
Accessible communication: Sharing information in a way we can all understand 

Fifty-two percent of adults in the U.S. have basic or below-basic reading skills. As a result, it’s 

important to share information in ways that is accessible and inclusive to all people1.  This can 

be especially important when information and resources about our health are being shared.   

Health literacy is a person’s ability to locate and understand basic health information to make 

the best decisions possible about one’s health. Since only 12% of adults in the U.S. have 

proficient health literacy skills, it’s important that information is shared in a simple, 

straightforward manner. 2  

There are a lot of tips and resources available to help us write and design information in a way 

that is accessible: 

• The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention: Has great information about health 

literacy. The website offers tips on ways to develop materials that are accessible and 

meaningful for the population you’re trying to reach. The website also includes links to 

technical assistance and training on accessible communication.  

• The Plain Language Action and Information Network:  Offers guidelines in plain 

language, opportunities for training and learning, and examples of materials that are 

accessible and clear.   

There is a lot of information out there about accessible communication and health literacy, so 

don’t get overwhelmed! Here are some key tips you can use when drafting new materials: 

1. Organize information to be user-friendly 

a. Write for your audience – use language that your audience understands and 

connects with 

b. List the most important message first 

c. Focus on information that is “need to know” instead of “nice to know” 

2. Use clear language 

a. Aim to write materials in a 4th-6th grade reading level (reading level can be 

calculated using the spell check function in Microsoft Word) 

b. Write in the active voice 

c. Keep sentences and paragraphs short, with one thought per sentence 

d. Avoid use of acronyms or jargon 

3. Use streamlined formatting 

a. Use headings 

b. Use lists and bullets 

https://www.cdc.gov/healthliteracy/index.html
https://www.plainlanguage.gov/


c. Include graphics and visuals that support your message 

d. Include lots of white space to avoid overcrowding and an overwhelming amount 

of content 

The CDC’s plain language checklist summarizes some of these main points and can be a great, 

go-to reference. It takes time and practice to become comfortable sharing information in ways 

that are clear and accessible. Start by building some of the above tips into your usual writing 

and editing process. By adding a few of these tips, you can be sure that your information can be 

used by everyone.  

For more information on accessible communication, feel free to reach out to Allie Perline, 

Disability and Health Program Coordinator, at Allison.Perline@vermont.gov. 

 

 

 

 

 

1Source:  The Program for the International Assessment of Adult Competencies, National Center for Education 
Statistics, 2013  
2Source:  The Health Literacy of America’s Adults, U.S. Department of Education, 2006 
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