that the staff may seek medical attention for my 
child in the event of an emergency, if I cannot be contacted. 

SIGNED: DATE: 



LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 
FAMILY AND CHILDREN'S SERVICES 

CONSENT FOR NON-PRESCRIPTION MEDICATIONS AND HEALTH 
CARE PRODUCTS 

Child's name--------------------------

At , we use a number of first aid and health care 
products to protect your child's health. The types of products and the brands we usually 
use are listed below: 

• 

• 

• 

antiseptic creams, lotions, bandaids or dressings after minor cuts and abrasions 

preparations to prevent nappy rash when changing nappies 

1 .5+  sun cream whenever children are outside (in accordance with Liverpool City 
Council's Sun Protection Policy). 

Please rei/ us now if your child has an allergy to any of these products, or if you have some 
reason why you do not wish them to be used. We will record the product names on this 

fonn. We will not use these products on your child. 

Also, if your child develops an allergic reaction to any of these products in the future, 
please tell us immediately. We will then record the product names here, and stop using the 
products on your child. 

Please sign the consent fonn below. 

I ,  , give permission for the staff of this centre to use the 
products l isted above* when necessary. 

Signature 

Date 

* exce t for those roducts I have indicated 

Staff use only 

Comments (products not to be used etc)-------------------



LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 
FAMILY AND CIULDREN'S SERVICES 

AUTHORITY TO ADMINISTER MEDICATION 

/1 is most important thar youfill out this form complerely and correctly, and give ir to a 
slaf/ member with the medication. If you do not, staff cannot administer the medication 
10 your child. 

You can use this page for one or two medications. If your child needs more than two 
medications at the one time, you will need to fill in another form. 

Name of child ---------------------- Name of centre --------------------

Name of doctor who has prescribed medication/s ----------------------------

Telephone number of doctor _______ _ 

Medication 1 Medication 2 
Name of medication 

Reason medication is needed 

Amount to be given 

Times to be given arn!pm am/pm 
am/pm am/pm 
arn!pm arnlpm 
arn/pm arnlpm 

Special instructions (eg 
where to be applied if 
cream) 

Please date and sign in the box below for today, and for each additional day, that 
you wish rhe medicationls 10 be administered. 

I give permission to the staff of this centre 
to administer the above medication/s to my Staff use only 
cbjJd. 
Date Parent signature Medication Times Witnessed 

given by given by 
1 .  
2.  
I .  
2 .  
1 .  
2 .  
1 .  
2 .  
l .  
2 .  

Signature of staff member receiving instructions------------------------



APPEN DIX 7 

Text of memo sent to coordinators in preparation for consultation at the 
monthJy coordinators' meeting 

'READER-FRIENDLY' PROJECT: Family and Children's Services, Liverpool City 
Cou n c i l  
Kris Brown & Nicky Solomon - Centre for Workplace Communication and Culture, 
l' T S  

ISSUES FOR CONSIDERATION - Coordinators' meeting, 16th August. 

On Tuesda) . August 16th. 11·e "t i l  be seekJng your feedback on the auached documentS wluch we ha,·e been 
''orllng on 01er the last few week . as part of Ltverpool City Council's 'Reader- fnendly' proJeCt . 

Before Tue da) . 11 c o.sk .' ou to I k through the three documents and to constder the issues below. The 
more feedback ) OU can gt' C  on the c mauer , the more helpful ll  is to us. Please make notes on the coptes 
� much as you '' 1 h 

In orne cases. part$ of Lhe document are quite dtfferent from the onginals. Please give yourself good ttmc 
to con.,tdcr Lhc changes careful!) . All Lhose made so far have been made for a reason and after lengthy 
d1 u. ston and constderat•on. That does not mean they must stay. however. That ts the purpose of Tuesday's 
s�.10n - to find out " hat you thmk. of Lhe change made and to suggest any alterations. 

The 1 sue to con 1der are: 

Lhe fJct that the documents ha,·e L\\ O mcun audiences or users - centre staff (including you as 

coordtnator) a.nd parco� ThJ has tmpltcauons for all the points " htch folio'' . 

Lhe sequence of irtformauonl questtons (Does It folio" the most logical. practical way for how \'OU 
usc the d umcn1 1 n  your centre? for how parents would usc it?) 

Lhe la)OUI (though thiS " Ill change considerably as a result of layout work being done by another 
agenc: >  

pacing (eg 1 :.  more spac1ng needed for responses to some questions on the enrolment form?) 

the 'tone' of the documents (ts there the nght balance of authoritative and 'friend!)'? ) 

the "' ord<> and entences used to gi1  e or request mformauon 
- 1 :>  the mcan 1ng clear lO.lill! as a coordinator? 
- "ould 1 l  be clear to )OUr staff? 
- 1\0uld 11 be clear to parents? 
- 1 the que tion/statement ambiguous? 
- doe the que uon/st.atement m1ss the pomt? not get at the t nformauon you really want? 

the content 
- are there 40) parts/que liOns that are not really necessary upon careful considerauon (particularly 

1n the enrolment form)? 
- are there an) partsltnlormauonfquesLIOns m1ssing? (eg thmgs you always add when talking 

cltents through the d uments that you think should be written down also). 

Thank. }OU for )OUr t1mc and tnpul. It IS much appreciated. 



APPE N DIX 8 

Documents as they were at the end of Stage 3, step 6, that is after consultation 
with coordinators at the centre coordinators' meeting, and before Stage 4 
(Trialling and Evaluation): 

a) Health Policy 

li Consent for Non-Prescription Medications (renamed Consent to use 
F1rsl Aid and Health Care Products) 

cJ Authority to Administer Medication 



LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 
FAMILY AND CHILDREN'S SERVICES 

HEALTH POLICY 

These pages contain important information about tbe health procedures at 
your child's centre. We ask you to read them carefully, and if you have any 
questions, to discuss these witb staft" at the centre. 

We also ask you to sign the consent form at the end of the policy. 

COUNCIL'S AlMS a PROTECTING YOUR CHILD 

uverpool City Council Family and Children's Services believes that the provision of a safe 
and healthy em-ironment for your child is essential. 

It is our aim to ens� that the health and safety of children, families and staff are protected. 

We will do this by 

• promoting the health and well being of all children and staff in the service 

• minimising the risk of spreading infections 

• providing consistent steps for staff to follow with sick children 

• minimising the difficulties for families with sick children 

• keeping parents• informed of the health procedures followed. 

This health policy provides consistent health and safety procedures for staff and informs 
parents about these procedures. 

The policy covers procedures to do with 

• 

• 
• 

• 

• 

• 

medication 
high temperatures 
sick children 
accidents and emergencies 
contagious diseases and the prevention of infection . 

'parents' refers also to legal guardians 



MEDICATION 

The infonna�on 
_
in this section applies to both prescription and non-prescription (over-the

counter) medicabon. Non-prescription medications include: 

co_ugh medici_nes, �nti-ras� creams, teething gels, insect repellants ( eg Aerogard, 
StlDgose). pam rehef medications (eg Panadol, Asprin), nasal sprays, Vicks Vaporub, 
treatments for stomach upsets and diarrhoea, worm tablets or mixtures. 

Parent responsibilities 

As a parent it is your responsibility to 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

fill i� and sig� a !"fedicaJion Authority form on the days you want your child to 
be gJVen medication 

give medication to a staff member. Do not leave it in the child's bao or locker c 

label all medication with the child's name 

ensure that all medication is in its original bottle and the 'use by' date has not 
passed 

provide a letter from the child's doctor to explain any difference between the 
dosage stated on the label and the dosage you say to give the child 

infonn staff that the child is on medication by leaving a message on the Daily Sign 
In/Out sh��t. 

MOST IMPORTANT: 

• No mediation (prescription or non-prescription) can be given unless all 
illlormatioa is provided on the Medication Authority form and this form 
is s�ed and dated by the parent. 

• Non-prescription medidne wiD only be given to a child for two (2) 
days. After this time a letter from the child's doctor is required. 

• Parents are required to keep their child at home for the f"arst 24 hours 
when their child is on a course of antibiotics, and to watch his/her 
proKress. 

• A doctor's certificate is required every three (3) months for any long
term medication. 

Staff responsibilities 

It is the staffs responsibility to ensure that: 

• upon beginning a shift. they follow centre procedure to check if any children are 
to have medication. 

• all information reoardino medication has been written clearly in the Medication 
Authority form a�d sig�ed by the parent. (Fonn must also be signed by staff 
member accepting form.) 

• all hygiene care is taken before and after administering medication, that is 

bands are washed 
containers are clean before use 
containers are washed with hot water after use. 

• the child is infonned in a caring manner that they are to be given medicine. 

• the Medical ion Authority Jonn is signed by the staff administering medication 
and witnessed by another staff member. 



HIGH TEMPERATURE 

Normal body temperat�re for a child is between 36 and 37.2 degrees Centigrade (or96.8 and 
98.6 degrees Fahrenheit). If a child has a temperature above 37.2 deorees Centigrade the 
following guidelines will be followed: 

e 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

the parent or guardian will be notified immediately by telephone . 

the child will be given a tepid sponge. That is, the child's clothes will be taken off 
(except underwear) and he/she will be given a lukewarm wash with a flannel or 
sponge. 

the parent may give permission over the telephone for staff to give the child a 
paracetamol

_ 
b�sed drug eg Panadol, in a dosage appropriate for the child's age. This 

verbal pernuss10n must be given to two staff members. This is to confinn that the 
parent has, in fact, given this pennission. 

if. despite the tepid sponging and the paracetamol, the child's temperature continues 
to increase. staff will monitor the child's temperature, record it every fifteen (15) 
minutes and inform the parent 

if the parent is unable to collect the child, and if there is no decrease in the child's 
temperature. staff may call an ambulance to take the child to hospital. This step is 
taken because of the danger of convulsions. If a child's temperature is over 40 
degrees. it may convulse and this is very dangerous. (Any ambulance costs are to be 
paid by the parent.) 

SICK CHILDREN 

If the co-ordinator or a senior staff person considers any child too sick to remain at the 
centre. parents must consider that decision final. Parents must make arrangements to collect 
the child as soon as possible. 

The centre does not have the staff or the facilities to cater for sick children. Staff understand 
how difficult it is sometimes for working parents to leave work. It is very important, 
therefore. that parents provide the centre with the name of an emergency contact if at all 
possible. 

ACCIDENTS AND EMERGENCIES 

Parents will be informed of any accidents that happen to their child. A register of all accidents 
is kept recording 
- the time 
- the circumstances 
- the treatment administered, and 
- the staff in attendance at the time of the accident. 

Parents will be asked to sign the accident record. 

In an accident or emergency, every effort will be made to contact a child's parent before any 
further action is taken. 



CONTAGIOUS DISEASES 

Contagious diseases .are c�mmon in children 5 years of age and under. These diseases can 
spread very, very qwckly m a children's centre. To prevent this, the following procedures 
will be followed:. 

• if a child is suspected of having a contagious disease the parent will be notified 
inunediatel y 

• the parent will be asked to immediately collect the child and seek a doctor's opinion 

• if the child does have a contagious disease, the N.S.W. Department of Health 
guidelines will be followed. A doctor's certificate stating that the child is no longer 
contagious will be required before the child can return to the centre. 

• if the child does not have a contagious disease, a doctor's certificate will still be 
needed stating this fact clearly. 

On the ne�t page are the guidelines the centre follows for some common contagious diseases 
or their symptoms. 

These guidelines relate to 

• the time children must be kept out of the centre (exclusion periods), and 
• what happens if staff find a child has the disease while at the centre. 



Bronchitis: 
Children will be excluded until medical treatment is given and the child is feeling well. 
Cold (severe): 
Children wit_b a very h�vy �old (eg with a fe:ver and nmny no�e), are hest excluded for their own well bemg. The child wtll be re-admitted when well. 

Conjunctivitis: 
Child�n will be excluded until th� discharge from the eye has stopped. When a child at the centre _IS found to have a yellow discharge from their eye, the parent will be contacted so that 
the child can be collected as soon as possible. 

Diarrhoea: 
Children will be excluded until 24 hours after the last bout of diarrhoea and or until child is 
full� �overed. �en a l:bild al lht! �enlre is known Lo havt! expt!rien�ed 2 diarrhoea 
mobons, parents wtll be contacted so that the child can be collected as soon as possible. 

Han� foot and mouth disease: 
Children will be excluded until all blisters have dried. 

Head )i('e: 
Children will be excluded until thev have received treatment. As soon as thev receive 
treatmenL they mav rerum to the centre. but the condition will be watched closely bv staff. 
When a child at the centre is found to have head lice, he/she will be isolated from the other 
children and the parent will be contacted, so that the child can be collected as soon as 
possible. 

lnDueaza (flu): 
Children will be excluded until medical treatment is given and the child is feeling well. 

Raube�: 
Children with itchy skin rashes and who are scratching will be excluded until a medical 
certificate is receiHd saying that the rash is non-infectious. 

Vomiting: . . . . 
Chil�n will be e1t.cluded until 24 hours after the !ast bout of voiDJtmg and the child IS fully 
JT.Cc-:w�rrc1 Aft�r ::. <:"hi lc1 h;1" vomited at the centre, parents will be: contacted: if a child �omits 
again. parents wil l be contacted again and expected to collect the child as soon as poss1ble. 

Worms: 
th hild · &- 1· Children will be excluded until appropriate medical treatment is given and e c ts ,ee mg 

well. The child's whole family should also be treated. 

Parents are asked to notify the centre if their child has a conlagi�us di�a�e. Staff will then 
inform all other parents that the disease is in the centre. They w1ll do tb.ls 10 a way that 
protects the identity of the child. 



Thank you for your cooperation in he! ping the centre observe good hea!th �tandards. By 
doing this, you will be protecting your own child and the other children and staff in the 
centre. 

We ask you now to fill in the consent fonn below. This consent is a condition of enrolment. 

CONSENT FORM 

I, , have read the Health Polic:y. 

• I understand that these procedures will be carried out by the staff if 
is considered sick� while attending the centre. 

• I understand that the Director or senior staff can: if they are concerned 
about my child's health� ask for the child to be taken to seek a medical 
opinion. 

• I also understand that the staff mav seek medical attention for my child 
in the event of an emergency, if I �annot be contacted. 

SIGNED: 

DATE: 



LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 
FAMILY AND CIDLDREN'S SERVICES 

CONSENT TO USE FIRST AID AND HEALTH CARE PRODUCTS 

Child's name ----------------------------------------------------

At , we use a number of first aid and health care 
products to protect your child's health. The types of products and the brands we usually 
use are listed below: 

• 

• 

• 

antiseptic creams, lotions, bandaids or dressings for minor cuts, abrasions and 
rashes 

preparations to prevent nappy rash when changing nappies 

15+ sun cream whenever children are outside (in accordance with Liverpool City 
Council's Sun Protection Policy). 

Please tell us now if your child has an allergy to any of these products, or if you have some 
reason why you do not wish them to be used. We will record the product names on this 

form. We will not use these products on your child. 

Also, if your child develops an allergic reaction to any of these products in the future, 
please tell us immediately. We will then record the product names here, and stop using the 
products on your child. 

Please sign the consent form below. 

I, , give permission for the staff of this centre to use the 
products listed above* when necessary. 

Signature 

Date 

* exce t for those roducts I have indicated 

Staff use only 

Comments (products not to be used etc) ----------------------------



LIVERPOOL CITY COUNCIL 
FAMILY AND CffiLDREN'S SERVICES 

AUTHORITY TO ADMINISTER MEDICATION 

It is most important that you fill out this form completely and correctly, and give ir ro a 
staff member with the medication. If you do nor, staff cannot administer the medication 
to your child. 

You can use this page for one or two medications. lfyour child needs more than two 
medications at the one time, you will need to fill in another form. 

Nrune ofcruld __________________ __ Name of centre-----------

Name of doctor (or medical centre) who has prescribed medication/s 

------------------ Tel no. ofdoctor ---------

Medication 1 Medication 2 
Nrune of medication 

Reason medication is needed 

Amount to be given 

How often medication is to 
be given ( eg every 4 hours) 
Special instructions ( eg 
where to be applied if 
cream) 

Please date and sign in the box below for today, and for each additional day, that 
you wish the medication/s to be administered. Please also give the time you last gave your 
child the medicati.on/s. (Please note: 1 = Medication 1 : 2  = Medication 2) 

I give permission to the staff of tbjs centre 
to administer the above medicationls to my Staff use only 
child. 
Date Parent Last time Times Given by Witnessed 

signature medication 
was given 

given by 

1 .  1 .  
2 .  2 .  
1 .  1 .  
2 .  2 .  
1 .  l .  
2. 2 .  
1 .  1 .  
2 .  2 .  
1 .  1 .  
2 .  2 .  

Sionature of staff member receiving instructions----------------
'=' 



APPENDIX 9 

Text of memo sent to coordinators in preparation for evaluation of 
documents at monthly meeting (Stage 4) 

'READER-FRIENDLY' DOCUMENTS: EVALUATION 
May 3tb, 1995 
Guidrlines for rvaluative comments 

Kris Brown 

During the past month, you have been given rewrinen versions of some Fanily and Children's Services 
documents to use. The documents are: 

• Authority to admtmster Medication 
• Consent to use First Aid and Health Care Products 
• Health Policy. 
• Enrolment Fonn 
• Wanmg List Application Fonn 

The cbanges to the original documents were made during the Reader Friendly Project at Liverpool City 
Counal last year. They were made after extensive discussion with Div Williams, and after a meeting with 
centre coordmators and administrati"e officers on August 16th last year. You may recall that meeting in 
"'lucb you looked at document drafts, discussed any problems and suggested alternative wordings or layout. 

Although the Reader Fnendly Project was halted Council-wide last year, I have been given pennission to 
usc the work done for your depamnenl., for research I am doing for a Master of Education degree. My 
research ts a case study of plain English. It looks at the changes made to documents, saying why they were 
made and dtscussmg tssues that arose during the redrafting. It also focuses on an evaluation of the changes 
from the perspecti' e of the users. My interest is especially in the first three documents mentioned above, 
but I welcome comments on them all. 

It is w1th the second part of the research that I need your hel p - the evaluation. Div has kindly allowed me 
some ume tn your June 13  meeting to get your comments on the documents. On that day. I will be seeking 
\'OUf feedback 00 
: bo" the cbanges are useful or not useful (problematic) for your functioning as a centre staff member. and 
- bo" the changes appear to be working for the parents who use the documents. 

Basically. ! need to know 

• are the new documents better for your purposes than the old. and if so. what are some examples of 
lhis? 

• are there still problems with the documents and if so what are they? 
• how are parents finding the new documents (comments. problems)? 

If at all possible. J would like specific comments about the language and design of the new documents. For 
eumple, 

• Do parents frequently ask what a certain question or instruction means? 
• Do parents frequently make mistakes in answering certain questions? 
• Do parents frequently put information in the wrong section of the fonn? 
• Do you, as staff members. mak.e errors with certain sections because of the language or layout? 
• Which parts are you particularly happy with (in comparison with the original)? 



You may feel that some problems occur simply because of unfamiliarity with the new forms. and therefore 
think they are not worth mentioning. Please understand that I do want to know about these as well. I must 
stress that I am interested in both positive and negative comments. Both are important to my project. 

The foii0\\1ng issues given to you for consideration at the August meeting last year may help you 1n your 
current e\'al uation: 

• 
• 
• 

• 
• 

the sequence of mformation/questions 
the layout 
the spactng 
the 'tone' of the documents 
the meamng of words and sentences used to gtve or request informati on 
the content 
the !\\ o document audtences/users - staff and parents . 

To refresh your memO!")· of the changes from the originals to the current versions, I now include the maJor 
changes to the documents I am most tnterested in. 

Authority to Admin ister Medication 

a) no" mcludes note about tmportance of correct completion of form 
b) no" allo" s tnformallon about two types of medication to be filled in 
c) no'' has !\\ o tables to be filled tn. not one 
d) oo'' allo\\ for fi, e days of medicati on 
e) oo'' has pace for wttness signature 

f) no'' alto'' pace for last ttme medtcation was given. 

Consent to use First Aid and Health Care Products 

a) document name change 
b) dn tSlOn of form tnto tnformatton and 'consent' sections 
c) changes to " ordtog/layout about products used 
d) no'' tOCiudes l\\'O statements re allergies/reasons for non-use 
e) change to consent secllon to make it clear that parent does not give permission for certain products 
f) secoon for staff comment at bottom 

Hulth 
a) 
b) 
C) 
d) 
e) 

Policy 
formatung eg use of boxed secttons 
delellon of some informa11on especially from first page 
addtllon of mformatton eg page 2. Medication - examples of non-prescription medication 
changes to ''ordtng eg secuon on parents' responstbilities 
resequenetng of some information. 

Vllule 1 am no longer work.tng. for Lnerpool Ctty Council, I will document the feedback you give me, �d 
1ncorporate an� changes mto final \'erstons. l will make these avrulable to On· so that they can be used tn 
tbe future. 

1 am , Cl} grateful to you for your llme and input, and I look fonvard to seeing you at the June meeting. 

Regards, 

Kns Brown 



APPEN DIX 1 0  

The results of the parent evaluation sessions initiated and conducted by 
counetl. 



PARENT FEEDBACK 

UPDATE OF CHILD CARE FORMS 

(1) = STRONGLY DISAGREE 5 = STRONGLY AGREE 

yp>ICATION FORM 

QUESTIONS RATING 
Tbe formal is clear and well set out s 4 s 5 4 4 5 4 3 5 

IafoJDJarioo provided is clear and easy to understand 2 4 s s 4 4 5 4 2 5 
Relevant iofomwion is given regarding Policies & Procedures 5 4 5 5 4 4 5 3 5 5 

Tbe form is quick and simple to use 4 5 5 4 4 3 5 4 4 5 

CONSENT TO USE 1ST AID/ HEALTH CARE PRODUCTS 

QUESTIONS RATING 

The fomw is clear and weD set out s 4 .5 5 4 4 5 4 2 5 

lnfonnalioo provi�ed is clear and easy to understand 5 4 5 5 4 4 5 3 4 5 

Relevant information is given regarding Policies & Procedures 5 4 5 5 4 4 5 4 5 5 

Tbe form is quick and simple to use 3 5 5 5 4 3 5 4 5 5 

HEALTH POLICY 

QUESTIONS RATING 

Tbe formar is clear and weD set out 4 3 5 5 4 4 5 4 5 5 

lnformarioo provided is clear and easy to understand 5 3 5 5 4 4 5 4 5 5 

Relevant information is given regarding Policies & Procedures 5 4 5 5 4 4 5 4 5 5 

The form is quick and simple to use 4 4 5 5 4 3 5 4 5 5 



APPE N D IX 1 1  

Fina1 versions of the documents, that is, as they were at the end of Stage 4 
(Trialling and Evaluation), retyped and reformatted by council: 

a) Health Policy 

b) Use of Ftrst Aid and Health Care Products - Consent 

q Authority to Administer Medication 



Liverpool City Council 

CHILDREN'S SERVICES HEALTH POLICY 

These pages contain important information about the health procedures at your 
child's centre. We ask you to read them carefully, and if you have any questions, 

to discuss these with staff at the centre. 

We also ask you to sign the consent form at the end of the policy. 

COUNCIL'S AIMS - PROTECTING YOUR CHILD 

Liverpool City Council's Children's Services believes that the provision of a safe and 
healthy environment for your child is essential. 

It is our aim to protect the health and safety of children. families and staff. 

We will do this by:-

• promoting the health and weJl being of all children and staff in the service 

• minimising the risk o f  spreading infections 

• providing consistent steps for staff to follow with sick children 

• minimising the difficulties for families with sick children 

• keeping parents informed of the health procedures followed. 

This health policy provides consistent health and safety procedures for staff and informs 
parents about these procedures. (Parents refers also to legal guardians). 

The policy covers procedures to do with: 

• medication 
• high temperatures 
• sick children 
• accidents and emergencies 
• contagious diseases and the prevention of infection. 



MEDICATION 

The information in this section applies to both prescription and non-prescription (over
the-counter) medication. Non-prescription medications include such things as: 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

• 

cough medicines. anti-rash creams 
teething gels. insect repellents (eg Aerogard, Stingose), 
pain relief medications (eg Panadol. Asprin) 
nasal sprays. vicks vaporub . 
treatments for stomach upset and diarrhoea . 
worm tablets or mixtures . 

r ARENT RESPONSIBILITIES 

As a parent it is  your responsibility to 

• fill in and sign a Medication A urhorily form on the days you want your child to 
be given medication 

• give medication to a staff member. Do not leave it in your child's bag or 
locker 

• label all medication with the child's name 

• ensure that all medication is in its original bottle and the 'use by' date has not 
passed 

• provide a letter from the child's doctor to explain any difference between the 
dosage stated on the label and the dosage you say to give your child 

• follow the service procedure for informing staff that the child is on medication 
(each service's procedure is a little different). 



MOST IMPORTANT: 

• No medication (prescription or non-prescription) can be given unless all 
information is p rovided on the Medication Authority form and this form is 
signed and dated by the parent. 

• Non-prescription medicine will only be given to a child for two (2) days. After 
this time a leHer from the child's doctor is required. 

• Parents are required to keep their child at home for the first 24 hours when 

their child is on a course of antibiotics, and to watch their progress. 

• A doctor's certificate is required every three (3) months for any long-term 
medication. 

STAFF RESPONSIBILITIES 

It  is the staffs responsibility to ensure that: 

• upon beginning a shift. they read the Daily Sign In \Out sheet to check if any 
children are to have medication. 

• all information regarding medication has been written clearly in the Medication 
Authority form and s igned by the parent. 

• a l l  hygiene care is taken before and after administering medication. that is 

hands are washed 
containers are clean before use 
containers are washed with hot water after use. 

• the child is informed i n  a caring manner that they are to be given medicine. 

• the Medicotion A uthority form is signed by the staff administering medication and 
witnessed by another staff member. 



HIGH TEMPERATURE 

Normal body temperature for a child is between 36 and 37.2 degrees Centigrade (or 96.8 
and 98.6 degrees Fahrenheit). If a child has a temperature above 37.2 degrees Centigrade 
the following guidelines will be followed: 

• the parent or guardian will be notified immediately by telephone. 

• the child will be given a tepid sponge. That is, the child's clothes will be taken off 
(except underwear) and he/she will be given a lukewarm wash with a flannel or 
sponge. 

• the parent may give permission over the telephone for staff to give the child a 
paracetamol based drug eg Panadol, in a dosage appropriate for the child's age. 
This verbal permission must be given to two staff members. This is to confirm 
that the parent has. in fact. given this permission. 

• if. despite the tepid sponging and the paracetamol, the child's temperature continues 
to increase. staff will monitor the child's temperature, record it every fifteen ( 1 5) 
minutes and inform the parent 

• if the parent is unable to collect the child, and i f  there i s  no decrease in the 
child's temperature staff may call an ambulance to take the child to hospital. This 
step is taken because of the danger of convulsions. I f  a child's temperature is over 
40 degrees. it may convulse and this is very dangerous. (Any ambulance costs are 
to be paid by the parent). 



SICK CHILDREN 

If the Co-ordinator or a senior staff person considers any child too sick to remain at the 
centre. parents must consider that decision final. Parents must make arrangements to 
collect the child as soon as possible. 

The service does not have the staff or the facilities to cater for sick children. Staff 
understand how difficult it is sometimes for working parents to leave work. Therefore, i t  
i s  ,·ery important that parents provide the service with an emergency contact name. 

ACCIDENTS AND EMERGENCIES 

Parents will be informed of any accidents that happen to their child. A register of all 
accidents is kept recording: 

- the time 

- the circumstance 

- the treatment administered. and 

- the staff in attendance at the time of the accident. 

Parents wi II be asked to sign the accident record. In an accident or emergency, every 
effon wi II be made to contact a child's parent before any further action is taken. 

CONTAGIOUS DISEASES 

Contagious diseases are common in children 5 years of age and under. These diseases can 
spread very, very quickly in a children's centre. To prevent this. the following procedures 
will be followed: 

• i f  a child is suspected of having a contagious disease the parent will be notified 
immediately 

• the parent will be asked tu immediately collect the child and seek a doctor's 
opm1on 

• if the child does have a contagious disease, the N.S.W Department of Health 
guidelines will be followed. A doctor's certificate stating that the child is no 
longer contagious will be required before the child can return to the centre. 

• if the child does not have a contagious disease, a doctor's certificate will still be 
needed stating this fact clearly. 



Below are the guidelines the Centre's follow for some common contagious diseases or 
their symptoms. These guidelines relate to: 

• the time children must be kept out of the centre (exclusion periods). and 

• what happens if staff find a child has the disease while at the centre. 

Bronchitis: 

Children will be excluded until medical treatment is given and the child is feeling well. 

Cold (severe): 

Children with a very heavy cold (eg, with a fever and runny nose) are best excluded for 
their own well being. The child will be re-admitted when well. 

Conjuncth·itis: 

Children will be excluded until the discharge from the eyes has stopped. When a child at 

the cemre is found to have a yellow discharge from their eye, the parent will be contacted 
so that the child can be collected as soon as possible. 

Diarrhoea: 
Children will be excluded until 24 hours after the last bout of diarrhoea and or until child 

is fully recovered. When a child at the centre is known to have experienced 2 diarrhoea 
motions. parents will be contacted so that the child can be collected as soon as possible. 

Hand, foot and mouth disease: 
Children will be excluded until all blisters have dried. 

Head lice: 
Children will be excluded until they have received treatment. As soon as they receive 
treatment. they may return to the centre. but the condition will be watched closely by 
staff. When a child at the centre is found to have head lice, he\she will be isolated from 
the other children and the parent will be contacted as soon as possible. 

Influenza (flu): 
Children will be excluded until medical treatment is given and the child is feeling well. 

Rashes: 
Children with itchy skin rashes and who are scratching will be excluded until a medical 
certificate is received saying that the rash is non-infectious. 

Vomiting: 
Children will be excluded until 24 hours after the last bout of vomiting and the child is 

fully recovered. After a child has vomited at the centre, parents will be contacted; i f  a 
child vomits again. parents will be contacted again and expected to collect the child as 

soon as possible. 



Worms: 

Children will be excluded until appropriate medical treatment is given and the child is 
feeling well. The child's whole family should also be treated. 

Parents are asked to notify the centre if their child has a contagious disease. Staff will 

then infom1 all other parents that the disease is in the centre. They will do this in a way 
that protects the identity of the child. The timing of the child's return to the service will 
be the co-ordinator's decision. 

Thank you for your cooperation in helping the centre observe good health standards. 
By doing this you will be protecting your own child and the other children and staff in 
the centre. 

\\'e ask you no·w to fill in the consent form on the next page. This consent is a 
condition o f  enrolment. 



CONSENT FORM 

I have read the Health Policy. 

• I understand that these procedures will be carried out by the staff if 

------------- is considered sick while attending the centre. 

• I understand that the Co-ordinator or senior staff can, if they are concerned 

about m}" child's health, ask for the child to be taken to seek a medical 

opinion. 

• I also understand that the staff may seek medical attention for my child in the 
c\·ent of an emcrgenq, if I cannot be contacted. 

SIGNED 

DATE 



Liverpool City Council 

CHILDREN'S SERVICES 

USE OF FIRST AID AND HEALTH CARE PRODUCTS 

CONSENT 

CHILD'S NAME: 

At we use a number 
of first aid and health care products to protect your child's health. The types of products and the brands we 
usually use are l isted below: 

• Antiseptic creams, lotions, band aids, or dressings for minor cuts, abrasions and rashes: 

• Preparations to prevent nappy rash when changing nappies: 

• 15+ sun cream whenever chi ldren are outside (in accordance with Liverpool City Council's Sun Protection Policy) . 

Please tell us now if your child has an al lergy to any of these products. or if you have some reason why you do not wish 
them to be used. We will record the product names on this form. We will not use these products on your child. 

Also, if your child develops an allergic reaction to any of these products in the future, please tell us immediately. We will 
then record the product names here and stop using the products on your child. 

--------------------' give permission for the staff of this Centre to use the 
products listed above * when necessary. 

SIGNATURE: DATE: 
IIJ. except for ti1ose products I have indicated 

STAFF USE ONLY 

COMMENTS (products not to be used etc) 

C:\USER\ST ANDARD LCC\CONSENT PR• 



Liverpool City Council 

CHILDREN'S SERVICES 
AUTHORITY TO ADMINISTER MEDICATION 

11 is nrost important that you fill in this form completely and correct�y and j!iw! 11 to o staff m�m,.a •·illt 1� 
medication If you do not, staff catmot odmi11ister the med1cotwn to mur cJu/J 

You can use this page for one or two medications. If your child needs nrore tllan t..-o medtcat10ru at the nne t1mt 

you will need to fill in another form. 

Name of child: --------------------- Name of centre: 

Name of doctor (or medical centre) who has prescribed medication/s: ------------------

Telephone number of doctor: ---------------

MEDICATION 1 MEDICATION l 

Name of medication and strength (e.g Amoxil 500mg) Name of medication and strength 

Reason for medication (e.g asthma) Reason for medication 

How often medication is to be given (e.g every 4 hours) How often medication IS to be given 

How much medication (e.g 2 drops. I Omls) How much medication 

Special instructions (e.g. where to be applied if cream) Special instructions 

Please date and sign in the box below. for today and for each additional day. that you w1sh th� m�d•catton s to tx admm•�•�r�d 

Pltase also give the time you last gave your child the medication/s. 
(Please note: I = Medication I, 2 = Medication 2) 

I give permission to the staff of this centre to STAFF USE ONLY 
administer the above medication/s to my child. 

DATI; I' ARENT LAST TIME OAT[ MED l iM[� l,l\'[1\ 0' " ' f'-L'-'-UJ u' 
SIGNATURE MEDICATION (jt\'[N 

GIVEN 

t I 

2 : 
I I 

2 : 
I I 

: : 
I 

' 

1 : 
I ' 

: : 
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