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 Tactic 9: Use Their Language 

Thinking everyone will understand what you write because 

you do is like thinking your shoes will fit others because they fit 

you. The actual words we use make content easier to 

understand or harder to understand. In Write and Organize for 

Deeper Learning, I discuss the use of familiar and simple 

language because it is clearer. The U.S. government (as well as 

other governments) began campaigns to write language in 

“Plain Language.” This means writing so others can easily read, 

understand, and use what we write (adapted from 

www.plainlanguage.gov). 

Clarity 

There are two tactics from Write and Organize for Deeper 

Learning that are the first steps to improving comprehension. 

 Use simpler, more common words and phrases 

 Use shorter sentences 

These two tactics make content easier to understand. 

There’s one more tactic we should add that makes what you 

write easier for your audience to understand: Use the words 

they use.  

Many times, we need to teach terminology to people before 

we can discuss the topic. That’s not what I’m talking about. 

Terminology is a foundation for learning a topic area and I’ll 

discuss this in more detail in this tactic. What I’m referring to 

are the bulk of the words we use when writing. Figure 5.2 

shows official and simpler wording used in victim’s assistance 

program training materials. 
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Figure 5.2 Official versus common wording 

  
“Official” Wording 
 
The rules in this section 
govern monetary and non-
monetary assistance offered 
to victims of violent crimes, 
including rape, assault, 
battery, and homicide (and 
some others), and their 
families, for eligible 
expenses. 
 
1 very long (31 words) and 
unclear sentence 

Simple Wording 
 
This section describes help 
offered to eligible violent 
crime victims.  

 Who is covered 

 What is covered 
 
 

 
 
1 shorter sentence (10 
words), two links to cover 
details  
 

Briefly, we should use the words our readers use because 

they don’t have to think about what these words mean. In 

other words, they reduce the effort of understanding.  

Commonly Used Words 

How do we know which words are effortless for our 

audience and which are likely to be difficult? Tactic 1 (Analyze 

Prior Knowledge) and Tactic 2 (Analyze Work Tasks) will tell 

us a lot about what people know and the words they use. We 

can also analyze workers’ actual words. The following resource 

makes this easy! 
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Resource 

We can use text analysis tools to analyze the words people 

use. For example, you could use Word Counter and input text 

that workers use in documentation, emails, and collaboration 

tools to get a list of frequently used words and phrases. Figure 

5.3 shows an analysis of the words used in the introduction to 

this book. I pasted in the text and Word Counter did the 

analysis. Voila! You’re a data analyst!  

   

Figure 5.3 Words and phrases used most often; used with permission 

(https://www.databasic.io/en/wordcounter)  
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Bigrams are two-word phrases and trigrams are three-word 

phrases. Cool, huh? 

Testing 

One of the tasks usability analysts perform is user testing to 

see how users understand what we build. We communicate a 

lot through language, so it’s natural we’d want to test what our 

words mean to users. A common user testing step is to see how 

users understand your interface and the words on the page. 

We’ll concentrate on the words for this tactic. Here are two 

important tasks usability testers do to analyze understanding.  

 Have users read the text aloud. Note where users: 

o Trip over words and phrases  

o Mispronounce words 

o Look confused 

o Ask questions 

 Ask readers to summarize what they just read. 

This kind of testing doesn’t have to be in person. I’ve used 

webinar or screen sharing tools for this purpose.  


