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WHAT IS “PLAIN LANGUAGE?”  

 
Plain language has been defined as:  
 
"The writing and setting out of essential information in a way that gives a 
cooperative, motivated person a good chance of understanding the 
document at the first reading, and in the same sense that the writer meant 
it to be understood" (Steinberg, 1991, p. 3)☨.  
 
Plain language is first and foremost "good" writing. Specifically, it is:  

• Written with the intent of communicating to a specific audience, 

• Uses straightforward grammatical structure, 
• Uses accurate terminology (but not jargon), 
• Conversational. 

o Active voice 

o First person 

• Carefully formatted, 
o Adequate white space 

o Smaller chunks of text 
o Clear headers and organizational structure 

o Important information highlighted 

• Readable by a wide audience, 
o 8th grade reading level is often the goal, but be careful with 

readability formulas. 
• A form of continual process improvement in which you: 

o Draft with audience in mind 

o Check for content accuracy through expert review 

o Check for understandability through interviews with readers 

o Iteratively rewrite 

 
Plain language is not simplified or "dumbed down" content. It is language 
that is simple and clear while retaining accuracy.  
 
Plain language benefits authors and readers because:  

• It is efficient (readers don't have to work hard to understand), 
• More people understand the message and fewer people 

misunderstand, and therefore, 
• People can respond to what they read with less support from authors. 



 

 
In health fields, the use of plain language can reduce the negative effects 
of low health literacy. A majority of Americans have difficulty understanding 
complex medical information and vulnerable populations may have the  
lowest health literacy, so providing clear, accurate information is critical. 
 

☨Steinberg, E. R. (1991). Plain language: principles and practice. Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press. 
 
 

WHAT IS THE PURPOSE OF THE PLAIN LANGUAGE 

SUMMARY TOOL? 
 
This web-based tool guides authors through the process of writing a plain 
language summary of a systematic review. The tool is organized using the 
New Standards for Plain Language Summaries developed by the Cochrane  
Plain Language Expectations for Authors of Cochrane Summaries 
(PLEACS) working group (http://consumers.cochrane.org/PLEACS). It also 
supports collaboration across geographically distributed teams.  

 
  

http://consumers.cochrane.org/PLEACS


 

GETTING STARTED 
 
Register and log in at https://ktdrr.org/resources/plst using your email 
address and password. If you forget your password, you may recreate it by 
selecting the Forgot Password option.  
 

 
 
If you are registering for a new account, the registration page will prompt 
you to enter the sum of two numbers to verify that you are not a robot. You 
will then receive an email with a link to access the Plain Language 
Summary Tool.  
 

https://ktdrr.org/resources/plst


 

 
 
When you first access the site, select Change Password at the top of the 
home page to set your password.  
 

  



 

HOME PAGE 
  
You will be taken to the Home Page where you can Create a New Plain 
Language (PL) Summary, visit Saved PL Summaries or learn more 
about the Plain Language Summary Tool (PLST). You can also Log out of 
the PLST or Change your Password.  
 

 
 
To learn more about the PLST or writing plain language, click on one of the 
gray buttons in the main section of the page. The section will “accordion” 
down to show more information. Clicking again will close the accordion. 
  

 
 



 

CREATE NEW PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY 
 
Click the Create New Summary button to begin the process of writing a 
plain language summary. This link takes you to a page that shows the 
sections of the plain language summary in the left column along with the 
choice to Save at the bottom of the page.  
 
To begin a summary, first enter the citation of the review. You can enter 
this manually, or you can enter the PubMed ID and have the tool generate 
the citation automatically. Currently, the Get From PubMed feature only 
works with articles that are classified as Journal Articles or Reviews in 
PubMed.  
 

 
 

 

If you use the autofill feature, it will add all required fields. If you enter 



 

manually, you are required to enter a Title, Author(s) and Publication Year 
in order to continue.  
 

 
 

After you have entered all the required information, click the Save button 
and then choose the next tab down in the left navigation: Plain Language 
Title.  
 

On this page, and each of the remaining content pages, you will find a 
place to add information and a Standard and Rationale that explains the 
purpose of the section.  
 
Once you fill in your text, you can Save and then move between sections 
by selecting sections in the left side navigation. You do not need to 
complete the forms in order, and you can save and return to the draft to 
complete it later. 
 



 

Note that every time you select Save, the application saves your draft. 
Save frequently to avoid losing your work in case of a computer failure.  
 

 
 

A new button appears in the left navigation once you begin your plain 
language summary. Print/Share this Summary allows you to generate 
sharable and printable versions of the plain language summary.  
 

After you select Print/Share this Summary, you will be taken to a page 
that shows the compiled version of your plain language summary. You may 
print this page to a PDF file or copy the URL at the top of the page and 
send it to a collaborator. Your collaborator does not need an account in the 
Plain Language Summary Tool to be able to see the draft.  
 



 

 

 
  



 

SHARING YOUR PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARY 
 
In the top right corner, you will see a link, 
“What can I do with this?” When you click 
the link, a window appears with 
instructions for the different ways you can 
share your plain language summary.   

• Use the website sharing buttons on the right side of the page to 
quickly share the resource on Twitter, Facebook, or by email. 

• Share the URL to your Plain Language Summary. Viewers do not 
need a logon to see your Plain Language Summary.  

• Print the page to a PDF file for sharing. 
 

 

 
 
  



 

YOUR SAVED PLAIN LANGUAGE SUMMARIES 
 
On the home page, the button Saved PL Summaries allows you to see a 
list of all the PL Summaries you have entered, their completion status, a 
link to share the PL Summary, and an option to delete the PL Summary. 
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