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This book is 
a handbook to guide you through the basics of making your 
website, emails, and forms useful to your users. Follow the steps. 
Best rule: Make your website simple and your meaning clear.

There are 6 sections 
Start here: plan & organize  3
Writing for the web  10 
Making emails do their job  19
Making your forms easy   23
Test (so you know it works)  28
References  32

This book helps you
know what you need, get organized, and write for your user. 
These are the benefits

• create clear pathways that lead users to  
the information they need

• comply with the Fair Registration Practices Act  
by making your website information clear and accessible

• avoid  answering questions by phone or email  
that your website can answer

It lets you help your users find what they need and understand 
what they read.

It doesn’t help you
work with the technology of building a website. There are many  
on-line resources for that. (Check References)

Planning

Web

Emails

Forms

Testing

Refs
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Tip • If you plan to hire a web developer 

Look at a few websites they have developed.  
Check out these things

•  site works on a hand-held device  
as well as a desktop or laptop

•  nothing moves (unless you click for a new image)

•  nothing makes sounds (unless you click on a short video)

Talk to at least two of their clients about how well  
they did with things like these

•  followed direction well 

•  helped the client understand the process

•  almost never presented them with unpleasant surprises  
and when it happened, the problems were easy to fix

•  created a website that was easy for the client  
to maintain and change

Check to see if their websites use 

•  a responsive design. That means the page shifts size  
and format to fit the type of device the user is  
using to look at it.

•  a content management system or CMS. CMS allows you 
to change the pages on your own website.

 

Note: Use templates if you are creating your own website.  
You need a lot of time and experience to develop a page 
layout that works. A template lets you organize your material 
in a coherent way.
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Start here: 
plan & organize

Creating a website is an exercise in strategy.  
There are several questions you need to answer  
before you start building: 

Who is coming to your website? 
A user coming to a website is different from a reader coming to 
a printed page. Who comes to it? What do they want? How do 
they think? What words do they use? How can you make sure 
they are able to do what you want them to do? 

How do you want to be seen? 
This might be the user’s first impression of your organization. What 
judgements do you make when you first look at a website? Look at 
a few and pay attention to what the design and layout say to you.

How do you get the user what they want? 
The user wants to take action. If they are not familiar with your 
terms and processes, what layout, words, and explanations will 
get them to the information they need?
Let these steps guide you as you build a website or a page,  
create a form, and write emails.

 Go through other  
associations’ websites. 

What works? 
Are there elements you can use?

Think about what you want to do  
as you go through  

other websites. 
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Get to know your users
Find out who uses your website and what they want.  
They have questions — and you have answers. 
To begin, brainstorm what you know about these people. 

Good questions
Which pages on your website 
do you need to write for which 

users?
Will translation software work 

wherever it’s needed? 
How about software for people 

with visual impairment?
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Brainstorm what you know
Try this on flip chart paper. Give each user a nickname.  
Imagine their questions. Think about the words they might use. 

Nickname: Nickname: Nickname:

This user is an 
association member 
or student

This user has 
credentials from 
outside Canada

Other user, define:

Write labels all over these users. Here is a starter list.  
The labels may be quite different for different users.

• age, sex

• state of mind

• first language

• knows Canadian terms of the profession — knows a different 
set of terms

• knows or does not know jargon, metaphors, common 
phrases in English

• knows enough cultural context to follow specific directions

• is using old or new equipment, a mobile device or desktop 
or some type of laptop

• has come for a particular task which is . . .

• has good information about how to take action — or has vague, 
misleading information your website may need to correct

Keep going with your brainstorming. Return to it when you 
get a flash of inspiration. The more completely you think this 
through, the easier job you will have writing to your user. 
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Show your organization  
as you want to be seen
A user wants to engage with your organization. Let your website 
show them who you are and how they can work with you.

First, generate a list of elements about who you are as an 
organization and what jobs your website is there to do. 

Use this starter list to help you make each page clean and 
simple:

• each page looks clean and easy to navigate

• it’s easy to see what’s more and less important

• it’s easy to see how to move through the website

• items on the menu list are clear and specific

• menu items are in a logical order and form logical clusters

• you get what you expect when you click on a menu item

• each page is short, interesting, and useful

• forms you need are where you need them

• you provide links for longer pieces

Note: Linking to longer pieces allows the main page to stay 
clean and simple and also gives a single page for a long article 
that users may want to bookmark or print.

Tip
Let people know when a link goes to a pdf. A pdf can take  
a long time to load and may crash some systems.
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Organize for action

How do you move through a website?
First, find an order for your material that has a logic to it. What 
that order is may be less important than creating an order that  
a user can follow. For a web page, the most useful order is 
almost always this inverted pyramid: 

lead in with the most-important point
next most important information

next most important
background info

summary
stop

Tip
People should be able to get to what they are looking for  
in                       1                        2 clicks.
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Guide with keywords 
Use key words for menu items and headings. Keywords are 
specific. They name and describe. Keywords give you “search 
engine optimization” (SEO) — they let a search engine find 
specific information. 

example

headline: Coping With the Tall Traveler’s Curse
“The headline lacks keywords — such as “airline seat” and “hotel 
bed” — that are important for search engine optimization (SEO). 
No one will search “curse” when trying to find out which hotel 
chains offer extra-long beds or which airline seats are the least 
unpleasant for long-legged travelers.“

Writing for the web, the heading would start with “tall traveler.” 
Why? The search engine will find the words in your headings. 
Like links, they offer a key to what information is coming. You 
can use headings as links.   (from Jakob Neilsen article “Writing Stye for Print 
vs. Web”  www.useit.com/alertbox/print-vs-online-content.html)

Users usually scan down the left side of a page. They pay 
most attention to headings. They don’t see the last words in a 
heading unless the first few words look like they will answer their 
question. They read the subject line of an email the same way. 

Search engines are computer programs that search documents 
for specified keywords and give you a list of the documents 
where the keywords were found. (from Webopedia.com)

Use keywords to let SEO bring users to the information  
they’re looking for.

Tip
Having a good search engine on your own website helps users find 
what they’re looking for. You can use Google Search,  
one of the best search engines around, on your site.  
Check out how to do that at www.askdavetaylor.com/how_can_i_
add_a_google_search_box_to_my_web_site.html 
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Headings as keywords
example

General, vague headings Specific headings
Participation opportunities Develop personal skills by   
 working in the community
Introduction Why this project is important
The project How the project worked
Submission of applications How to apply or  
 How to submit an application

Questions and answers
If you use question and answer format,  
use questions that someone would actually ask. 

example 

Does the association help applicants find an internship?
Where can I write the exam?
What happens after I file for an appeal?

Menu bars
How many menu bars do you need on a page?

example

Here is the main menu and one secondary menu for the 
Association of Professional Engineers and Geoscientists of Alberta.
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Writing  
for the web     

These are guidelines.  
Try them and see how they work for you.

Use the same word for the same thing
Each time you use a different word, the user will stop to decide 
whether it means the same thing: immigrant, naturalized citizen, 
newcomer, new Canadian, foreign applicant. Find the word that 
works best for the user and use it every time. 

example

Throughout the definition section of the RPL and Labour 
Mobility website several words were used to name “the person 
who wanted to register with an association,” and a 3-word series 
kept appearing but written differently each time. The lack of 
consistency cluttered the prose.

before:  The learner may not realize at the time that their 
experience has added to their knowledge, skills and 
competence . . .

The skills, knowledge, and abilities set by a regulatory 
body that a person needs to work in their occupation . . .

The process whereby the knowledge, skills and 
credentials . . .

In the end, we called the person the “candidate” and settled on 
these words in this order — allowing the final word to change if 
needed.

after:  Evaluation - Judging a candidate’s skills, knowledge, 
and abilities against a set of criteria, and recording the 
results.
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Use everyday words — write like you talk
Bring to mind one of your typical users. Address them by their 
nickname and tell them what you need to tell them. Write that 
down.

Imagine talking to the user directly.
example

before:  Claim application procedures  
after:  How to file a claim

before:  ... if you are not deemed eligible  
after:  ... if you are not eligible

Use terms the user will need and define them  
by how you use them.
example

before:  Mandatory competencies  
after:  Courses you must have – our mandatory competencies

Let the users see relationships and how to follow a process. 
example

before:  The Widget Makers Act is administered by the association.
after:  The association enforces the Widget Makers Act.

Find a way to uncomplicate what you’re trying to say.
example

before:  An Internationally Educated CWM with a prospective 
employer in NS may forward a NSCWM Initial 
Registration application to the College requesting a 
Temporary Licence if the following additional documents 
can be provided with the completed NSCWM initial 
registration application.

after:  Are you a CWM who has trained outside Canada?  
Is there an employer in NS who would like to hire you? 
You may ask the association for a Temporary Licence 
when you send in your Initial Registration. Include these 
documents . . .
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Keep sentences and paragraphs simple

Keep most sentences short (15 to 30 words).

Start with the subject (who or what is doing an action). Keep 
the subject, verb (what the subject is doing), and object if there 
is one (who or what is receiving the action) together.

example 

The Society keeps a fund to compensate clients . . .

Deal with one topic in a sentence.  
Develop one topic in a paragraph. 

Put your main idea first in a paragraph.  
Then give the rest of the information or exceptions.

Use transitions to move from one idea to the next. 
Use them to weigh ideas, introduce exceptions, or introduce 
examples.

example 
Mail your application along with the registration fee  
of $100 Canadian. However, if . . .

 subject verb object
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Use lists to break up more-complex material 
Do this when you want to deal with several pieces of information 
that are closely related. 
Follow these guidelines to make your lists clearer.
 
Introduce the list with a complete thought  
whenever possible.

example 
Assessing your competencies may use one or more  
of the following tools:
• written examinations
• oral examinations
• practical skills assessments
• language tests
• structured interviews
• portfolio assessments
• supervised work periods
• other methods

Begin each point with the same part of speech.
A verb (action), a noun (thing), a participle (word ends in “ing”). 
Make sure each idea belongs in the list.

example

All regulatory bodies must provide the following information to 
the public in a way that is clear and understandable

• the requirements applicants must follow to register with the 
body that regulates an occupation and the criteria that body 
uses to assess an applicant

• the length of time the registration process takes

• any supports available to help applicants become registered

• the fees an applicant must pay

• the documentation the regulating body will accept from 
applicants who are trained in other jurisdictions 

• the way the internal review processes works
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Use no punctuation at the end of the introduction  
to most lists.

example 

Complete your application form and send it electronically,  
by fax, or by mail along with these documents

• fees as listed on the application form

• original transcripts (or have the university email your 
transcripts directly)

• documents that verify your work history (see Verifying your 
Work History) on the application form 

Find an order that makes sense for the points in the list.  
If there are a lot of points, divide them into clusters.

example 
• fruits, including these
 -  apples 
 -  oranges

• vegetables such as these
 -  broccoli
 -  spinach

• baked goods like these
 -  croissants
 -  muffins
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Use bullet points when you’re talking about several items.

example

before:  Q  I am licensed by another jurisdiction.  
 How do I get licensed in Nova Scotia? 

 A Industry Members licensed in other jurisdictions  
 who wish to sell widgets in Nova Scotia must:

•  provide a licensing history
•  pass the Challenge Exam
•  submit to a criminal records check
•  complete the Salesperson and Associate  

Broker Licence Application
•  provide payment: cheque, money order,  

Visa or MasterCard

after:  Q I have a licence from another country.  
 How do I get licensed to work in Nova Scotia?

 A Follow these steps
• send the Commission your work history  

starting from when you got your licence
• pass the Challenge Exam
• get a criminal records check and send a copy  

to the association
• complete the application for the Salesperson 

and Licence
• pay for your licence by cheque, money order,  

Visa, or MasterCard
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Put verbs to work for you
Verbs give a sentence its action. They tell you what you need to 
do or how something works: apply, sign up, click, find, register, 
go to, contact and, of course, be. 

With active verbs, the subject comes first, the action comes 
next, and if there is an object, it comes after the verb.

example 

The association will approve  your request . . .

Passive verbs are actions that come before the subject in the 
sentence  — or there may be no subject. Passives usually need 
help from some form of the verb “to be” to make sense.

example  

passive:  This information must be included in the application  
  for it to be considered.
active:  Include this information in your application.  
  (No need to say “for it to be considered.”)

passive:  This package was designed exclusively for widget makers  
  and is overseen by the NSWMA for the better protection  
  of its members.
active:  The association designed this package for widget makers.  
  We monitor it to protect our members.

Note: “Oversee” is a word that carries racial baggage.

 subject verb object
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Making verbs into nouns — watch out for this one.
These are sometimes called nominalizations. Nominalizations 
make your writing stiff and harder to understand.  
“Stiff” and “professional” are not the same thing. You clarify  
your meaning when you make nominalizations back into verbs.  
(Be patient: this habit is deeply ingrained.) 

example 

before: Consideration of this matter . . .   
after:  Please consider . . .

before:  Prior to the completion of . . .   
after:  Before you complete (fill in, finish) . . .

We have a tendency to string those nominalizations together 
into “freight trains.” 

example 
before: your initial registration application
after:  your application to register
 
Freight trains are popular in names of organizations, policies, 
groups, and strategies — and sometimes there’s nothing you can 
do about them. It’s always worth a try.

example 
before: National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s 

automobile seat belt interlock rule.
  
after:  The National Highway Traffic Safety Administration’s  

interlock rule applies to automotive seat belts.
  (from the US Federal Plain Language Guidelines  
  www.plainlanguage.gov/index.cfm)
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One way to avoid nominalizations and freight trains  
is to use direct address: “you.” 

example 
before: Applicants who have been educated in widget making 

outside of Canada will be required to undergo a 
credential evaluation as part of the registration process.

after: If you were educated outside of Canada, part of your 
registration process will include a review of your 
credentials – a credential evaluation.

Another trick is to look for the words you have to use.  
If your website is for the Medical Widget Technologists 
Association, for example, you don’t have to repeat the name of 
the association each time you talk about it. 

example

before: Essential information for internationally educated 
Medical Widget Technologists

after: Information you need if you were educated  
outside Canada

Check out this piece from a bulleted list. The bullet point is short 
but nominalizations and passives make it hard to understand.

example 
before: [The Program] has the following goals:

•  improve accessibility to the Adult Education Program 
within the province and ensure that the learning 
achieved is recognized and transferable among 
programs and provinces

Imagine saying the same information to someone  
who is standing in front of you.

after: [The Program] has these goals
•  make sure that what people learn is recognized and 

can be transferred from program to program and 
province to province
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New Professional Standards Policy draft 2 June 12

Making emails  
do their job

Be clear about why you’re sending the email. 
Would a phone call serve you better?  
Are you creating a paper trail?  
Is this for future reference?  
Will the receiver read it on a mobile device?

Make the subject line do the work
It is short, specific, and tells exactly what this email  
is about. The receiver uses it to decide whether to read the 
email now, how to find and re-find it, and where to store it.  
What makes a subject line useful to you?

example 

take a look at this

before:

after:
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Will it be used for future reference? The subject line will then 
have to make sense out of context. The receiver may use 
keywords to search for it. How does that change the subject line?

example

 

What is the least information  
the receiver needs? 
Think about how much the other person will actually 
read. Research shows that it’s often the first sentence — and 
they plan to come back and finish the email later. How much do 
you read? Do you come back and finish later?

• Who are all the people that need this information?  
Cc or forward only to people who need the information.

• If you’re forwarding an email, is the subject line still relevant 
or do you need to put in a new subject line?

Acceptable scores for the qualifying exam

after:
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Use simple formatting to guide the reader 
Can you break a longer email into point form? 

example

Can you divide it into sections – and note the topics as a the 
first sentence? Use your email program’s formatting. Formatting 
from your word processing program will not translate.

example

You asked about how to follow up on this process. 

There are 3 steps you need to take
Step 1 - 
Step 2 - 
Step 3 - 

We talked about meeting times, making the website more accessible,  
and finding strategies for working together 

Next meeting  - Thursday, September 27 @ 2pm @ The Bean 
Future meetings - last Thurs of the month @ 2pm

Making the website more accessible

• started with a show and tell of proposals: [give links]

• suggested these actions [list actions briefly and who will take 

 the lead on each]

Finding strategies for working together
• [sum up strategies and who to contact for more info]
• [summarize points to remind everyone of what we said]  

Website redesign – meeting notes from September 30, 2012
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Final notes
Note if there is an attachment and say briefly what it is. 
A brief summary that tells you what’s in a longer document is 
called a thumbnail.

Use a signature at the bottom that gives your name, 
position, address, and phone number. 

Keep it simple.

Check the email before you send it.
Check for spelling, typos, and grammar.

Take more time before you send important  
or sensitive emails
• re-read and re-word important emails

• read emails out loud — imagine your receiver listening

• ask someone to look it over before you send an email  
if it’s important to get it right

Anticipate what your email will look like when it gets 
to the receiver. Most of the time, it will look different from 
the way you sent it unless the receiver is using the same email 
program as you. There are ways to minimize this.

• Use the default type style of the email program. It will 
translate into the default type style of the program that 
receives your email. Type styles don’t translate well between 
email programs.

• The lines may shift around and not line up the way you 
wrote them. If you copied a piece from a word processing 
program like Word, it will look like plain text: one size, 
no colour, no highlights or bold or italics. If you need 
formatting, format it in the email. Format for clarity only.

 
Send a confirmation that you received an email  
if it’s a critical one — and only if it’s a critical one.
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Making  
your forms easy

Research shows that people dislike forms,  
they don’t read the instructions, and they make 
mistakes wherever it’s possible to make a mistake. 
These few guidelines will help you make forms easier 
to navigate.

Organizing a form 
Your aim is to organize the material to show your user where to 
go next. To do that you need a clean, simple-looking page.

Use a grid, spaces, and headings. Text and boxes need to 
line up on a form so it looks simple. A grid lets you line things up.

 Name of organization/group  _______________________________________________________________________________

 Address  _______________________________________________________________________________

 Contact person  _______________________________________________________________________________

  Phone ________________________________  Fax  __________________________________

  E-mail ________________________________________________________________________

 Project title  _______________________________________________________________________________

 Project description  _______________________________________________________________________________

  Will the requested funding cover all or partial aspects of the project?   ___________________

 Project dates  (for portion related to funding request)  

  Start date   _____________________________    End date    _____________________________

 

 Budget details  Identify what your funding request will cover and 
  what can be accomplished for each level of support.

 

 Level of support Budget details Amount

 Up to $1,000.00  ________________________________________________________________    _____________

 Up to $2,500.00  ________________________________________________________________   _____________

 Up to $ 5,000.00  ________________________________________________________________   _____________

 TOTAL    _____________ 

Application Form

One-time Community Crime  
Prevention and Reduction Investment Grants

Funding CAN be designated for

•	Equipment & supplies
•	Honoraria, stipends, or fees for service
•	Program administration costs  

(including travel)
•	Communications & marketing
•	Events & activities

Funding CAN NOT be designated for

•	Capital expenses
•	Staff costs and wages
•	Feasibility/needs assessments
•	Travel outside of Nova Scotia
•	Projects that duplicate services
•	Retroactive funding requests
•	Fundraising events

Planning Web Emails Forms Testing Refs



Perfectly Plain 24

Cluster all the questions that are related and leave an extra 
space between clusters. For a longer, more-complex form, 
cluster information under headings.

Use lines sparingly. Keep the lines simple. Line them up with 
the text and the boxes on the grid.

Use the same style of fill-in boxes over and over. Keep the 
form clean and simple. Your users will always prefer simplicity 
over variety on a form. Cluster questions and use headings and 
colour to identify specific sections. Use a consistent style for boxes.

Residential Tenancies Program 1-800-670-4357      www.accessns.ca/residential-tenancies/forms  20
12

-1
1-

Fo
rm

 G
/H

F5F5Form H  Physician’s Certificate
Termination of Tenancy for Health Reasons
(Section 10B or 10C of the Residential Tenancies Act)

Tenant to fill out this section

Tenant’s name (print)

Tenant’s telephone  

Address of residential premises
Street number and name (civic address)  Apartment number

  
City or town Province  Postal code

  

Landlord’s name (print)

Landlord’s telephone  

Physician to fill out this section 

Physician information: This form requires you to certify that your patient has a significant deterioration of health 
that prevents them from continuing to reside in their residential premises. By signing this form,  
you are providing evidence that will permit your patient to terminate his or her lease.

Early termination of the lease must be in accordance with Section 10B or 10C of the Residential Tenancies Act,  
as printed on page F6 of this form. 

Physician’s name (print)

Street number and name (civic address)  Unit number

  
City or town Province  Postal code

  
Phone number  

I hereby certify that I have examined the above-named tenant and that s/he has suffered a significant 
deterioration of health that  (check applicable box)

 has resulted in a reduction of the tenant’s income so that the tenant can no longer pay  
his/her rent in addition to the tenant’s other reasonable expenses.

 has resulted in the inability of the tenant to continue the lease.

 renders the residential premises inaccessible to the tenant. 

Sign and date this form

Physician’s signature Date (YYYY MM DD)

 

Clustered questions 
and use of headings 
and colour for 
identification.

Consistant  
style of boxes.

Design the form as a conversation with your association.

Put tick boxes after the question. The user gets to read the 
question and then answer it. Make the meaning of the question 
clear.

Planning Web Emails Forms Testing Refs



Perfectly Plain 25

Put questions and instructions in the right place
• to the left, against the top of the fill-in box or 

• in the top inside a fill-in box, flush left

You can also put questions and instructions to the left beside a 
box if you have a long form and that format makes it shorter. 

example

example

Watch your colour. It can be useful, and it can get in the 
way. Not everyone sees colour the same. The most important 
thing is – users need to be able to read the text. Check 
colour combinations at Juicy Studio juicystudio.com/services/
aertcolourcontrast.php 

Use images to say something. Otherwise, they can distract 
and even mislead or confuse.

 Name of organization/group  _______________________________________________________________________________

 Address  _______________________________________________________________________________

 Contact person  _______________________________________________________________________________

  Phone ________________________________  Fax  __________________________________

  E-mail ________________________________________________________________________

 Project title  _______________________________________________________________________________

 Project description  _______________________________________________________________________________

  Will the requested funding cover all or partial aspects of the project?   ___________________

 Project dates  (for portion related to funding request)  

  Start date   _____________________________    End date    _____________________________

 

 Budget details  Identify what your funding request will cover and 
  what can be accomplished for each level of support.

 

 Level of support Budget details Amount

 Up to $1,000.00  ________________________________________________________________    _____________

 Up to $2,500.00  ________________________________________________________________   _____________

 Up to $ 5,000.00  ________________________________________________________________   _____________

 TOTAL    _____________ 

Application Form

One-time Community Crime  
Prevention and Reduction Investment Grants

Funding CAN be designated for

•	Equipment & supplies
•	Honoraria, stipends, or fees for service
•	Program administration costs  

(including travel)
•	Communications & marketing
•	Events & activities

Funding CAN NOT be designated for

•	Capital expenses
•	Staff costs and wages
•	Feasibility/needs assessments
•	Travel outside of Nova Scotia
•	Projects that duplicate services
•	Retroactive funding requests
•	Fundraising events

Residential address
Street number and name (civic address)  Apartment number

  
City or town Province  Postal code

  

 Think about how you  
approach filling in forms. 

What makes it easy?
What makes it hard?

Planning Web Emails Forms Testing Refs

http://juicystudio.com/services/aertcolourcontrast.php
http://juicystudio.com/services/aertcolourcontrast.php


Perfectly Plain 26

Keep your text as simple as possible
Pare your instructions down. Keep them simple and direct. 
Use “If . . . then . . .” constructions.

Ask only the questions you need to ask. Ask one question 
at a time. Make sure the order you ask the questions in leads the 
user logically through what they need to do. 

Follow the writing guidelines in this handbook and write for 
action for everything you write on the form. Use familiar words; 
write the way you talk. Use as little text on a form as you can 
and still be clear. Keep paring until you include only what’s most 
useful.

Don’t let your users make mistakes
Clearly identify required fields.
Use colour. Or use a large enough icon or type size that people 
can spot them immediately.

Use form validation where possible. 
You need JavaScript to use form validation. It’s useful because it 
makes sure your users fill in the required boxes correctly.  
Ask your web designer if you are working with one.

There are three places to use form validation

• when a user leaves a box they have filled in

• when a user tries to submit the form

• when the form reaches your server

The 1st is optional. The 2nd and 3rd are important.  
The 3rd is critical. 

When a user misses a required box or enters the wrong data 
have the form return them to the right box and offer them more 
help. You can have more-complete instructions appear — and 
disappear when the user begins to enter the new data.
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Paper forms
Paper forms work the same way on-line forms work with a few 
changes. Follow all the language, organization, and design 
suggestions for your paper form. 

Remember that you’re working on paper.
Make sure you leave enough space for someone  
to fill in the information you want. 

Boxes are one way to show where the information goes. 
If you use boxes, it is also useful to screen the background. The 
white boxes make it obvious where to write. However, if people 
will be printing the forms from their computer, the background 
screening will not print well. It’s better to rely on using the grids 
and being consistent with your format.

Highlight required fields by using an icon or a different 
colour of ink to make the question stand out.
 

Test 
Testing makes sure your form works.

• Keep track of where people make mistakes and make the 
changes you need to make.

• Use a usability test. That means your volunteers fill in 
the form. All of the test options in the Test section of this 
handbook are usability tests.

 

Tip
A user must have JavaScript turned on to validate. If a user has 
JavaScript turned off on their browser, you can still validate 
from your server. 
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Test  
(so you know it works) 

One way to make sure your website and your forms work 
is to give them a test run. Usability tests are the most 
effective. These are all simple, informal, quick tests. Read 
through the options. Decide what would work for you.

Test while you are still developing a website or form. 
That way you will know for sure what works. Create a 
mock-up with your word-processing program and test 
it, on screen or on paper.  
(This section on testing was adapted from the US Federal Plain Language Guidelines 

www.plainlanguage.gov)

One-on-one usability testing 
When to test 
1 As soon as you have a good draft. 
2 After you make changes based on the first round of testing, 

run a second round to see if your changes solved the 
problems without introducing new ones. 

3 Then run a third test. The third test balances out the other 
two. With testing, three is the magic number.

Who to test
Find three people to test your website or form each time.  
That means nine volunteers.

To test for users trained outside Canada, look for students or 
members of your association who grew up, or lived and worked, 
in another country. You may also find people through ISIS – 
Immigrant Settlement and Integration Services www.isisns.ca.
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Set aside a morning to conduct one round of testing. Give each 
of the three volunteers an appointment at one-hour intervals. 
Your job is to listen carefully to what they say (even if you’re 
tempted, sometimes, to explain or defend) and keep notes.

For testing the website, decide what parts you most want to 
test. Give the volunteer a series of specific reasons for looking for 
particular information. For testing a form, ask the volunteer to put 
themselves into the shoes of someone who needs to use the form. 

Ask your volunteers to work out loud so that you can hear what 
they struggle with and what they find easily.

What happens in a typical session

Here’s the schedule.

Welcome and introduction: Make the volunteer comfortable. Tell 
them that you need to know where the page works and where 
it doesn’t so that you can make it better. Reassure them that the 
test is of the website or the form. Let them know that you want 
them to work through it out loud.

Ask a few questions about the volunteer so that you know better 
how they can help you.

Give the volunteer your specific questions. Watch and listen as 
they try to perform a task. Take notes on what the volunteer 
finds easy and what they struggle with, what they understand 
and what is confusing.

When you are testing a website, you can also ask volunteers 
to create their own scenarios. What would they want to find 
out? Then take notes as they look for the information and try to 
understand it. 

Debrief with the volunteer by asking neutral questions about the 
experience: Was this page generally useful? Is there anything you 
found particularly difficult or particularly helpful? Do you have 
any suggestions? 
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Co-discovery usability testing 
Follow the same process as one-on-one testing  
with these variations

Ask two volunteers to go through the website or form together 
and talk about the process: what works and what’s challenging.
Or ask several volunteers to work independently and then bring 
them together at the end to talk about their experience as a 
group. This speeds up the time you spend testing. It works 
best if you have one note-taker watching and listening to each 
volunteer as they work. It can be helpful to have two note-takers 
when you bring everyone together, as people may talk quickly.

Comparative usability testing 
Test different versions of your website or form. 
Ask each volunteer to work with both versions. Alternate which 
version people start with.

Remote, moderated usability testing 
Follow the same process. Use web-based tools that allow you to 
test volunteers on line while you are also present on line.

Remote, unmoderated usability testing 
Ask volunteers to go through the materials and mark them up. 
Again, find web-based tool that allow you to do this.
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Ongoing user feedback
Add a place to your website where users who visit can ask 
questions and answer each other — such as an on-line forum. 
Your users will bring a great deal of knowledge and experience 
to your website and they will let you know what does and 
doesn’t work.

Tip
from Philip and Alex’s Guide to Web Publishing, 

“As soon as two users ask the same question, you should beef 
up your site to answer it unattended: Build a page, fix the 
navigation model, or tune your search engine.”

A thumbnail sample on testing website Content from  
A List Apart alistapart.com.  

Testing Content, by Angela Colter · Issue 320 · December 14, 
2010 

Whether the purpose of your website is to convince people 
to do something, to buy something, or simply to inform, 
testing only whether they can find information or complete 
transactions is a missed opportunity: Is the content appropriate 
for the audience? Can they read and understand what you’ve 
written? Angela Colter shows how to predict whether your 
content will work (without users) and test whether it does 
work (with users). While you can’t test every sentence on your 
website, you don’t need to. Focus on tasks that are critical to 
your users and your business. Learn how to test the content to 
find out if and where your website falls short.
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Resources 

On-line resources 
These three websites are well used in the IT industry

Alertbox on Useit.com: www.useit.com/alertbox 

A List Apart: alistapart.com 

Philip and Alex’s Guide to Web Publishing by Philip Greenspun: 
philip.greenspun.com/panda

A complete “how to” on plain language, with a piece on writing 
for the web:
Federal Plain Language Guidelines, The Plain Language Action 
and Information Network (PLAIN) USA, revised May 2011
plainlanguage.gov or go straight to the index:   
www.plainlanguage.gov/index.cfm

Readability formulas  
www.readabilityformulas.com/free-readability-formula-
assessment.php 

An international discussion forum on plain language: 
An excellent forum hosted by Cheryl Stevens, a veteran 
Canadian plain language specialist, on LinkedIn.com,  
search “Plain Language Advocates Group”

Federal website for newcomers to Canada 
Working in Canada: www.credentials.gc.ca

Canadian style and reference guides:

www.fernwoodpublishing.ca/userfiles/Fernwood%20
Publishing%20Style%20Guide.pdf

novascotia.ca/cns/pubs/CNS-Editorial-Style-Guide.pdf
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Books
Redish, Janice (Ginny). Letting Go of the Words: Writing Web 
Content that Works. Morgan Kaufman, 2007.

Jarrett, Caroline and Gerry Gaffney, Forms that Work: Designing 
Web Forms for Usability. Morgan Kaufman, 2009.

Barnum, Carol. Usability Testing Essentials: Ready, Set...Test!. 
Morgan-Kaufmann/Elsevier, 2011.

Chisnell, Dana and Jeff Rubin. The Handbook of Usability Testing, 
2nd edition. Wiley, 2008.

Krug, Steve. Rocket Surgery Made Easy. New Riders, 2009.

My primary sources — many thanks
Davies, Gwen and Joanne Wise. Clear Fresh Writing: A workshop 
for Nova Scotia Power Inc., 2010.

The Plain Language Action and Information Network (PLAIN) 
USA. Federal Plain Language Guidelines, Plainlanguage.gov, 
revised May 2011.
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accelerate (speed up)
accomplish (do)
accompany (go with)
accordingly (so)
accumulate (gather)
accurate (correct, right)
additional (added, more, extra)
adequate (enough)
adjacent to (next to, beside)
advise (tell)
aggregate (total)
altercation (conflict, fight,  dispute)
amicable (friendly)
anticipate (expect, look forward to)
apparent (clear, plain)
application (the use)
apprehension (fear, worry)
appropriate (proper)
approximately (about)
ascertain (find out, learn)
assimilate (absorb)
assistance (aid, help)
assuredly (surely)
at the present time (now)
attempt (try)
augment (add to, increase)
benefit (help)
by means of (by)
capability (ability)
close proximity (near)
commence (begin, start)
commencement (beginning, start)
commendation (praise)
commitment (promise, agreement)
compensation (pay)
concur (agree)
concerning (about, on)

conduct a study (study)
configuration (shape, form)
consequence (result)
consequently (therefore, so)
consolidate (combine)
construct (build)
constructive (helpful, useful)
contains (has)
contribute (give, add)
correspondence (letter, memo)
deferral (delay)
demonstrate (show)
desire (want, wish)
determine (find out, learn, set) 
detrimental (harmful, damaging)
due to the fact that (because, since)
duly (just leave out)
employ (use)
encounter (meet)
endeavour (try)
equitable (fair)
equivalent (equal)
erroneous (wrong)
establish (set, prove, show)
excessive (too much)
exhibit (show)
expedite (help, speed up)
explicit (plain, specific)
fabricate (make, build)
facilitate (ease, help, guide)
frequently (often)
herewith (below, here)
illustrate (show)
implement (do, start)
in order that (so, to)
in some instances (sometimes)
in the event that (if)

Convoluted terminology 
(big words) 
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in close proximity (close to, beside)
in addition to (also)
inadvisable (unwise, stupid)
inaugurate (start, begin)
indicate (suggest, prove)
initial (first)
initiate (start)
in advance of (before)
in order to (to)
in relation to (about, with, to)
insofar as (because)
instigate (start)
interface (meet, work with)
in the amount of (for)
it is functional (it works)
locality (place)
maintain (keep)
materialize (appear)
maximum quantity (most)
minimum quantity (least)
modification (change)
modify (change)
necessity (need)
negatively impact (harm, hurt)
notwithstanding (in spite of, still)
numerous (many)
observe (see)
obtain (get) 
operates (runs)
opportunity (chance)
optimum (best)
originate (start, develop, invent)
paramount (greatest, top, main)
past experience (experience)
perform (do)
permit (let)
pertaining to (about, of, on)
possess (have, own)
previously (before)
primarily (mainly)

prior to (before)
probability (chance)
proceed (go)
procure (get, buy)
proficiency (skill)
proliferate (spread)
provided that (if...)
purchase (buy)
pursuant to (in, under)
rationale (reasons)
regarding (about)
reimburse (pay)
remain (stay)
remuneration (pay, payment)
represents (is)
reproduction (copy)
request (ask)
significant (large, great)
simultaneously (at the same time)
solicit (ask for, request)
submit (give, send)
subsequent (next, later)
substantial (large, great)
substantiate (prove)
sufficient (enough)
supersede (replace)
terminated (ended)
termination (end)
therefore (so)
time period (either one)
transmit (send)
ultimate (final, last)
uncertainty (doubt)
utilization (use)
utilize (use)
variation (change, difference)
verification (proof, check, confirmation)
visualize (imagine, picture, see)
with regard to (about, concerning)
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