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Virtual Meeting/Conference Recording Notice
The American Institutes for Research® (AIR®) allows for the recording of audio, visuals, participants, and other information 
sent, verbalized, or utilized during business-related meetings. By joining a meeting, you automatically consent to such 
recordings. Any participant who prefers to participate via audio only should disable their video camera so only their audio will 
be captured. Video and/or audio recordings of any AIR session shall not be transmitted to an external third party without the 
permission of AIR.

In addition, AIR does not permit participation in AIR meetings through the use of AI bots such as Otter.ai or other AI platforms 
to record or transcribe conversations for AIR meetings, webinars, or virtual events in lieu of in-person attendance, unless 
requested as a reasonable accommodation. Any participants who attempt to use AI software for meeting participation will be 
denied admission, or their session will be terminated once it becomes apparent such software is in use.
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Today’s Learning Objectives

1.Learn about the unique communication needs of people with 
intellectual and developmental disabilities (IDD).

2.Learn about the Center for Disease Control and Prevention’s 
(CDC’s) tool for creating products for this audience, including 
the evidence base supporting it.

3.Practice applying the principles from the tool.
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About the Audience



About the Audience
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Adults with IDD/extreme low literacy 
(ELL) are a diverse audience. Before 
you start creating communication 
products for this audience, it is 
important to understand who you’re 
writing for—and how their information 
needs and preferences may differ 
from those of other audiences.



What are intellectual and developmental disabilities?

7

IDDs are conditions that limit a person’s ability to learn new or complex information, 
apply new skills, and function at an expected level in daily life. 
An IDD can impact a person’s ability to:
o Express their wants and needs.
o Take care of themselves.
o Learn, reason, and solve problems.

Communication abilities among people with IDD vary widely. 

These best practices focus on people with IDD who also have ELL.



What is extreme low literacy?
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Adults with ELL may fall into any of 
these three categories:

1. Can read basic books with pictures
2. Can identify sight words only
3. Can identify common signs or 

pictures only

Sight words are common 
words that readers may learn to 
recognize on sight, as opposed 
to sounding out the letters (e.g., 
there, what, water, school, 
doctor). 

https://sightwords.com/sight-words/fry/


Can plain language principles meet the needs of this audience?

Top 6 Plain Language Writing Principles:

1. Highlight main message. 
2. Write in everyday language. 
3. Define unfamiliar words.
4. Avoid abbreviations and acronyms.
5. Use active voice; make it actionable. 
6. Use shorter words and shorter sentences.
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Key Principles That Meet the Unique Needs of This Audience

Use social stories, videos, or interactive materials to give step-by-step instructions.

Keep images literal and realistic.

Write short, straightforward sentences with common, literal words.

Include only one idea or behavioral step per page or screen.

Cut anything that is not essential.

Focus on a single behavioral recommendation.
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About the Tool
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These guidelines aim to help 
develop communication products 
for adults who have IDD/ELL and 
their caregivers. 
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The tool contains 27 scored items (yes/no 
questions) that correspond to evidence-
based best practices for communicating 
clearly with people who have IDD/ELL in the 
following areas:

A. Behavior 
B. Sentences
C. Words and Numbers 
D. Text Layout 
E. Visuals



Research Conducted to Develop the Tool
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Literature review 
and environmental 

scan for best 
communication 

practices with this 
audience

Nine interviews 
with key 

disability partner 
organizations

Two rounds of nine 
interviews with dyads 

of caregivers and 
people with IDD and 

ELL

Nine interviews with 
caregivers of people 

with IDD and ELL

Two rounds of nine 
interviews with 
caregivers and 

people with IDD and 
ELL who speak 

Spanish

Formative Research Materials Testing



Methods to Test Best Practices—2022
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Testing the Draft Tool

Interviewer-
administered survey 

of 100 caregivers 
who support people 
with IDD and ELL

Behavior domain
Does the product use both text and 
visuals to illustrate each step or action?
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Material Formats and Samples



Choosing a Format

Formats that may work well 
for adults with IDD/ELL:
o Social stories
o Animated videos
o Interactive activities
o Posters
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Example Materials

o Example social story: https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-
ncov/downloads/people-with-idd/CDC_RTI_StayHome_SocialStory_508c.pdf

o Example video: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fpB77As0QmA
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https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/people-with-idd/CDC_RTI_StayHome_SocialStory_508c.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/downloads/people-with-idd/CDC_RTI_StayHome_SocialStory_508c.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=fpB77As0QmA
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The Tool



CDC’s Clear Communication Index Webpage
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https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/index.html

https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/pdf/idd-
ell-product-development-tool-508.pdf

https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/pdf/idd-ell-product-development-tool-508.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/ccindex/pdf/idd-ell-product-development-tool-508.pdf
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Part A: Behavior
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Behavior—Key Takeaways
• Include only one focused behavioral 

recommendation and state that 
recommendation more than one time.

• Provide step-by step instructions on 
how to perform the behavior.

• Present each idea or behavioral step on 
a separate page.
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Behavior—Key Takeaways
• Use text and visuals to illustrate each 

behavioral step or action.
• Use a single main character to 

demonstrate the behavioral steps.
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Practice



Scoring Practice—Item 1
o Does the product include only one focused behavioral recommendation? 

Yes or No
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Scoring Practice—Item 3
o Does the product show how to perform the behavioral recommendation 

by breaking the behavior down into a series of single steps or actions? 
   Yes or No
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Scoring Practice—Item 5
o Does the product use both text and visuals to illustrate each step or 

action? Which version (A, B, or C) would receive a score of “yes”?



Scoring Practice—Item 6
o Does the product use one single main character to demonstrate all the 

behavioral steps? Yes or No
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Part B: Sentences
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Sentences—Key Takeaways
• Keep sentences short, straightforward, 

and conversational.
• Each sentence should focus on one key 

point.
• Keep sentences to 10 words or fewer.
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Sentences—Key Takeaways
• Choose headers that state facts or 

suggest what to do. 
• Choose a single tense and stick with it.
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Part C: Words and Numbers
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Words and Numbers—Key Takeaways
• Always use words the audience 

understands.
 If you must use a jargon term, 

define it with familiar words.
• Use the same word for the same 

concept.
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Words and Numbers—Key Takeaways
• Use whole numbers.
• Write numbers as numerals.
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Practice



Sight Word Practice—Item 12
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o Does the product always use 
words the primary audience 
understands?

o Which of the following is a sight 
word?
• Doctor
• Nurse
• Pharmacist

Sight words are common 
words that readers may learn to 
recognize on sight, as opposed 
to sounding out the letters (e.g., 
there, what, water, school, 
doctor). 



Scoring Practice—Item 15

o If the product conveys a 
quantity or length of time, 
are whole numbers (e.g., 1 
to 10) used? Yes or No

38



Scoring Practice—Item 16

o Are all numbers shown as 
numerals rather than 
spelled out (e.g., 1, not 
“one”)? Yes or No
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Part D: Text Layout
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Text Layout—Key Takeaways
• Left-align text.
• Use consistent formatting across 

pages.
• Start and end sentences on the same 

page. 
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Text Layout—Key Takeaways
• Use a single sans-serif font.
• Use a 14-point or larger font size. 
• Avoid italicized and underlined words.
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Part E: Visuals
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Visuals—Key Takeaways
• Show only one visual per page or 

screen.
• Include one or two lines of text below 

the visual to describe what is 
happening.

• Use literal images with at least minimal 
facial features.
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Practice



Scoring Practice—Item 27
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o When using an illustration of a 
person, are at least minimal facial 
features included (eyes, nose, 
and mouth)? 

   Yes or No



Scoring Practice—Item 26

47

o Are all visuals literal images of 
the item or action rather than 
abstract symbols? 

   Yes or No
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Linda Squiers, PhD
Senior Health Communication Scientist
lsquiers@rti.org
919.597.5128

Sidney Holt, PhD
Health Communication Scientist
sholt@rti.org
919.928.6908

Molly M. Lynch, MPH
Director, Audience 
Engagement Research 
Program
mlynch@rti.org
919.485.2709

Thank You!

mailto:lsquiers@rti.org
mailto:sholt@rti.org
mailto:Lmac@rti.org


Evaluation Survey Link
https://survey.alchemer.com/s3/7751167/Evaluation-Webcast-Beyond-Plain-Language
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https://survey.alchemer.com/s3/7751167/Evaluation-Webcast-Beyond-Plain-Language


The contents of this presentation were developed under grant number 90DPKT0010 from the 
National Institute on Disability, Independent Living, and Rehabilitation Research (NIDILRR). 
NIDILRR is a Center within the Administration for Community Living (ACL), Department of Health 
and Human Services (HHS). The contents of this presentation do not necessarily represent the 
policy of NIDILRR, ACL, HHS, and you should not assume endorsement by the Federal 
Government.

ktdrr.org

ktdrr@air.org

800.266.1832

https://ktdrr.org/
mailto:ktdrr@air.org
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