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Plain Language in Action:
Implementing Plain Language Guidelines and Standards within the 

Florida Department of Environmental Protection
BACKGROUND 
Responding to citizens is crucial to maintaining the Florida Department of Environmental Protection’s (DEP) integrity and ensuring both its credibility and effectiveness. The quality of correspondence, both written and electronic, is vital. If we, as an agency, do not communicate in a timely manner, or if our message contains errors, is incomplete, difficult to understand, or impersonal, it reflects poorly on the Department and its leadership. It is incumbent on everyone who communicates to the public to know how to communicate effectively. 

Printed Correspondence
In November 2006, the Department implemented new correspondence standards by revising its Correspondence Manual – the agency’s primary guide for responding to the public on behalf of the Governor, Secretary and the DEP leadership team. The manual now includes federal Plain Language Initiative best practices for effective written and electronic communication as well as an Associated Press Stylebook (AP) Common Writing Guidelines & Mistakes Tip Sheet. The updated manual is located on DEP’s Intranet so it is readily available to all staff. 
E-mail Correspondence
Because more than 70 percent of all citizen correspondence is now by e-mail, making it the primary method of communicating with and responding to the public, the Department also initiated new guidelines and procedures for handling e-mail. These changes allow the Communications Office (specifically, the Office of Citizen Services) to review and monitor outgoing e-mail for clarity, quality, tenor, and proper formatting as well as to help ensure that messages are crafted in a manner appropriate for the public.

Web site Content

In addition, during the past year, the Department has increased the review, editing and consolidation of its Web site—more than 65,000 individual files filling 72,000 pages — to ensure citizens are provided with relevant information that is clear, concise, easily located, and easily understood. Part of this effort includes developing a Policy Guide for Web Communications — a comprehensive guide for DEP Web site development, organization and design based on the federal government’s Plain Language Initiative and Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) compliance.
PLAIN LANGUAGE GOALS 
A. Make understanding and using plain language part of everyone’s job so that information communicated to the public is clear, consistent, concise, easy-to-read and relevant. 
B. Using a phased approach, apply Plain Language standards and best practices in all DEP communication areas: 

1. Written Correspondence

2. E-mail 

3. DEP Web site

4. Publications and Printed Material

5. Rules and Regulatory Language
6. Scientific and Technical Environmental Language 

7. Oral Communication
C.  Increase agency efficiency and customer service through plain language to increase      

     compliance rates; save money and personnel resources; and decrease the number of       

     calls required to serve citizens. 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR IMPLEMENTING PLAIN LANGUAGE

Leadership Commitment

· Communicate leadership’s commitment to plain language through an administrative directive, making plain language use an essential job skill and placing the responsibility for supporting, implementing and evaluating the Department’s plain language plan with its deputy secretaries and directors. 
· Designate a leadership team to oversee and monitor the Department’s plain language efforts and to ensure that the initiative moves forward agency wide.
Education and Training 
· Work with Administrative Services to develop plain language training for all DEP employees to include specialized workshops for accounting, regulatory and legal staff and advanced courses for directors, managers, and all outreach and correspondence control personnel.
· Include basic plain language training as part of the orientation for new employees. 
· Use qualified in-house staff, volunteer trainers from other agencies and free, online plain language training modules to enhance and reinforce internal training. 
Tools and Resources 
· Create a plain language section of the DEP Intranet to provide staff easily accessible and immediate information including:
1. Plain language checklist and tutorials, including before-and-after examples and writing tips
2. An online form to allow staff to submit writing questions and get help

3. Hyperlinks to the federal plain language initiative, Governor Crist’s plain    


      language handbook and other Web-based guidance 
4. Secretary’s Correspondence Manual, DEP Web Content Guide, DEP Print and         Publication Standards, and DEP Style Guide
5. DEP definitions and acronyms
6. Names and contact information for DEP’s plain language representatives

· Designate and train plain language “go-to” employees for every division, district and program to answer questions and guide the initiative at the grassroots level. 
· Feature plain language tips and before-and-after examples in every DEP Agenda (Department’s Internal Newsletter). 
· Require programs to develop a list of simple words and phrases that can be used in place of scientific and technical jargon and encourage its use agency wide. 
Employee Buy-in/Internal Marketing
· Develop and communicate a series of all-employee messages from the Secretary to reinforce the importance of plain language, so as to champion the agency’s accomplishments and highlight its benefits to the public and to the Department.
· Develop and communicate a series of messages from Deputy Secretaries and Division Directors encouraging plain language use.
· Develop a program similar to Employee of the Month recognition and reward recipients with something tangible and visible.
· Conduct an employee competition to create a slogan to promote DEP’s plain language plan; use the slogan on all internal communication. 
· Create a poster featuring DEP’s plain language slogan and its plain language Intranet site; distribute agency wide to use on bulletin boards and in public spaces. 
ACTION PLAN AND TIMELINE 
Adopting plain language in every area of the Department will require long-range planning and phased implementation, particularly for rules and regulations.  Goals for incorporating plain language use over the long term include:
· Making plain language use a part of DEP’s priorities

· Making plain language a part of the review process for regulatory and non-regulatory documents 
· By the end of year one, using plain language in all letters, e-mails and new documents that explain how to obtain a benefit or service, or how to comply with a requirement

· By the end of year two, using plain language in all new education and promotional materials and reports

· By the end of year three, converting all DEP applications and other forms to plain language
· By the end of year four, using plain language in all new regulations and remaining public documents where appropriate

The Department has developed a timeline for immediate action to implement plain language standards:  
	Action
	Timeframe
	Implementation

	Issue DEP plain language administrative directive
	Upon Governor’s approval of  the Department’s plain language plan, April 2007
	Office of the Secretary

	Identify and designate plain language leadership team
	By March 30
	Office of the Secretary

	Discuss plain language training options with the Department of Administrative Services, research costs and develop plain language training
	Intra-agency discussions immediate, begin formal training by June 1
	Office of the Secretary with leadership team and Director of Administrative Services

	Identify qualified in-house staff, volunteer trainers from other agencies and free, online plain language training modules
	April-May
	Office of Communications/

Administrative Services

	Create plain language section of the DEP Intranet and inform employees
	By April 30
	Office of Communications

	Designate and train plain language “go-to” employees
	By April 30
	Chief of Staff

	Develop plain language tips and examples for DEP Agenda
	By April 30 and ongoing
	Office of Communications

	Develop list of simple words and phrases that can be used in place of scientific and technical jargon
	By April 30 and ongoing
	Divisions and Programs

	Develop and communicate plain language, all-employee messages from the Secretary
	Content development immediate; communication following administrative directive
	Office of the Secretary, Chief of Staff  with support from Office of Communications

	Develop and communicate a series of plain language messages from Deputy Secretaries and Division Directors
	Content development immediate; communication following administrative directive
	Deputy Secretaries and Division Directors

	Develop plain language employee recognition program 
	By April 30 and ongoing 
	Office of the Secretary, Chief of Staff

	Create poster featuring DEP’s plain language plan 
	By April 30
	Office of Communications


PLAIN LANGUAGE EVALUATION AND REVIEW
The Department will strive for continuous improvement by requiring directors and managers to periodically review public documents for plain language and as needed, implement appropriate changes. In addition, Citizen Services will conduct research using surveys, intra-agency questionnaires and document audits to evaluate DEP’s plain language efforts. The Office of Citizen Services will also continue to monitor letters and e-mails for plain language as part of the Correspondence Information Tracking System (CITS). 
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