
Clear and Accessible 
Writing for Public 

Engagement
Tuesday 25 April 2023
University of Brighton



Goals for today

• Consider who you are writing for and why
• Understand how people read, particularly online, and what this 

means in terms of how you approach writing
• Learn the fundamentals of writing clear and accessible content
• Explore tools and resources that can help you
• Have reviewed, edited and improved your own writing
• Have edited a colleague’s work and offered feedback and 

constructive suggestions.



How we’ll run today’s session

A balance of both
PRESENTATION AND DISCUSSION

Slides and resources shared online
SHARING SLIDES

Don’t hesitate – let me know!
ASK QUESTIONS

https://www.pamelaagar.com/writing-course
Password: Brighton



Introductions



About me – Pamela Agar
Head of Digital and Creative
Imperial College London
2 x institutional website redesigns
Revamped news channel
Student blogging
Web, social, video, brand, 
editorial strategy

Managing Director
Pickle Jar Communications
Students’ Union UCL
St George’s, University of 
London
University of Stirling
University of York
SOAS

Digital Project Manager
The Francis Crick Institute
Digital transformation 
projects

Director, Pamela Agar 
Projects Ltd
St George’s, University of London
St Paul’s Cathedral
University of Aberdeen
Guildhall School of Music & 
Drama
UK Dementia Research Institute
Imperial College London
SCDTP

Co-Executive Director
CASE Europe
Professional development, 
awards, thought leadership in 
education advancement



About you

• Your name
• Your work in a sentence…

https://www.menti.com/
8483 3610



Writing for public 
engagement – some 
inspiration and ideas



What kind of writing are we talking about?

• Long form – blog posts, web pages, opinion pieces, creative writing
• Short form - social media, photo captions
• Physical – exhibitions, posters, print



To INFORM To ENTERTAIN To INTERACT

Why are you writing?



https://www.bhf.org.uk/informationsupport/
how-a-healthy-heart-works

To INFORM

British Heart 
Foundation



British Trust for 
Ornithology 
(BTO)



British Antarctic
Survey



The Francis Crick 
Institute

Layered website 
content for public 
and scientific 
audiences





https://www.instagram.com/damien_k
empf/

Senior Lecturer in Medieval History, 
University of Liverpool

122,000 followers

To ENTERTAIN



“The majority of my exchanges on 
social media are with non-
academics, which I find 
particularly rewarding given that 
my aim in posting medieval 
images on Twitter and 
Instagram is precisely to reach out 
to people who are not specialists 
and would not otherwise 
encounter these images.”



https://thepoetryofscience.scienceblog.com/



https://thepoetryofscience.scienceblog.com/



https://www.crick.ac.uk/whats-on/exhibitions/cut-
paste/cut-paste-online-exhibition

To INTERACT
The Francis Crick Institute 
Public exhibitions









Can you share any other examples?

Who do you think does this well??



What makes those examples good??



How do people read 
online?



The science of reading

“Reading is the ability to extract visual information from the page and 
comprehend the meaning of the text”
- Keith Rayner and Alexander Pollatsek’s Psychology of Reading

• Readers’ eyes don’t read one word and then move on to the next – they 
jump about all over the place

• The more familiar your words are to the reader, the faster the reader can 
understand what they mean

From the age of 9, your eyes can miss 30% of text on the
page and your brain will still accurately predict the 
content



Reading online

People only read 20-28% of the page
- Jakob Nielsen

People scan, they don’t read. They are naturally efficient with their time and effort.

https://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-people-read-online/
https://www.nngroup.com/articles/text-scanning-patterns-
eyetracking/

How 
important 

is task?

What 
type of 
task?

Level of 
focus

Personal 
approach



F-pattern
In the absence of subheadings and bullets, users tend to fixate on the words toward the 
beginning of lines and toward the top of the page.



Layer-cake pattern
Fixations on the page’s headings and 
subheadings, with deliberate occasional 
fixations on the (body) text in between. 



Core writing principles



Web ‘accessibility’ online

Accessibility is not just about disability, it is about 
universality.
• It is about the inclusion and participation of 

people with disabilities using the web.
• It means making your digital content accessible to 

all internet users.

Design decisions disable people

Web accessibility means that websites, tools, and 
technologies are designed and developed so that 
people with disabilities can use them.

https://www.w3.org/WAI/fundamentals/accessibility-intro/



Accessible writing – plain English

Making content clear and understandable opens writing up for users 
with different literacy levels and access challenges.

• Web Content Accessibility Guidelines (WCAG) say: "using the 
clearest and simplest language appropriate is highly desirable." 
• The United Nations recommends plain language for 

communications.

https://readabilityguidelines.co.uk/clear-language/plain-english/



Choose easy and short words not formal, long ones.

• Write for the reading comprehension of a 9 year old. 
• helps your content reach the most users
• makes your content easier to scan read

"buy" not "purchase”
"help" not "assist”
"about" not "approximately”
“use” not “utilise”



Keep your sentences and paragraphs short too

• The maximum sentence length for a good level of comprehension 
is 25 words. Split long sentences up into 2 or 3, or use bullet points.
• Oxford Guide to plain English, GOV.UK and linguists agree:

• 15 word sentences are more likely to be comprehensible
• 25 words is a good maximum sentence length limit
• above 40 words sentences are hard to comprehend easily

• 5 sentence paragraphs

BUT…
Keep sentence length varied - A mix of slightly shorter and slightly 
longer sentences can make reading more interesting.



Jargon and buzzwords are unlikely to be clear language

"Let's touch base in 10 and do some blue sky thinking.”

or

"Let's meet in 10 minutes to think of some ideas."

• These words are too general and vague and can lead to 
misinterpretation or empty, meaningless text. 
• Think about what the term actually means and describe that. 
• Be open and specific.



Explain technical terms

• Technical terms are not jargon – you will need them! 
• Explain what they mean the first time you use them.



Write conversationally, in first person, using the 
active voice

• Picture your audience and write as if you were talking directly to 
them, with the authority of someone who can help and inform.

Test your content with users

• What is clear to you may not be for someone else.



Isn’t this ‘dumbing down’?

• Research shows that higher literacy people prefer plain 
English because it allows them to understand the information as 
quickly as possible.

https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2014/02/17/guest-post-clarity-is-king-the-evidence-
that-reveals-the-desperate-need-to-re-think-the-way-we-write/

• Research into use of specialist legal language in legal documents found
that 80% of people preferred sentences written in clear English 

• the more complex the issue, the greater that preference the more 
educated the person and the more specialist their knowledge, the greater 
their preference for plain English

• People understand complex specialist language, but do not want to 
read it if there’s an alternative. People with the highest literacy levels 
and the greatest expertise tend to have the most to read.



“It’s not dumbing down, it’s 
opening up”
- Sarah Richards, “Content Design”



“It’s not dumbing down – it’s opening up”

• It communicates information succinctly and efficiently so that 
readers understand the message quickly

• It benefits everybody, from expert readers to international users and 
people who use English as a second language. 

• It is easily searchable and will often gain you a better search 
engine ranking. 

• It is welcomed by readers; in fact, studies show that it makes the 
writer look smarter. (If people understand more of what you’re 
saying, they will likely feel that you make sense.)



To write gallery text that is captivating, illuminating, and 
comprehensible for a wide audience is difficult but not 

impossible to reach. To achieve this, we do not have to ‘dumb 
down’ our scholarship and collections. 
Instead, we have to recognise visitors’ needs and interests, and 
use the devices of good writing to communicate our ideas. By 
good writing, we do not simply mean clarity and correct 
grammar. To appeal to our visitors in the busy environment of 
the museum, text also needs personality, life and rhythm. Only 
these qualities of communication will highlight the ingenuity of 
our collections and enrich the imaginations of our visitors in the 
way that we promise.

“

https://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/museum-life/getting-it-write

https://www.vam.ac.uk/blog/museum-life/getting-it-write


George Orwell’s 6 rules of writing

1. Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech which you 
are used to seeing in print.

2. Never use a long word where a short one will do.
3. If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it out.
4. Never use the passive where you can use the active.
5. Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word, or a jargon word if 

you can think of an everyday English equivalent.
6. Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright 

barbarous.



Your turn



https://hemingwayapp.com/



Structuring your content
e.g. blog posts, web introductions



Questions to consider

• Who are your audiences?
• Try to be specific

• What do you want them to do?
• Are there tangible actions you would like your reader to take?
• Is it about changing minds rather than tangible action?
• Do you want them to share your content?

• Where are they reading?
• Inform your platform choice



Consider the news value

• What will make your content interesting, useful and shareable 
to your readers?

Timeliness Impact Prominence Proximity

Relevance Human 
interest Rare Conflict



Structure your writing – informative writing

• Get to the point quickly – first 
100 words should offer the most 
crucial information
• Priority is to get information

across to as many people as
possible quickly

Most newsworthy 
information

Who? What? When? 
Where? Why? How?

Important details

Other general 
information / 
background





Structure your writing – informative writing

• Help your readers to scan
• Use sub-headings 
• Lists
• Links
• Quotes
• Images



https://www.nngroup.com/articles/plain-language-experts/



Capture attention immediately – think about your 
headline

• Use your headline to capture attention
• Keep it short and simple – easy to understand
• Grab attention – but don’t oversell
• Reveal your theme – tell a story
• Front load with keywords
• Take your time (do it last?)
• 8–12 words



Storytelling techniques

Characters are at 
the heart of 
compelling story 
telling
1. A protagonist 

faces a problem
2. There is a journey / 

conflict
3. There is resolution –

the problem is 
overcome

Suspense Immersion Personalities Demonstration

Relevance Speak directly 
to your reader Surprise

A compelling 
ending (or 
question)



Shorter form content – social media

• Even less space to capture attention!

• Use camel case for multi-word 
hashtags. Capitalise the first letter of 
each word to make hashtags more 
legible and prevent screen reader 
issues

• Limit emoji use.
• Provide descriptive image captions.
• Don’t embed content within images 

without including the full text in the 
alt-text



What next?

• So what? Who cares?
• Calls to action 

• What do you want your reader to THINK, FEEL or DO?
• Include an invitation to achieve that

To 
INFORM

To 
ENTERTAIN

To 
INTERACT



Your turn
• Try adding some structure to your piece of writing
• What is the ‘call to action’?



Editing techniques



Editing and proof-reading techniques

• Remind yourself of what you set out to write – the purpose and 
outcomes
• Reverse outlines – post-it per paragraph. Summarize each 

paragraph –
• Does the flow make sense? 
• Is it repetitive? 
• Does each paragraph smoothly connect?

• Is the call to action clear?



Editing and proof-reading techniques

• Use the spelling and grammar 
checker that is part of Microsoft 
Word
• Print it out and use a ruler to

slow you down!
• Make it look unfamiliar by 

changing the font/colour
• Take a break from it or change 

location

• Read it out loud (or use text-to-
speech software, such as the 
Immersive Reader on Word 
Online)
• Keep a checklist of common 

mistakes you make – and check 
them each time
• Ask someone else to review it



Pair writing and editing

• Start from the same page
• What questions will your reader have?
• What change/action are you trying to create?
• What information do you have to include?

• One screen (or Google Docs online)
• One person – the subject matter expert – is in control of the 

keyboard and starts writing
• Second person asks questions, makes suggestions, ask abut 

particular words or phrases
• Swap occasionally 

https://gds.blog.gov.uk/2016/09/21/it-takes-2-how-
we-use-pair-writing/



Planning your content Writing your content Editing your content
q What is the primary 

purpose of your 
content?

q Who is it for?
q Where will they read 

it?
q What is the call to 

action?
q Consider the ‘news 

value’ or ‘storytelling 
approach’

q Can you cut excess 
words or paragraphs?

q Can you remove 
jargon?

q Can you simplify 
words or sentences?

q Have you added 
structure like 
subheadings and 
bullet points?

q Are your headings 
clear, front-loaded 
and include 
keywords?

q Have you completed 
a readability check?

q Have you asked 
someone else to read 
it?

q Is the main point clear 
immediately?

q Is the call to action 
clear?

q Do any terms need 
defining?

Checklist



Your turn



Resources for the future



Resources

• https://readabilityguidelines.co.uk/ 
• https://www.gov.uk/guidance/content-design/writing-for-gov-uk

https://www.pamelaagar.com/writing-course
Password: Brighton



Thank you!

hello@pamelaagar.com


