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How Accessible Is Your Written Content?
By Cathy Basterfield 

• The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities Article 21, says all people must
have access to the information they need in a way they can use.

• Many people across the world face challenges with reading or understanding written
information in the way it is written.

• Easy English or Easy {your  language is an approach to sharing information to make it accessible
for more people.

The United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UNCRPD) was adopted in 
2006. Article 21 of the Convention recognizes that people with a disability need to have access to 
the information they need in a form they can understand and meaningfully use — and in the same 
timeframe as the rest of the community. 

The Scale of the Problem 
When organizations only provide written information in complex (or even plain) language, they are 
not meeting their obligation under Article 21. The percentage of the population that have literacy 
challenges is larger than many realize. It is an enormous hidden disability across all communities. 

The Programme for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC, 2012), an international 
assessment of adult literacy skills, managed by The Organization for Economic Cooperation and 
Development (OECD), assessed adult literacy competency across 3ϵ countries. This was the third 
variation of this data collection across more than 15 years.

In Australia, for example,  the study  found 44% of the adult population (16-
65 years) did not have the literacy skills to manage a range of day-to-day 
reading tasks — a figure that did not include Aboriginal and Torres Strait 
Islander people, nor people in institutions. In the U.S., it  was 52% of the 
adult population (over 100 million adults), once again not including people 
who lived in institutions.  New data is being released in late 2024 that is 
expected to  find at least as many or possibly more people do not have 
literacy skills to manage day-to-day reading tasks. 

Plain Language
The definition of plain language is 

‘A communication is in plain language if its wording, structure, and design are so 
clear that the intended readers can easily find what they need, understand what they 
find, and use that information.’1

Last year (2023), the International Standards Organisation (ISO) released ISO 24495-1:2023(en) 
- Plain language — Part 1: Governing principles and guidelines2 to further guide development.

1 https://www.iplfederation.org/plain-language/ 
2 https://www.iso.org/standard/78907.html

https://www.ohchr.org/en/instruments-mechanisms/instruments/convention-rights-persons-disabilities
https://centreforinclusivedesign.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Easy-English-vs-Plain-English_accessible.pdf
https://www.iplfederation.org/plain-language/
https://www.iso.org/standard/78907.html
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Some specific criteria a plain language writer considers in their development is the logic of content, 
removal of technical words or jargon and the construction and length of sentences. 

Critically, plain language considers the intended reader, as being the person with competent literacy, 
usually an adult with at least low to mid-secondary school level reading skills. With these reading skills, 
a person uses their reading skills to ‘read to learn.’ 

Ask yourself, how many hours, you, as a competent reader spend reading in your day – both at home 
and work and all other daily activities. As a competent reader, you should be able read, understand and 
use plain language, even if you are not highly knowledgeable on that topic. As noted above, in Australia 
this is only useful to 56% of the adult Australian adult population, and 48% of the American adult 
population. 

Easy English or Easy [your language] 
To meet the needs of people with low literacy, information needs to be available in an easy-to-read 
version. It must never be a ‘nice to do’ option at the end of a project. 

Easy English uses the same definition for Plain Language and follows ISO 24495-1:2023(en) - Plain 
Language.

The intended reader for Easy English though, is a person who does not see themselves as being a 
reader, or does not usually engage in reading tasks by preference.  It is a hidden disability, as shown 
by the data above, that is rarely, if ever considered in the development of information for the general 
population or in workplaces or in the community. 

Hence, you will see differences with Easy English in areas such as: 
• the amount of white space on a page
• the removal of further more complex, technical or jargon-based words that a more competent

reader may know or be able to read, understand and use
• sentences range in length from 5 to 8 words.

For the last 20 years in Australia, our team have been developing and writing evidence based best 
practice Easy English. We run regular training and webinars on a range of topics as they relate to Easy 
English, including ΗDigital literacy for people with low literacy.Η (Hint: the person with low literacy is 
highly unlikely to be able to use websites — websites are based in literacy). 

In more recent years, we have been working with communities in other countries and other languages, 
including Canada, Singapore, and Malaysia. 

The Easy English audience is any person with low literacy. Easy English uses universal design principles 
to reduce barriers for any person who has low literacy, irrespective of their background or the 
reason for their need of Easy English, i.e., people with different disabilities, people with changing 
or deteriorating abilities, First Nations peoples, older people, culturally and linguistically diverse 
communities, and all other people of different ages with low levels of literacy. 

In addition, anyone may, at some point in their life, have low literacy, including during emergencies, 
during health events, or in legal contexts. Using a trauma-informed lens, recognizing that trauma can 
adversely affect an individual’s well-being, including physical and mental health you, as the creator, do 
not know who may need Easy English. Making Easy English readily available increases access for all. 

www.natleadership.org/bulletin
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Quality best practice Easy English ranges in language reading equivalence from grade 0 to grade 3, with 
an average of grade 1 6 reading skill equivalence, depending on the specific topic. This must never be 
the sole measure of Easy English. Other indicators the language is in Easy English include: 

• one idea per sentence
• 5–8-word sentences
• all in active tense

Images are simple, clear, iconic, and are highly guessable. There are specific guidelines for the layout. All 
these elements combined make it an effective tool to be developing and making available to any person 
with low literacy. 

Who may need Easy English? 
The person with low literacy, but not the only audience, are people who: 

• do not see themselves as readers
• rarely sit to attempt to read, often describing themselves as  perhaps reading only 15 minutes a

day, if they have to.
• rarely choose to read anything
• do not expect to be able to read and understand any written content.

Many report having low self-esteem and low confidence in reading. 

Readers describe Easy English as having: 
• few words
• short sentences
• use more words they know
• more space on a page.

They report often being surprised about how many words they can read and then understand when it is 
in Easy English. 

Following our research, quality Easy English has measurable and repeatable guidelines which all trained 
writers can implement. Easy English incorporates the International Organization for Standardisation 
(ISO) Technical Standards for Plain Language writing (T37), and Plain Language ISO 24495-1 (2023) 
Governing Principles and Guidelines. We were involved in early phases of the technical standards 
development. 

Examples on our website showcase quality Easy English from around Australia and internationally for 
all the community. https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/access-easy-english-examples/ or visit our 
second website for people with low digital skills, www.readee.com.au͘

https://doi.org/10.1037/h0057532
https://www.iso.org/standard/78907.html
https://www.iso.org/standard/78907.html
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/access-easy-english-examples/%20
http://www.readee.com.au%20%20
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Here are links to some recent Easy English projects: 

• Queensland Government. Feedback about a new law for restrictive practices
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/queensland-government/

• ESafety Commissioner

 You were online. People hurt you. Our report https://bit.ly/3Ue0ALD

 You are online. Some bad things https://bit.ly/3LEQcJU

• COVID19 in 2024
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/2024-covid19-information/ (Developed pro-bono)

• Knox City Council - What to do when it is hot.
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/knox-council-heat-related-illness-and-food/

• Central and Eastern Sydney Primary Health Care network
– A check up with your doctor. Do it each year. (for people
with intellectual disability)
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/central-and-eastern-
sydney-primary-health-network-see-your-doctor-each-year/

• City of Adelaide Disability Action and Inclusion plan.
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/city-of-adelaide/

• Dept of Regional NSW – 13 fact sheets based on legal
content about the 2022 post flood housing options.
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/nsw-floods-project/

To learn more about how to develop Easy English for your 
organization or community, visit: 

We are only an email, a zoom meeting or 
phone call away. Chat to us about how we 
can work with you to begin to develop Easy 
English for your organisation or community.

Project requests  
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/free-quote/ 

Training and webinars  
https://accesseasyenglish.com.au/training/

Cathy Basterfield is the founder and owner of Access Easy English, 
based in Australia. She and her team are passionate about ensuring 
people with low literacy are included in all communities. Cathy 
holds a Bachelor of Applied Science (Speech Pathology) from Lincoln 
Institute of Health Sciences. She is recognised as the national and 
international leader in the development of Easy English for people 
with low literacy. Contact Cathy at cathy@easyenglish.com.au.
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