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As directed by the Office of Management and Budget, the U.S. Department of Education has prepared this annual report on its compliance in meeting the requirements of the Plain Writing Act of 2010. 
1. Senior agency official for Plain Writing:  Cynthia Dorfman, Acting Chief of Staff in the Office of Communications and Outreach, serves as the designated senior official.  Jacquelyn Zimmermann and Kathryn Perkinson, also of the Office of Communications and Outreach, assist her in leading the Department’s Plain Writing effort.  Contact information is posted on the Department’s Plain Writing Web page (http://www.ed.gov/plain-language).
2. Plain Writing section of the Department’s website:  Our Plain Writing Web page (http://www.ed.gov/plain-language) went live in June 2011 after being announced on the Department’s blog.   Accessible directly or via the Department’s Open Government Web page (http://www2.ed.gov/about/open.html), the Plain Writing Web page invites readers to comment on Department publications in its comment box.   As of July 20, 2012, there were eight comments posted, with the last one dated Aug. 11, 2011.  To encourage people to visit our Plain Writing Web page and offer comments, our immediate plan is to begin regular mentions on the Department’s blog as well as tweets.  
3. Communicating the Plain Writing Act’s requirements to agency employees:  We briefed the chiefs of staff and requested and received from them a list of staff who need to be trained first.  These are people most involved in communications for the public.  We prepared a detailed article on the Plain Writing effort that appeared in the Department’s internal newsletter, Inside ED, in August 2011 and that is available on our internal website.  Also, we have posted links on our internal website to the following:  the Federal Plain Writing Guidelines as revised May  2011 
(http://www.plainlanguage.gov/howto/guidelines/bigdoc/TOC.cfm); the Department’s  Plain Writing Initiative Web Page (http://www.ed.gov/plain-language); and final guidance  on implementing the Plain Writing Act of 2010, issued by OMB in April 2011 (http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/memoranda/2011/m11-15.pdf).

4. Training agency employees in Plain Writing:  Last winter, key communications staff in the Department’s Federal Student Aid office received live training that was provided free of charge through the Plain Language Action and Information Network (PLAIN).  In June 2012, the Department’s Institute of Education Sciences held a writing workshop based on Plain Writing principles.  It was for IES staff and was prepared and presented by Hager Sharp, who also provided take-away materials.  In addition, the Office of Communications and Outreach Editorial Policy and Publications staff will continue regular training on editorial policy of staff in the Department’s individual principal operating components.  This training is and always has been based in principles of plain language.  Also, one of the Department’s IES employees is training as a PLAIN trainer and will be available to give training to more Department employees.  In addition to her, we have identified another trainer at a federal agency who has developed an excellent training in Plain Writing  for federal employees and who has offered his services free of charge. This training is appropriate for our larger groups of employees who need to be made aware of the Plain Writing principles but who do not have principal responsibility for communicating with ED’s various publics. Finally, separate training will be conducted on Web writing for those who have the responsibility of writing for the Department’s website.    
5. Specific types of agency communications the Department has released and made available in a format that is consistent with the Plain Writing guidelines
· Information on federal student aid is the kind of Department information that the public most demands—by far.  Clarity and accuracy are essential in these communications to ensure that all potential applicants for aid, and those who advise them, such as guidance and career counselors, comprehend correctly what’s needed to qualify and apply for student aid.  The Federal Student Aid office posts up-to-date information online at its website (http://studentaid.ed.gov), including a number of publications available for free in print and/or as PDFs. In fact, FSA makes available in both formats the publication Funding Your Education: The Guide to Federal Student Aid, which addresses the basics that readers, especially high school seniors, want to know about how to afford postsecondary education.     
Intended users of FSA’s Web content consist of students from elementary school through graduate school as well as parents.  Users of FSA’s website over the past 12 months numbered 32 million.  And to meet the demand for Funding Your Education, primarily from high school seniors and some college students, FSA printed 2 million copies last year.  
This past year, FSA reorganized and rewrote the content of its website to improve clarity and accessibility, basing its changes on focus groups of customers, and it launched the new site on July 15, 2012. FSA also shortened and simplified Funding Your Education, in line with the Plain Writing precepts.  
· An ongoing Department communication effort is to provide the public with comprehensive, accurate, and up-to-date information on its funded programs, which award millions of dollars each year to support the agency’s mission and priorities. Currently, the main source for this information is the Guide to U.S. Department of Education Programs at http://www2.ed.gov/programs/gtep/gtep.pdf.
The Guide’s audience includes the press, libraries, education associations and professional organizations, and all types of schools at all levels —public, private, nonprofit institutions, and from elementary schools to postsecondary schools.  Potential users number approximately 90,000.  The guide is disseminated in several formats:  print, CD and online (http://www2.ed.gov/programs/gtep/gtep.pdf); and the splash page of the Department’s website (www.ed.gov) includes a link at the “Programs” heading.

In addition to providing background information on the myriad of programs, the guide spells out requirements for grant applicants in each case.  To increase the ability of users to navigate through this lengthy, complex material, the guide has undergone significant changes, primarily in terms of organization.  The table of contents is now comprehensive, and there are new indexes to enable quicker, easier searches by several routes, including program title, subject, education level and more.  
· The Department also publishes annual reports on implementation of its funded programs.  An example of one that has improved greatly in terms of clarity and usability is the most recent annual report to Congress on the implementation of the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act.  We consider this report relevant to the Plain Writing discussion because of its wide audience, which extends beyond Congress, and because it is used as the basis for policy decisions that directly affect the quality and accessibility of special education services.  Among this broader audience are disability researchers, advocacy groups, policymakers at all levels of government, and educators from early childhood through early adulthood.   

To contrast the 29th and 30th annual reports published in 2011 and 2012 respectively, visit   http://www2.ed.gov/about/reports/annual/osep/index.html.  The 29th edition has three volumes with nearly 1,000 pages of text and tables.  It was published in three formats:  printed copies, CDs, and online on the Department’s website.  By contrast, the 30th is a single volume with fewer than 250 pages.  It’s also posted on the Department’s website and in CD format, but due to budget constraints and the president’s executive order on saving money on printing, it’s not widely available in print.  To date this year, OSERS has received a total of 1,695 hits on its Web page that provides links to these annual reports (same URL as above).  
Despite its decreased size, the 30th contains a more comprehensive analysis of data as well as an important new feature that increases usability and credibility.  It now gives links to the specific data used in all of the calculations and analyses, including data from outside sources, such as data from the Census Bureau used to calculate percentages of population by age and disability category.  The streamlining of material in the 30th annual report reflects the use of Plain Writing format tools, such as improved headings, tables, bullet construction, and an organization that allows for a much fuller use of online data source material.  Informal feedback from users in the field to the program office has been positive.   

6. Customer satisfaction:  When the Department first launched its Plain Writing website in June 2011, it immediately received comments from the public about its various “publications” – legislation, Federal Register notices, student verification worksheets, dear colleague letters, and certain Web pages.  It hasn’t received any comments since August 2011.  However, from website tracking, we know that the vast majority of interest in our published information is for federal student aid, and we have received no significant complaints about that material.  At the same time, the Federal Student Aid Office has majorly revamped its website to make it friendlier to visitors.  
Finally, the Department distributes its printed publications through ED Pubs, a warehouse the public can access via phone, email, fax, and snail mail. In this past year, ED Pubs received orders for more than 24 million copies of publications.  The 10 most requested publications were about federal student aid, for a total of 15 million copies.  The next 10 most popular publications were parent guides on how to help children learn, with orders for about three-quarters of a million copies.  What’s noteworthy in regard to customer satisfaction is not only the numbers ordered but also the fact that ED Pubs received only positive comments about publications distributed this past year.  In particular, our warehouse staff often receive emails complimenting the Department on Parent Power (available in both English and Spanish), a booklet for parents to use for working with their children in preschool through high school to help them succeed in school.  This publication replaced the Helping Your Child Learn series, which, during its more than 10 years in print, had a distribution of several million copies.  While it is still online it is no longer being printed due to budget constraints. 
