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Executive summary 

Public Legal Education and Information (PLEI) resources must be accessible: useable, easy to navigate, 

and available to a broad range of users with differing capabilities. Legal Services Society (LSS) is 

committed to providing valuable, high-quality PLEI resources that are also accessible. 

In British Columbia, limited literacy remains a significant barrier to understanding and using legal 

information. Functional literacy – the ability to understand and apply information to solve problems in 

daily life – varies significantly among individuals and across regions of the province1. In rural, remote, 

and Aboriginal communities, limited computer literacy (and access to computers and high-speed 

Internet) is often cited as an added barrier in a web-based world. 

At the same time, the use of technology is growing exponentially. People are using mobile devices to 

find information on LSS websites. Rural, remote, and Aboriginal communities around the province are 

getting access to the Web through high-speed Internet. Aboriginal people, especially youth, are using 

social media to keep in touch. While there are still barriers to access, the situation is not static. 

Technology is changing how people find and use information. 

In early 2012, we retained outside consultants to assess the barriers and make recommendations to 

improve public access to our PLEI resources. The new Family Law Act and other legislation require 

extensive revisions to our PLEI resources in 2012/2013. The timing is right. We have an opportunity to 

make immediate use of their recommendations. 

The Community and Publishing Services (CPS) department led the accessibility initiative. CPS contracted 

three consultants with expertise in literacy, website navigability, and Aboriginal online needs — Decoda 

Literacy Solutions, Habañero Consulting Group, and Sa’hetxw Consulting — to conduct independent 

reviews. This comprehensive report brings together their findings and recommendations. 

The PLEI review started with our print publications and web materials. It extended to how we 

communicate our PLEI information in person, over the phone, and on the Internet to intermediaries, 

including advocates and other community workers, people seeking legal advice or a lawyer to represent 

them, and other British Columbians with low incomes who are accessing PLEI resources directly.  

Our general goal is to make our PLEI resources as useful as possible for all British Columbians, by 

providing them with information to help them understand their legal issue, navigate the justice system, 

and obtain early and fair results for their cases. We had three specific objectives in undertaking the 

review: 

 Improve PLEI resources to address varying levels of literacy. 

 Improve the user experience on the Family Law in BC website. 

 Develop an Aboriginal online strategy. 

These objectives will be individually addressed through the consultants’ recommendations. 

                                                           
1
 Canadian Council on Learning – Mapping Literacy: ccl-cca.ca/CCL/Topic/Literacy/index.html 
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Decoda Literacy Solutions 

Decoda Literacy Solutions completed a literacy review of the services provided to LSS clients and users 

of our PLEI materials, including intermediaries, LSS staff and clients, and the general public.  

Decoda’s objectives were to: 

 Review and assess whether PLEI materials are at an appropriate literacy level for the intended 

audiences. 

 Provide recommendations to improve access to and communication of PLEI that will meet the 

literacy needs of as many users as possible. 

 Raise literacy awareness among LSS staff, local agents, and community partners. 

They assessed how well our PLEI resources address the needs of the users, particularly audiences with 

low levels of literacy. Literacy is more than basic reading and writing skills. It includes the ability to 

understand what is read, and to take steps based on the information.  

Decoda reviewed a selection of print and online materials, looking at: 

 language, 

 organization and flow of information, and 

 layout and design of materials. 

They also reviewed how this information is communicated to the users and clients — in person, by 

telephone, and on the Internet — through staff (frontline and community outreach), local agents, and 

community partners. The scope and objectives of the location visits where they observed intake 

interviews were to provide recommendations that would: 

 Enhance communications with clients with low literacy at intake 

 Enhance communications in general and PLEI materials for user groups 

 Ensure legal aid office and courthouse locations are literacy friendly for all client groups 

Habañero Consulting Group 

Habañero assessed the usability of the Family Law in BC website (FLWS), the most used family law 

resource in BC with an average of 31,000 visits per month in 2011/2012. They conducted the following 

research activities, designed to determine how a complex site like the FLWS could become more user-

friendly: 

 stakeholder interviews 

 listening labs conducted with intermediaries, clients, and the general public 

 online surveys 

 review of Google Analytics (web traffic patterns) 

 a general review of the FLWS 

Sa’hetxw Consulting  

Sa’hetxw Consulting reviewed the Aboriginal section of the LSS website, our social media content, and 

our current social media strategy documents to determine how we can more effectively engage with 
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Aboriginal people online. Sa’hetxw Consulting will work with us to develop an Aboriginal online strategy 

that will include exploring multimedia opportunities. 

PLEI resources reviewed 

The consultants reviewed LSS print publications, online content, and intake locations to assess 

readability, usability, and accessibility. Each one focused on specific PLEI resources, as outlined below. 

Print publications 

Decoda reviewed the following nine print publications: 

Booklets 

  A Guide to Aboriginal Harvesting Rights 

 Parents’ Rights, Kids’ Rights 

 Representing Yourself in a Criminal Trial 

 Surviving Relationship Violence and Abuse 

 Your Guide to the Refugee Claim Process 

 Your Welfare Rights 

Brochure 

 If Your Child is Taken 

Fact sheets 

 Are You Aboriginal?  

 Live Safe – End Abuse: Safety Planning  

Online content 

Family Law in BC website (FLWS) 

 Habañero assessed overall usability of the website. 

 Decoda reviewed five pages to assess readability. 

LSS website 

Aboriginal section 

 Sa’hetxw reviewed this section of the LSS website, focusing on key areas to increase 

awareness and usability. 

Do I qualify for legal representation?  

 Decoda reviewed this web page located in the Legal aid section. 

Social media 

 Sa’hetxw reviewed LSS Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube content. 
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Intake locations 

Decoda visited several intake locations to assess the accessibility and communication of PLEI. They 

observed office environments, including signage and publication displays, and intake interviews, where 

information is communicated to clients and the public. The following locations were visited: 

 Main Street courthouse (Vancouver) 

 Surrey courthouse 

 Surrey legal aid office 

 Vancouver intake clinic 

General findings 

General observations about the accessibility of print materials and web content, and the communication 

of information to clients at intake locations are summarized below. 

Print materials 

Language 

Decoda discovered various examples of good practice that can lead to high readability. They observed 

many of the guidelines related to clear language, such as: 

 use of language that is familiar to readers 

 addressing readers directly 

 use of the active voice 

 logical ordering and integration of the information 

They reported, however, a number of readability issues that make some materials difficult for people 

with low literacy to read. Such issues include:  

 overall reading level is too high 

 sentences are long and complex 

 paragraphs have too many sentences and topics 

 definitions of legal vocabulary are not in plain language 

 difficult vocabulary is not defined 

 some words may be difficult for clients with English as a second language 

 dense blocks of text make reading difficult 

 long lines of text make reading difficult 

 graphics to reinforce or replace written information are lacking 

Layout and design 

Decoda identified many clear design guidelines that help readers find their way around the page, 

including: 

 left-justified type 
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 no hyphenation at the ends of lines 

 no underlined text 

 appropriate fonts for headings and body type 

 use of headings and sub-headings to help readers find key information 

A number of the publications reviewed, however, have design issues that directly affect readability for 

readers with low literacy, such as: 

 dense blocks of text that can discourage readers 

 lines of text that are too long and hard to track 

Online content  

Family Law in BC website 

Habañero’s research activities indicated that community workers and intermediaries, who are often 

familiar with the FLWS, find the website extremely valuable due to its comprehensive content and easy-

to-understand language. 

If a person is not familiar with the LSS website or FLWS at the time of searching, however, it is difficult 

for them to distinguish the FLWS among other for-profit or less reliable sites in the search results. 

Habañero also reported that members of the general public who are not familiar with FLWS content find 

it challenging to: 

 scan information to identify what is relevant to them, and 

 navigate through the volume of dense information without being overwhelmed. 

Aboriginal section of the LSS website 

Sa’hetxw found the legal issues medicine wheel concept easy to follow visually, with straightforward 

navigation. But as a whole, the content was found to be text heavy, with some information difficult to 

find. The report concluded that the Aboriginal Web section isn’t client-focused but geared towards 

intermediaries helping clients. This Web section would be difficult to navigate by someone who has 

limited Internet experience.  

Social media 

Sa’hetxw reported that the LSS Facebook page most likely doesn’t attract many Aboriginal people 

because it contains only some Aboriginal-related content. For LSS Twitter content, the current target 

audience is diverse. It does not specifically target Aboriginal people. Since LSS Aboriginal-related social 

media content is distributed through multiple online tools (Twitter, Facebook, and the blog), it would be 

easier to find if it was grouped and directly accessible from the Aboriginal landing page on the LSS 

website. 

Intake locations 

After completing their site visits, Decoda reported that: 

 Overall, there is good signage to direct walk-in clients to intake offices. 
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 Publication displays need to be better organized.  

 In the smaller offices at the courthouses, there aren’t any publication displays in the waiting 

areas. 

 Bulletin boards in the waiting areas could be better utilized.  

Summary of recommendations 

As a result of their findings, the consultants made recommendations that will help to make our PLEI 

resources more accessible to our unique audiences. We are already following several of the 

recommendations. Some can be worked on immediately by the Community and Publishing Services 

department, while others will require strategic planning as they involve collaboration between LSS 

departments. We will develop a work plan to implement key recommendations over the next few years. 

Decoda Literacy Solutions 

Decoda made 12 recommendations, including: 

 Define literacy for use in LSS policy, materials, and procedures. 

 Develop a standard process to quickly identify clients with low literacy. 

 Develop relationships with the province-wide network of literacy outreach coordinators and 

organizations. 

 Re-script the LSS Call Centre telephone messages for clear language, organization, content, and 

pacing. 

 Simplify and reduce the length of intake documentation for clients. 

 Implement a five-step process to review PLEI resources. 

For a detailed list of all Decoda recommendations, see the table on pages 15 – 17 of their report. 

Habañero Consulting Group 

Habañero’s report contained 18 major recommendations and a list of minor recommendations to help 

make the FLWS easier to navigate and more accessible to a broader range of users. Major 

recommendations include: 

 Organize navigation around key areas of information. 

 Use headings and categories that help people identify relevant information more easily. 

 Avoid duplication of similar information. 

 Reduce the amount of information on each page. 

 Utilize more white space to support scanning and readability. 

 Use a larger default font. 

 Create a homepage and global navigation that ensures people can easily see the following: 

o the website is official, can be trusted, and is non-profit, 

o court forms, 
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o language options, 

o users can do things themselves, 

o services and people who can help them, and 

o links to information for their topic. 

To review these detailed lists, see pages 20 – 24 of their report. 

Sa’hetxw Consulting 

Sa’hetxw presented 18 recommendations that focus on ways to meet the needs of an emerging 

Aboriginal audience, while recognizing the barriers that continue to exist. 

The following list summarizes their recommendations: 

 Increase collaboration to develop LSS online strategies and to market Aboriginal online 

resources. 

 Partner with local agencies to improve access to LSS online content and develop more 
multimedia opportunities. 

 Use the Aboriginal section of the LSS website as an assembly place for all related online content 
and improve the flow of information by streamlining navigation and adding more visuals. 

 Create more Aboriginal-related social media content. 

 Explore new ways to deliver information about our services, such as videoconferencing sessions. 

 Provide training for staff to increase their ability to develop and use social media. 
 
For the complete list of their recommendations, see the table on pages 1 – 3 of their report. 
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Introduction 

Decoda Literacy Solutions, Habañero Consulting Group, and Sa’hetxw Consulting were contracted by the 

Community and Publishing Services Department to review the accessibility of Legal Services Society 

Public Legal Education and Information resources. Their reports, which outline their review activities and 

present their findings and recommendations, are included in this section. 

 



 

 

Literacy Review for the 

Legal Services Society 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Joan Acosta 

Patty Bossort 

Diana Twiss 

 

May 18, 2012 

 

 



Decoda Literacy Solutions:  Literacy Review for Legal Services Society        March 30, 2012     i | P a g e  
 

Table of Contents 

 

Introduction ....................................................................................... 1 

Part 1: Assessment of readability levels of PLEI materials .............................. 2 

Part 2: Assessment of communication  ..................................................... 14 

Part 3: Training plan and modules .......................................................... 36 

Appendix A: Checklist for reviewing publications ........................................ 51 

Appendix B: Completed checklists .......................................................... 54 

Appendix C: List of LSS print and online PLEI materials reviewed .................... 93 

Appendix D: Website materials reviewed .................................................. 95 

Appendix E: General overview of all intake locations visited. ....................... 101 

Appendix F: Bulletin board design and maintenance .................................. 105 

 



 

Decoda Literacy Solutions: Literacy Review for Legal Services Society        May 18, 2012     1 | P a g e  
 

Introduction 
 

Decoda Literacy Solutions has completed a literacy review of the services provided to Legal 

Services Society (LSS) clients and users of the Public Legal Education and Information (PLEI) 

materials, including publications, promotional materials, and websites. In the review process, 

Decoda assessed how this information is communicated to the users and clients, in person, by 

telephone and on the Internet, through staff (frontline and community outreach), local agents, 

and community partners.  

 

The objectives of the literacy review were as follows:  

 Establish whether PLEI materials are at an appropriate literacy level for the intended 

audiences. 

 Provide recommendations to improve access to and communication of PLEI that will 

meet the literacy needs of as many users as possible. 

 Raise literacy awareness among LSS staff, local agents, and community partners. 

 

The following document is a final report of the processes taken to conduct the review; our 

observations and findings; and our recommendations to improve readability, improve access to 

communication, and to raise awareness amongst LSS staff and others. It contains three parts. 

 

Part 1: Assessment of readability levels with recommendations. A detailed analysis of each 

publication and web page reviewed can be found in Appendices B and D.  

Part 2: Assessment of communication at intake interviews and accessibility of information at 

intake locations, including detailed recommendations. General overview of all sites observed 

using Literacy Audit Toolkit best practice statements can be found in Appendix E. 

Part 3: Proposed training plan, including five modules and accompanying learning materials. 
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Part 1: Assessment of readability levels of PLEI 

materials 
 

Scope and objectives 
The objective of Part 1 was to assess readability levels of a variety of PLEI materials and 

provide recommendations to improve readability for target audiences defined by the Legal 

Services Society (LSS). These include intermediaries, advocates, LSS intake staff, settlement 

workers, LSS clients, as well as the general public. 

LSS selected the following 15 materials for review: 

Nine printed PLEI materials  

 Surviving Relationships Violence and Abuse (booklet) 

 Representing Yourself in Criminal Trial (booklet) 

 Parents’ Rights, Kids’ Rights (booklet)  

 Live Safe — End Abuse: Safety Planning (fact sheet)  

 If Your Child is Taken (fact sheet) 

 Are You Aboriginal? (fact sheet) 

 A Guide to Aboriginal Harvesting Rights (guide) 

 Your Guide to the Refugee Claim Process (booklet) 

 Your Welfare Rights (booklet) 

Five web pages from the LSS Family Law in BC website  

 How to do your own undefended divorce (sole application) in Supreme Court (self-help 

guide) 

 How to change a final family order in Supreme Court if you and the other party can’t 

agree (self-help guide) 

 Child support (FAQs) 

 Checklist of information to include in an affidavit (fact sheet) 

 Legal terminology commonly used (definitions) 

One web page from the LSS website  

 Do I qualify for legal representation? (financial qualification guidelines) 

 

Approach taken to assess readability 

In order to identify possible barriers for people with low literacy when accessing LSS 

publications, we looked at three factors that affect readability: language; organization and 

flow of information; and layout and design. We asked a series of general questions.  
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Language 

• Is the tone conversational and friendly?  

• Are the sentences simple and relatively short? 

• Are unfamiliar and abstract words kept to a minimum? 

• Are technical terms defined clearly and in simple language? 

 

Organization and flow of information 

• Is the most important information first? 

• Does the introduction explain the content? 

• Do heading and sub-headings guide the reader? 

• Can the reader find information quickly and easily? 

 

Layout and design 

• Are the headings descriptive? 

• Is the text broken into short sections?  

• Are the fonts easy to read? 

• Is there enough white space?  

 

Using the general questions as a starting point, we developed a more comprehensive checklist 

tailored specifically for use in evaluating the LSS materials. The checklists incorporate some of 

the guidelines from the LSS Style Guide, Decoda Literacy Solutions’ in-house Clear Material 

Guidelines, and Joan Acosta’s Clear Language and Design (CLAD) checklist. Sample checklists 

can be found in Appendix A. 

 

The Flesch Reading Ease Test 

In addition to the checklist evaluation, the Flesch Reading Ease Test (FRET) was applied to one 

sample of text in all nine publications and six web pages in order to provide a rough estimate 

of the difficulty of the material. As with all readability formulas, this test measures only 

surface characteristics such as the number of sentences, words, and syllables in a sample text. 

It doesn’t include important factors that affect readability, such as the difficulty of the 

vocabulary or the comprehensibility of the text.  
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The FRET rates texts on a 100-point scale. The higher the score, the easier it is to understand 

the text.  

90 –100:  Very Easy 

80 – 89:  Easy 

70 – 79:  Fairly Easy 

60 – 69:  Standard 

50 – 59:  Fairly Difficult 

30 – 49:  Difficult 

0 – 29:   Very Confusing 

For more information, about the FRET also known as Flesch Reading Ease Score, see page 31.  

For the publications tested, the results on the FRET showed a range between 43.4 (difficult) 

for Your Welfare Rights and 70.5 (fairly easy) for Representing Yourself in a Criminal Trial. 

For the web pages tested, the results on the FRET showed a range between 43.5 (difficult) for 

Do I qualify for legal representation? and 77.1 (fairly easy) for FAQs: Child Support. 

Although the FRET has limitations, a score below the 60 to 69 range should signal that the text 

needs be reviewed to find out if there are ways to make it easier to read. 

 

Good readers and weak readers 

The following chart helps to identify the differences in the ways that good readers and weak 

readers engage in reading. It is important to note that good readers have a variety of 

strategies and use a series of skills to help them understand and retain what they read. In 

addition to the abundance of strategies, good readers tend to have more background 

knowledge which also helps them to critically assess material they are reading. 

By contrast, weak readers have limited strategies and skills. This deeply impacts their ability 

to not only complete a reading exercise, but also to retain and act upon what they’ve read. 

Additionally, because reading is such a challenging and largely unsatisfying experience, weak 

readers don’t read as often as good readers. So they don’t practice their reading skills and 

they miss the opportunity to build background knowledge from printed sources. 

The following chart shows the parallel skills (or lack thereof) between good and weak readers. 

Blank boxes in columns indicate where there is a lack of parallel skills between the two 

groups. 
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What do good readers do? What do weak readers do? 

Good readers are strategic readers. They 
use a number of comprehension 
strategies to get meaning from text.  

Weak readers begin reading without setting 
goals. They don’t consider the purpose and 
the strategy they need to use.  

They set goals for their reading. They 
look at the structure of the text and the 
organization and decide how they are 
going to read it. They decide if they 
need to read it word-for-word or skim to 
find the relevant information.  

They often don’t know how to skim a piece 
of text for specific information. They don’t 
know how to scan to get a general idea of 
the topic. 

 

They read words accurately and deal 
with the meaning of the words at the 
same time. 

Weak readers don’t have good decoding 
skills, which makes it difficult for them to 
read individual words. 

They read slowly and labour over every 
word. If a sentence is long, they often have 
difficulty remembering the beginning of 
the sentence by the time they reach the 
end. 

If they are unfamiliar with the vocabulary, 
they have no strategies to figure out the 
meaning of words from context. 

They connect the meaning of one 
sentence with the meaning of other 
sentences in the text. 

They have trouble connecting the ideas in 
one sentence to the ideas in other 
sentences, or the ideas in one paragraph 
with another paragraph.  

If they are confused or unsure about 
what they are reading, they use their 
background knowledge to figure out the 
meaning.  

They may not have sufficient background 
knowledge to figure out meaning or make 
predictions.  

 

They use background knowledge to make 
predictions about what might happen 
next. As they read, they evaluate their 
predictions and make adjustments. 
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What do good readers do? What do weak readers do? 

They are selective as they read. They 
skip parts of text because they already 
know it or they don’t think it will be 
useful.  

 

They go back and re-read information if 
they did not understand it the first time. 

 

They make inferences — they draw on 
their background knowledge or take 
cues from what they are reading to 
“read between the lines.” 

 

They monitor their comprehension as 
they read. They do this by rephrasing 
the information in their own minds, or 
they may look up the meaning of a 
difficult word. 

 

After they read, good readers reflect on 
the text. They may mentally summarize 
what they have read or make notes on 
it. 

They don’t think or reflect about what 
they have read. They don’t use what they 
have read to help them connect with other 
information. 

 Because reading is difficult for weak 
readers, they don’t read as often or as 
widely as skilled readers — they don’t 
practice reading. When they do read, they 
can become frustrated because most texts 
are too difficult for them. 

 

Observations regarding readability 

We consider one of the most important principles of clear language and design to be the focus 

on what readers want and need to know. Therefore, it is important to find out as much as we 

can about the needs and the reading abilities of our readers.  

For the materials selected by LSS for review, two different groups of readers have been 

identified:  

• Intermediaries, advocates, LSS intake staff, and settlement workers  
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• LSS clients and the general public 

This diverse readership gives rise to challenges around readability: what is clear and easy to 

understand for the first group who have specific knowledge of the subject area may be 

difficult for the second group who might have limited knowledge of legal matters.  

Furthermore, we know that there are readers with low literacy and people for whom English is 

a second language within both the client group and the general public. Our recommendations 

will specifically address the needs of these readers. 

 

A description of target audiences for each publication reviewed can be found in Appendix C. 

 

Print publications 

Language 

A review of the print materials indicates that many of the guidelines related to clear language 

have been observed. For example, the language used is largely familiar to readers, it is written 

directly to the reader, there is use of the active voice, and there is a logical ordering and 

integration of the information. 

However, there are a number of readability issues that make the materials difficult for people 

with low literacy to read. For example, in some of the publications: 

 the overall reading level is too high 

 sentences are long and complex (e.g., “The information in this chapter is for Aboriginal 

parents who have been informed by the ministry or Aboriginal delegated agency that 

they’re being investigated for a child protection issue, or whose children have been 

removed from their home.”) 

(From: Parents’ Rights, Kids’ Rights)  

 paragraphs have too many sentences and topics (e.g., one paragraph in A Guide to 

Aboriginal Harvesting Right includes a mention of rights under the Constitution Act, 

traditional versus modern activities, hunting methods, ancestral territory, harvesting 

rights, and treaty rights) 

 definitions of legal vocabulary are not in clear language (e.g., “Interim Custody Order: 

A temporary order made by a judge that applies to both parties, until a final order is 

obtained at trial. It is based on the limited evidence and arguments presented when 

the order is requested.”) 

(From: Surviving Relationship Violence and Abuse)  

 difficult vocabulary is not defined (e.g., undermine, relay, withholding, and breaches) 

 words that may be familiar to people whose first language is English, may be difficult 

for people for whom English is a second language (e.g., bare facts, bulk of the work, 

upbringing) 
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Layout and design 

A review of the print materials indicates that many clear design guidelines have been 

observed. For example, left justified type, no hyphenation at the ends of lines, no underlined 

text, appropriate fonts for headings and body type, and use of headings and sub-headings to 

help readers find key information. All these factors help readers find their way around the 

page. 

However, a number of the publications have design issues that directly affect readability, 

especially for readers with low literacy. For example:  

 dense blocks of text that can discourage readers 

 lines of text that are too long and hard to track 

 

For example: 

 

 lack of graphics to reinforce or replace written information, and provide relief from 

dense text 

 dark coloured screens that reduce contrast 

 large screened logos behind dense blocks of text that reduce contrast 
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For example: 

 

Organization and flow of information 

Flowcharts are used in several publications. This type of diagram can be helpful for readers, 

but using them successfully requires familiarity with the format and good navigational skills. 

Many people with low literacy lack the skills required to use them effectively.  
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For example: 

 

Note: Specific comments on the nine print publications reviewed may be found in Appendix B.   
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Website content 

The checklists developed for the print materials were not used in evaluating the website 

materials, although reading level and some design elements were assessed and noted. Other 

factors, particular to websites, such as ease of navigation were addressed.  

A number of the web pages have issues that directly affect readability, especially for readers 

with low literacy, these include:  

• legal vocabulary that is not explained (for example: restraining order, peace bond, exempt) 

• non-legal vocabulary that is not explained, or made clear from context (for example, pilot  

  project, resolve, family dynamics, intimidation, harsh corporeal punishment) 

• long, complex sentences (for example, 

“If you were married and you applied for a divorce plus other things like custody, 

access, guardianship, or support under both the Family Relations Act and the Divorce 

Act, but your order doesn't specify which act the order was made under, the law 

assumes it was made under the Divorce Act. Section 17 of the Divorce Act governs all 

applications to change an order.”) 

• some definitions are long and complex (for example, 

“Special expenses are extra expenses for a child over and above the regular cost of 

living, such as child care expenses while the recipient works or goes to school or is ill or 

disabled, medical and dental insurance premiums specifically for the child, health-

related expenses that exceed insurance reimbursement by at least $100 annually, and 

expenses for post-secondary education.”) 

• some excellent resources are “buried” and may not be seen because the user doesn’t scroll 

down far enough on the page or doesn’t click on a certain link (For example, the downloadable 

affidavit checklist on Checklist of information to include in an Affidavit as well as Living 

Together or Living Apart on the FAQs — Child Support page are both useful, but hard to find.) 

• some PDFs are dense and difficult to read (for example, the 16-page PDF “Notice to Mediate 

(Family) Regulation” in Do I qualify for legal representation?) 

• design elements such as white text on a green background are difficult to read 

 

 

 

 

 

http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/D-3.4/section-17.html
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For example: 

 

 

Note: Specific comments on the six web pages can be found in Appendix D. 

Recommendations  

In order to assist LSS to improve the readability of their materials, we would like to 

recommend a five-step process that takes into account the needs of all readers, while 

addressing the specific needs of people with low literacy. This five-step process to review 

materials may be offered as one of the training workshops for LSS, and is explained further in 

Part 3 of this document. Sample highlights of this process are as follows: 

Step One 

 Set up a reference group that offers different perspectives.  

 Identify the purpose of the material. 

 Identify the target audience.  

 Determine the format.  
 

Step Two 

 Write the first draft in clear language. 

 Collect feedback on your first draft. 
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Step Three 

 Apply a clear design.  
Step Four 

 Collect feedback from readers on your final draft. 
Step Five 

 Evaluate the material after it has been in use for a determined amount of time. 

 

Conclusion 

From our review of selected publications and website pages, we have discovered many 

instances and examples of good practice that can lead to high readability. LSS‘s commitment 

to creating accessible legal information materials so people can make more informed legal 

choices is apparent. 

With a deeper understanding of what good readers do to understand text and a clearer focus 

on the target audience, we believe we can guide LSS to revise current publications and 

develop new ones with increased readability. Adopting a process to review materials for an 

audience with low literacy is a process that can be woven into the current review practice for 

reviewing publications. 
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Part 2: Assessment of communication — intake 

location observations and intake interviews 
 

Scope and objectives of the intake location visits are to provide recommendations 

to: 

 enhance communications with clients with low literacy at intake 

 enhance communications in general and PLEI materials for user groups 

 ensure offices and centres are literacy friendly for all client groups 

 

Approach taken for intake and office observations 

The best practice statements in the Opening Doors: A Literacy Audit Toolkit from Literacy 

Alberta were used as the basis for observations. At each location, the “route” that clients take 

as they either enter the building or dial the phone and find their way to intake staff for the 

interview or telephone conversation was observed through a literacy lens. Following that, the 

interaction, collection of information, and communication of the decision on eligibility, was 

also observed. Samples of these best practice statements from the Literacy Audit Toolkit can 

be found in Appendix E. 

Intake locations visited: 

 222 Main Street courthouse (Vancouver) 

 Vancouver Regional Centre intake clinic at 510 Burrard Street 

 Surrey courthouse 

 Surrey legal aid office 

A visit to Atira Womens’ Resource Society, a community partner, was planned in order to get a 

sense of how these service providers work with clients with low literacy. In the brief period of 

the research, this meeting was not able to be scheduled.  

Throughout this report, LSS staff who handle intake will be referred to as intake staff or staff.  

All staff observed were accomplished communicators. Most adjusted pace and content of the 

interview to accommodate the client. They were not necessarily thinking about the literacy 

skills of the client, but they were adjusting to the client’s responses in order to communicate 

effectively. This is a great foundation for new skills and ideas that accommodate the needs of 

clients with low literacy. 
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Summary of recommendations 
The recommendations in this report are summarized below. More detail and discussion follow 

in the body of the report.  

No. In context  Recommendation 

1. Policy and 

procedures 

Define literacy for use in LSS policy, PLIA procedures, and PLEI 

materials. (page 17 – 18) 

2. Intake process 

and staff training 

Develop a standard intake process to quickly identify clients 

with low literacy and train LSS staff in techniques for 

identifying and working with clients with low literacy.  

(page 18) 

3. Networking Develop relationships with the province-wide network of 

literacy outreach coordinators and literacy organizations. 

(page 19)  

4. Visual 

communications: 

Intake locations, 

including 

courthouse 

locations and 

legal aid offices  

Organize publication displays in the waiting areas. (page 23) 

a) Put signs on the wall above the publication racks to 

label the materials. For instance, label a section 

“family”, or “criminal,” or “Aboriginal”.  

b) Use a font for the signage that is readable from across 

the room. With these signs in place, a client can gaze 

around the room without having to get up and find out 

what topics are covered. It will help them sort what is 

of interest to them. 

c) Make the display more dynamic by adding a rack 

labeled “new” and keep items there for a month or so, 

and then move them into the standard rack.  

d) Leave a space between racks of different legal issues. 

e) Make sure that all titles are visible. 

5. PLEI materials Create a "readability" chart for publications so that intake staff 

can choose appropriate versions for clients with low literacy. 

Put a readability code on the outside cover of publications. 

(pages 23 – 24) 
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No. In context  Recommendation 

6. Visual 

communications: 

intake locations, 

including 

courthouse 

locations and 

legal aid offices 

Use bulletin boards and wall space as dynamic and useful 

communication tools. (page 24) 

a) Consider some of the tips on bulletin board design and 

maintenance in Appendix F.  

b) The large legal process flowchart poster is too complex 

for a weak reader. Move the posters to a less central 

location. Those who are interested in the contents, and 

are able to read the poster, will go to it. 

 

7. Intake 

environment 

Find a way to reduce the possibility of intrusion and distraction 

due to the hallway traffic outside interview offices.  

(pages 25 – 26) 

8. Audio 

communications: 

Call Centre 

phone script 

Re-script the LSS Call Centre telephone messages for clear 

language, organization, content, and pacing. (pages 26 – 27) 

a) Provide an introduction before each new topic in the 

voice message.  

b) Instead of going directly to “For services in English 

press 1”, add a line that says “We can provide services 

in many languages. Listen for your language.”  

c) Insert the statement about the call being monitored 

immediately after the information about language 

choice, and before the contract information. 

d) Before starting the list of contractual agreements, add 

a statement that says you must agree to all four in 

order to qualify for service. Then, “Listen carefully to 

the following list. When you agree to these four items, 

you are signing a contract with us.”  

i. Or 

e) Delete the contractual agreements from the voice 

message and get these agreements signed off during the 

intake interview. 

f) The message by the male voice needs to be spoken 

more slowly.  

g) Keep print copies of the list of items at the jail and 

advise the client to request a copy. 
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No. In context  Recommendation 

9. Intake 

documentation 

and in-person 

assistance 

Revise and reduce the length of the Intake Pre-Application 

form. (pages 27 – 29) 

a) Provide a table or desk in waiting areas for clients to sit 

at when filling in forms.  

b) When handing a client the application form in 

reception, tell them that if they have difficulty with it 

they can fill it out with intake staff in the interview.  

c) Set up the intake staff desks so that the document 

holder is near to where the client sits. 

10.  Intake 

documentation 

Simplify the Legal Aid Representation Service Contract and 

present it as a separate document. (page 30) 

11. PLEI materials 

and staff training 

Revise or create publications that are readable at a Level 2 or 

below and flag them for use with that audience, and train LSS 

staff using the five-step review process. (pages 34 and 48) 

a) Do a follow up study on the usage of publications.  

b) Create more easy-to-read fact sheets. 

c) Add literacy organizations to the network of resources 

to help clients read publications. 

12. LSS websites Revise LSS websites for readability and navigability related to 

clients with low literacy.(page 34) 

Three primary recommendations 

1. Define literacy for use in LSS policy, materials, and procedures. 

In order to recognize, identify, and communicate effectively with clients with low literacy, LSS 

will need to define literacy in specific enough terms to provide guidance to the organization. 

This is especially important because identification as a client with low literacy may qualify the 

client for a lawyer through an exception review process, if the client also meets the financial 

requirements. 

Legal Services Society currently has no agreed upon definition of literacy to guide its 

development of materials and communication protocols with clients. There are several 

definitions of literacy available.  

UNESCO defines literacy as: 

“Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate, 

compute and use printed and written materials associated with varying contexts. 
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Literacy involves a continuum of learning to enable an individual to achieve his or her 

goals, to develop his or her knowledge and potential, and to participate fully in the 

wider society.”  

The International Adult Literacy Skills Survey from 2003 defined five levels of reading 

proficiency: 

Level 1: People at this level have difficulty reading and have few basic skills or 

strategies for working with text. For example, they often can’t figure out how much 

medicine to take from the information on the package. 

Level 2: People at this level can read, but do not read well. They need material that is 

simple and clearly laid out. 

Level 3: People at this level can read well but may have problems with more complex 

tasks. This level is considered by many countries to be the minimum skill level for 

successful participation in society. 

Level 4/5: People at this level have strong literacy skills and many strategies for 

dealing with complex materials. These individuals can handle new reading challenges 

and meet most reading demands. 

For purposes of reviewing the LSS intake process, the IALSS (2003) Level 1 and 2 descriptions 

were used. The 42 percent of working-age adults in Canada with lower literacy skills than is 

needed to cope with the increasing information demands of our society fall into these two 

levels. In grade level language, this would be approximately grades 5 – 8. When the term “low 

literacy” is used in this report, it is a reference to people who are functioning at Level 1 or 2. 

The skills identified as essential for learning, work, and life are: reading, document use, 

numeracy, writing, oral communication, working with others, thinking, computer use, and 

continuous learning. A client applying for legal aid and winding their way through the justice 

system needs considerable proficiency in all of these skills. 

2. Develop a standard process to quickly identify clients with low literacy. 

Although LSS is working to make their communications clearer for clients with low literacy, the 

rest of the justice system may not do that for some time, if ever. So clients with low literacy 

will need on-going additional help to navigate the system. Therefore, it is important to 

identify them at the outset and set them up with a lawyer and other supports. This could 

include reading help through the provincial network of literacy organizations. 

Intake staff need a routine process for identifying clients with low literacy. It could be as 

simple as asking if they have difficulty reading and understanding the documents they receive. 

Asking a direct question about a person’s reading ability is often avoided because many people 

with low literacy skills habitually hide their lack of skill. However, if they know it could help 

them get a lawyer, they may be willing to tell. 
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Additionally, clients approaching LSS for help come prepared. They present well with their 

story and appearance both in person and on the phone. The clues to their actual literacy level 

are subtle. Knowing a person’s education level is not necessarily an accurate indication of 

their reading and comprehension skills.  

Searches for a definition of literacy and process for identifying clients with low literacy on 

both the Pivot and the Public Legal Education Association of Canada websites produced no 

results. Neither website mentions literacy, although they do mention writing in plain language. 

Writing in plain language does not necessarily mean writing for an audience with low literacy 

skills.  

 

3. Develop relationships with the province-wide network of literacy outreach 

coordinators and literacy organizations  

British Columbia has an extensive network of literacy outreach coordinators that can connect 

people to literacy organizations. These organizations provide literacy education, advocacy, 

and support for learners. They do not currently provide on-call reading support for legal aid 

clients. This idea would need some development in the literacy field. 

The rest of the recommendations will be discussed within the context of the intake location 

observations. 
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How literacy-friendly are the legal aid intake offices? 
 

         

 

Finding the offices for walk-in clients 

Main Street courthouse The office was easy to find right inside main entrance to courthouse. 

There is good signage to the left of the office door. 

Vancouver intake clinic: To locate this office, a potential client must know to look at the 

glass covered office list in main foyer on ground floor. There is a concierge at a desk there 

who can provide assistance. He is friendly and tells people how to find the office when asked. 

When a client gets off the elevator on 4th floor, the signage to the legal aid office is clear.  

Surrey courthouse: If a client knows that Legal Aid is next to Court Room 100, he or she can 

find signage to Court Room 100 easily. If he or she doesn’t know, they have to ask someone or 

wander around looking. Once in the area of the office, the signage is clear. It would be very 

helpful for clients if a direction sign for the legal aid office were to be placed inside the 

ground floor main entrance. It could be on or near the case with the Court 100 schedule. 

Surrey legal aid office: The office is located on ground floor just inside main entry to building. 

There is good signage at and on the door. 
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Office and waiting room atmospheres 

 

     

 

Courthouse offices 

There are chairs across the hall from the interview office door. There are no posters or 

information is available for clients to peruse while waiting for their turn. The Surrey 

courthouse has the addition of a space that is separated from the hallway by a low concrete 

barrier.  

Consider providing information displays and racks in the waiting areas at the courthouses. 

 

Vancouver intake clinic and the Surrey legal aid office 

Both offices have large waiting rooms with comfortable chairs. The reception area is glassed-in 

for security purposes. There are pamphlet racks on the walls, full of documents, pamphlets, 

and brochures. There is a cork bulletin board for posting notices. Mounted on the walls are 

several large format information posters (i.e., legal process maps). 
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Information and displays 

 

   

During the intake location visits, the researcher did not observe any clients looking at the 

pamphlet racks or posters on walls inside the interview office. Out in the waiting area, only 

one client browsed and took a publication. A first-time client who seemed to need more 

information was given a pamphlet by the intake staff on his way out of the office. He took it 

without looking at it. 

Vancouver intake clinic and the Surrey legal aid office 

While it is helpful to have a large variety and quantity of publications, if they are not well 

organized they may not be well utilized. The walls at the Vancouver intake clinic and the 

Surrey legal aid office have a lot of material on them and this can be overwhelming and 

difficult to navigate. You have to stand up close to the rack and spend time reading the title of 

each publication in order to know what is there, let alone choose one to take or read. Some 

publications are behind others so the title is not visible. The publication in front is not on the 

same topic as the ones behind. 
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Recommendation 

4. Organize the display of documents and pamphlets in the waiting areas. 

a. Put signs on the wall above the racks to label the materials. For instance, label 

a section “family”, or “criminal,” or “Aboriginal”.  

b. Use a font for the signage that is readable from across the room. With these 

signs in place, a client can gaze around the room without having to get up and 

find out what topics are covered. It will help them sort what is of interest to 

them. 

c. Make the display more dynamic by adding a rack labeled “new” and keep items 

there for a month or so and then move them into the standard rack.  

d. Leave a space between racks of different legal matters. 

e. Make sure that all titles are visible. 

Main Street and Surrey courthouses 

In the smaller offices at the courthouses, there are no publications available outside in the 

waiting area. It appears that having publications in these waiting areas is not an option. The 

smaller racks in the offices are located beside and behind the client’s chair. Information is 

displayed on plastic racks on the wall or on book case shelves. It is not likely that a weak 

reader will take time during the interview or make an effort to look at the publications during 

the interview. Therefore, the publications in the offices are really there for the intake staff to 

offer to clients. 

                         

Recommendation 

5. Create a “Readability” chart for publications so that intake staff can offer appropriate 

versions for clients with low literacy. Put a readability code on the outside cover of 

publications. 

a. If the intake legal assistant suspects the publication may be challenging to read, 

acknowledge that it is a difficult read and encourage the client to get help 

reading and understanding it at home or with help from an advocacy or literacy 

organization.  
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b. Show the client the part of the publication that would be useful. Mark it with a 

highlighter or post-it tag on the page. 

 

Bulletin boards and walls 

All the offices have bulletin boards and wall space used to post information. The bulletin 

boards in the interview offices are largely for the use of LSS intake staff. 

The bulletin boards in the waiting areas and the wall space used for posting information could 

be better utilized by improving the organization of information.  

 

 

 

Recommendation 

6. Use bulletin boards and wall space as dynamic and useful communication tools. 

a. Consider some of the tips on Bulletin Board Design and Maintenance in  

Appendix F. 

b. The large legal process flowchart poster is too complex for a weak reader. Move 

the posters to a less central location. Those who are interested in the poster, 

and are able to read it, will go to it. 
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Privacy 

Most of the offices keep the interview office door open for security reasons. This leads to the 

possibility of intrusions and distractions, and being overheard by someone outside the door. 

Surprisingly, only one client was bothered by such interruptions.  

From the perspective of intake staff, however, clues to a person’s literacy skills are often 

subtle. It requires sustained attention to notice the cluster of signs that could signal low 

literacy. 

Surrey courthouse 

Intake staff at the Surrey courthouse experience a lot of interruption from traffic in the 

hallway and around the interview office door. There are lawyers and other clients hovering 

about, walking in, and interrupting with questions. When the interruptions occurred, the 

intake staff was distracted from the client and could, therefore, miss clues about the client’s 

literacy or comprehension level as a result.  

Main Street courthouse 

The Main Street courthouse office has a similar location in a high traffic area near the main 

entrance to the courthouse. However, the traffic around the doorway was more respectful. 

Even busy lawyers knew to back away from the door and wait. On one occasion the intake 

legal assistant did excuse himself from a client to go out to find out what a lawyer needed and 

told him it would be a few minutes before he could get him that information. In other words, 

the requirement and priority client’s privacy is clear, even though the door is wide open.  
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Recommendation 

7. Find a way to reduce the possibility of intrusion and distraction due to the hallway 

traffic outside interview office doors.  

 

The intake interview 

 

Getting started on the phone 

The first communication with the LSS Call Centre is with a voice message. The voice message 

includes various voices with different pacing. When a potential client phones the call centre, 

he or she is greeted with a female voice which is clear and speaks at a good pace. However, if 

the caller is phoning from jail and presses number 3, there is a pause and the voice and pace 

change. The next voice is male and speaks quickly.  

LSS has the capacity to serve clients in many languages. The voice message asks which 

language the caller prefers by using the familiar statement, “For services in English press 1”. 

The caller must know to wait past the English and French prompts to get to other language 

choices. 

The voice message then continues in the process of obtaining agreement to the contract. A 

caution that the call is being monitored is given, as if it is part of the list of agreements. The 

message says “You must agree ….” and then gives the list of contractual agreements. At the 

end of this list, the message says “this call is being monitored”. Then the client is told to press 

1 to agree to the list.  

The intake staff routinely goes over the list of contractual agreements again during the intake 

interview. It is more likely that you will get informed consent with the agreements through 

this more interactive process.  

Recommendations 

8. Re-script LSS Call Centre voice messaging for clear language, organization, and pacing. 

a. Provide an introduction before each new topic in the voice message.  

b. Instead of going directly to “For services in English press 1”, add a line that says 

“We can provide services in many languages. Listen for your language.”  

c. Insert the statement about the call being monitored immediately after the 

information about language choice, and before the contract information. 

d. Before starting the list of contractual agreements, add a statement that says 

you must agree to all four items to qualify for service. Then, “Listen carefully to 

the following list. When you agree to these four items, you are signing a 

contract with us.”  

Or 

e. Delete the contractual agreements from the voice message and get these 

agreements signed off during the intake interview. 
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For those phoning from jail, if duty council is not available immediately on the phone, the 

client is told to leave a message with the following information and then a list of items is 

given. The list is spoken once, quickly. There is no time for the client to take notes of the list. 

No repetition of the list is offered to help remember the items. The message does emphasize 

the need for a call back number, so the client can get a return call. Will an incarcerated 

person have a phone number or know the number at the jail? Can the client get a written copy 

of the list of items needed somewhere at the jail? If so, that information should be included in 

the message. 

Recommendations (continued) 

f. The message by the male voice needs to be spoken more slowly. 

g. Keep print copies of the list of items at the jail and advise the client to request 

a copy. 

 

Getting started in person 

The first task a client at the legal aid office is required to do — the completion of the 

application form — is in fact a high level literacy task. A snapshot of the readability level of 

parts of the application form assess it at about grade 14 or 15 — definitely beyond the reading 

ability of clients with low literacy.  

There are two different application processes used. 

First application process 

In most offices, the client is handed the Intake Pre-Application form on a clip board to 

complete independently. The client is asked to fill it out and bring it back. There are no tables 

or desks available to provide a solid surface for writing. A solid surface is better for a person 

who may have challenges with writing.  

When the client returns to the receptionist with the form, the information is reviewed and the 

client is prompted to complete areas missed or improperly completed. If there are not many 

people waiting, the receptionist may take time to help the client to complete the form.  

In one office, the receptionist transferred the information on the application form to the 

computer, to be ready for the intake staff. In the other, the receptionist just handed the 

completed form to the intake staff. If, through this process and interaction, a concern arises 

for mental health issues, learning disability, or volatile behavior, the receptionist flags the file 

for the intake staff’s information. Low literacy would qualify as a reason to flag the file. 

If the application information was transferred to the computer by the receptionist, the intake 

interview still starts with clarification of information from the form. The intake staff always 

double-checks information on the application form.  

In one office without a receptionist, the intake legal assistant repeatedly interrupted the 

interview to give the next client the Intake Pre-Application form on a clip board. 
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Second application process 

The second process observed was entirely oral. Instead of giving the client the form, the 

intake staff just invited the client to sit down and asked the client the questions on the form. 

The staff entered the information required directly into the computer.  

This is always the procedure used for phone-in clients — with the exception that the client has 

already agreed to the contract via an automated response on the phone.  

In both approaches, the client sits with the intake staff and answers the questions on the 

application form while they are typed into the computer or as the staff reviews and clarifies 

the information. Intake staff uses a Q&A process to go over the form. This gives them the 

required information and an idea of the communication style and ability of the client. It is also 

an excellent time to notice the literacy skills of the client. The conversation arising builds 

rapport as intake staff asks questions and lets the client know what is in the computer and 

what is being added — history and case notes on the situation. 

It is tempting to eliminate the application form from the walk-in offices. However, that would 

also eliminate one important clue about the literacy level of the client — handwriting and 

ability to fill out the form.  

One intake staff says 80 percent of the forms aren't legible. Some parts of the form are not 

completed. Some parts only partially completed. Some parts are incorrectly filled out. During 

the observation sessions, there was not a single intake that did not require some additions and 

clarification of the information on the form. How the client fills out this form is an important 

indicator of literacy skills. Illegible handwriting, poor spelling, and incomplete responses may 

indicate low literacy skills.  

The awkwardness of writing on a clip board balanced on your lap no doubt contributes to 

messy handwriting. The Vancouver intake clinic has a table for client use, but it is in the 

information centre where it is not visible to the clients in the waiting room. If a client did go 

in there to use the desk, there is no clear space for writing. The desk is used as a display area 

for publications and a public access computer. A table or desk could give clients a place to sort 

out their papers.  

Typing information into the computer can be distracting for both the client and the intake 

staff. Clients tend to gaze around the room or stare blankly at the desk while the staff is 

typing. Staff who have touch-typing skills were best able to keep up eye contact with the 

client while completing the form on the computer.  

The placement of the document stand on the desk is also important. In some cases, the 

document stand is on the opposite side of the computer screen from the client. In others, it is 

on the same side as the client. It is easier to stay in contact with the client if you can look at 

him or her over or beside the document stand. If it is placed on the opposite side of the 

computer screen, it is another distraction as the intake staff looks away from the client to 

refer to the application form. 
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Recommendations 

9. Revise and reduce the length of the Pre-Application form.  

a. Provide a table or desk in waiting areas for clients to sit at when filling in forms.  

b. When handing a client the application form in reception, tell them that if they 

have difficulty with it they can fill it out with intake staff during the interview.  

c. Set up the intake staff desks so that the document holder is near to where the 

client sits. 

 

Communication during the interview 

Only one of the intake staff introduced herself by her name and gave a brief summary of her 

role — “I am not a lawyer, not here to give legal advice — my job is to decide if you are 

eligible.” All of the staff gave their card to clients when they left and invited them to call or 

come back if they had more questions or needed to talk to them again. 

It may be a good practice for intake staff to introduce themselves by name at the beginning of 

the interview and give a short summary of their role. This creates a more equal atmosphere 

for the rest of the conversation right from the beginning. The staff already knows the client’s 

name from the application form.  

Staff summarized the client’s history as it is recorded in the computer, what was done, and 

what is likely available now. Clients appreciated reviewing their history and the opportunity to 

add or correct information.  

In one case, a client hadn’t acted on information sent in a letter some months before and 

didn’t remember it. The staff responded to the issue by saying, “It’s all in the letter you 

received in August” and then moved on to the next thing. Not following instructions and not 

remembering the instructions are both indicators of low literacy. It may be a good practice to 

stop to check understanding, first by clarifying that the client received the letter last August. 

Then follow up with “Did you understand the letter?” or “Do you have any questions about the 

letter?” or “Did you bring a copy of the letter with you? Let’s go over it and make sure you 

understand what it is saying.” 

All staff used communication skills that work well with clients with low literacy. Most intake 

staff spoke slowly and clearly enunciated their words. Only one spoke quickly, not matching 

the pace of the client. All kept their tone steady and non-judgmental. They stayed business-

like, warm, and efficient. They never rushed the client. They let clients talk freely, while 

keeping the interview going and on track gathering the information needed. Staff gently 

persisted in getting answers that were needed, even when it was an emotional issue for the 

client, who wanted to tell stories and vent their feelings. The intake staff allowed time for 

some of that while guiding the interview back to the necessary questions. 

When a client did not understand something, the intake staff were usually good about 

rephrasing questions to be sure the client understood and that the correct information was 

being recorded in the computer system. They were relaxed and calm about explaining things 
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as many times as it took to understand. When clients weren’t sure how to fill out a form or 

answer a question, the staff helped them by using a Q&A process. Then they confirmed 

information as it was entered into the computer.  

Unless the client said something about not understanding, staff assumed understanding. 

Sometimes they ask the general question, “Do you understand?” Staff take silence, head nods 

or “yes” as agreement that the client understood. With one client who clearly did not 

understand and was getting agitated with the attempt to help him understand, the staff told 

him to take the list to his court date and give it to the judge who would give him what he 

needed. 

Forms and documents used in intake interview 

All of the forms used during the initial interview are written at a readability level which is too 

high for clients with low literacy. All clients, even those with good literacy skills would benefit 

from a revision of all these documents to level 2 readability following Clear Language and 

Design (CLAD) principles. One of the proposed training modules in Part 3 of this report covers 

this topic in a workshop format. 

The following are the forms and documents: 

1. Intake Pre-Application form 

2. More Information Needed 

3. Ministry of Social Development Release of Personal Information 

4. Change of Counsel Request — Client Questionnaire 

5. Legal Aid Representation Services — Approved 

6. Legal Aid Representation — Refused 

7. Legal Aid Application — Letter of Support 

8. Legal assistance agencies 

Legal Aid Representation Services Contract 

The Legal Aid Representation Services Contract appears as part of both the More Information 

Needed and Legal Aid Representation Services — Approved forms. As discussed earlier, it is 

also summarized for agreement during the call centre voice message. If verbal agreement to 

the summarized version is adequate for the call-in clients, is it also adequate for use in the 

face-to-face applications?  

Intake staff noted that the Services Contract was the most difficult document to simplify in 

order to explain it to clients. They particularly pointed out the section on judgments and 

settlements in family cases. 

Recommendation 

10. Simplify the contract and present it as a separate document. 
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Snapshot of readability level of documents used during the initial interview  

Readability scales are a helpful tool in getting a quick assessment of the readability of a 

document. They assess only the text. They do not look at the layout or design on the page. 

How information is organized on the page has a significant effect on the reader’s ability to 

navigate and understand the text. This is especially true of people with low literacy. 

There are several different readability scales available. The exact readability statistics may 

differ slightly between scales. The samples in this section were assessed using an online 

readability calculator (www.online-utility.org). This free online software tool calculates 

readability in a variety of ways: Coleman Liau index, Flesch Kincaid Grade Level, ARI 

(Automated Readability Index), and SMOG. The measure of readability used is the indication of 

number of years of education that a person needs to be able to understand the text easily on 

the first reading. The online tool also measures the Flesch Reading Ease, described earlier in 

the report. In general, these tests penalize writers for polysyllabic words and long, complex 

sentences. Writing that uses simple diction and short sentences will score better. 

 

Some things to remember about readability scores: 

 The grade level shows how many years of education you need to understand the text.  

 The Flesch Reading Ease score shows readability of the passage on a scale from 0 – 100. 

Material that is easier to read gets a higher score. More difficult material gets a lower 

score.  

 The Flesch Reading Ease test was described on page 3 of this report. 

 

Samples of readability levels of documents used at intake 

 

Intake Pre-Application form 

4. Financial Information 

The Legal Services Society provides legal information, legal advice, and legal representation (a 

lawyer to handle your case). Everyone is eligible for our legal information services. For our 

legal advice services, we ask you to provide some financial information to see if you qualify. 

Legal representation is available for those who meet our financial eligibility guidelines and 

only for certain criminal, family CFCSA, and immigration matters. 

Flesch-Kincaid reading grade level 15.3 

Flesch Reading Ease 14.5 
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Legal Aid Representation Services Contract 

This contract sets out the terms and conditions on which LSS is providing aid including when 

LSS will or will not continue to provide me with legal aid. In return for LSS providing legal aid, 

I promise to carry out these terms and conditions. 

Flesch-Kincaid reading grade level 9.9 

Flesch Reading Ease 63.4 

 

Duty to tell the truth 

I acknowledge that all the information I have provided to LSS concerning my financial situation 

and my legal case is the truth. 

Flesch-Kincaid reading grade level 12.2 

Flesch Reading Ease 46 

 

Changes to financial or legal situation 

I will tell LSS about changes to my financial situation (for example, if I get a new job, obtain 

money through an inheritance or case settlement, or if anything else financially significant 

happens to me) and any changes to my legal case that may affect whether I am eligible for 

legal aid. 

Flesch-Kincaid reading grade level 23.9 

Flesch Reading Ease 15.7 

 

More information needed 

The Legal Services Society (LSS) cannot approve or refuse your application for a lawyer to 

represent you (legal aid) until you provide enough information to confirm that you are eligible 

under LSS financial and coverage policies. To make a decision on your application, we require 

more information.  

Flesch-Kincaid reading grade level 16.6 

Flesch Reading Ease 17.4 
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Helping clients understand the documents used in the interview 

The intake staff explains the contents of the documents and fills out parts of the form for the 

client. For example, with the checklist of additional information needed, most staff read or 

paraphrased the contents for the client. Most intake staff turned the document to the client 

and went through it with the client. This is an excellent practice and should be encouraged. 

Therefore, standardize the process of summarizing and presenting documents to clients.  

 

Vancouver Regional Centre intake clinic 

During the time spent in the Vancouver Regional Centre intake clinic, there were no walk-in 

clients or phone calls. So, the staff were interviewed about the process they use and how the 

centre operates. 

Most of the clients who use the intake clinic do so because they were refused legal aid and the 

intake legal assistant referred them to the intake clinic. Of the people referred to the LSS Call 

Centre, 90 percent access it by phone. The call centre gets 25 to 30 calls a day. 

Very few people walk into the centre. Those who do walk-in come into the centre’s display 

area where there is a public-use computer and publication racks and information displays. 

They rarely use the computer. 

Both on the phone and in person, the staff talks with the client about their case and what kind 

of information they need and then recommends some publications. The staff must make a 

match between the client’s needs and interest and an appropriate publication. There is no 

chart of readability levels for the publications. It is difficult to make a good judgment about a 

person’s reading ability especially from a phone call.  

If the staff senses the person is really confused or has low literacy skills, they will spend more 

time on the phone, but there is not enough time to go over publications and summarize the 

contents in language people would readily understand. So, staff refers the client to an 

advocacy group that can help them with the publications, such as disabilities associations and 

seniors groups. 

To get copies of the publications, clients must go to the LSS website or the Crown Publications 

website to download them. Finding and downloading publications from the website is often 

difficult for clients. For those people who indicate they may have difficulty doing this, the 

publication can be mailed. Those who are having this difficulty are also hard to coach over the 

phone.  

Many of the callers are immigrants. Very few have research skills and most have little time. 

Some will not even look at publications no matter how they are delivered to them. They are 

looking for specific information and immediate help. Clients prefer the fact sheets to the full 

publications. They are short and to the point. The full publications contain too much 

information and are often 60+ pages long. More fact sheets on more subjects would be helpful 

for these clients. 
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The criminal publications are mostly distributed at the courthouses. They are not very 

accessible to the group collecting them there. Many are repeat offenders and often have low 

literacy skills. 

The publications may be most valuable if used for preventative purposes. Although much is 

known about how many publications are distributed and their geographic distribution, not 

much is known about who reads and understands them and how they are actually used.  

Recommendations 

11. Revise or create publications that are readable at a Level 2 or below and flag them for 

use with that audience. 

a. Do a follow up study on the usage of publications.  

b. Create more easy-to-read fact sheets. 

c. Add literacy organizations to the network of resources to help clients read 

publications. 

12. Assess and revise LSS websites for readability and navigability related to clients with 

low literacy.  

 

People with low literacy often have difficulties organizing paper, remembering lists of things 

and schedules, and following directions. Here are some suggestions for ways to support 

organization and recall:  

a. When giving clients phone numbers for other resources, write down the numbers. If 

using the “Legal Assistance Agencies” sheet, highlight the resources being 

recommended.  

b. When giving clients documents, give them a coloured file folder to hold them and 

staple your card to the folder. People with low literacy skills often have limited 

organizational skills for paper as well. Advise them to keep their documents in the 

folder and take it with them to all their appointments and appearances. 

c. When helping clients with scheduling, if they have a calendar function in their cell 

phone, have them enter the dates in the calendar while still in the office. 

d. When giving a client reminder notes, print them clearly on pastel-coloured paper so 

that the note is easy to find amongst their documents. 

 

Legal Assistance Agencies Sheet Revision 

Clear Language and Design revision suggestions: 

1. Use a portrait orientation. 

2. Organize information in two columns and use both sides of the page. 

3. Delete all bold, underlining, italics, and capitals, unless it is an acronym. 

4. Increase text font size to 12pt, Times New Roman (a serif font). 

5. Increase title font size to 14pt, Arial or Verdana (a sans serif font). 

6. Organize the information in categories (i.e., information, civil issues, seniors’ issues, 

lawyers, advocates, etc.) 
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Sample entries after edit: 

Legal advice 

LSLAP UBC Law Students 

Refugee clinics, civil, and criminal issues 

Vancouver: 604-822-5791 

Victoria: 250-388-4516 

 

UBC First Nations Legal Clinic 

Aboriginal peoples legal issues, including 

criminal, family CFCSA and civil matters. 

604-684-7334 

1-888-684-7874 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

Seniors’ issues 
SAIL Line BC 

Elder advocacy and information 

604-437-1940 

1-866-437-1940 

 

Health and Seniors’ Information Line 

Senior peer counselors 

Information about government services 

1-800-465-4911 
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Part 3: Training plan and modules 
The information gained and recommendations suggested in Parts 1 and 2 of the literacy 

review have been used to develop the depth and scope of the following training 

opportunities.  

It is obvious that LSS staff and others working with clients wanting legal information have a 

great commitment to effective communication and making sure PLEI materials are as 

accessible as possible. It is also apparent that staff could benefit from having an increased 

confidence in recognizing and managing clients with low literacy. Thus, training has been 

developed to ensure that intake staff, Legal Information Outreach Workers (LIOWs), 

Aboriginal Community Legal Workers (ACLWs), outreach workers, community partners, local 

agents, and intermediaries have a good understanding of literacy and best practices for 

communicating PLEI to audiences with low literacy. 

This final section outlines a proposed training plan, makes suggestions for delivery modes, 

and includes modules to accompany the training. Final decisions on the scope of this training 

will be made at a later date.  

 

Delivery modes 
The training modules can be delivered in a few ways. A few sessions may be offered at the 

annual intake conference. 

The series of training modules listed below can also be delivered in smaller, weekly sessions 

at 45 minutes to 3 hours in length. This mode of delivery will allow time for reflection on new 

knowledge gained and give LSS staff and others a chance to practice new skills related to 

working with clients with low literacy. 

The training modules are as follows: 

1. Raising awareness about literacy  

2. Recognizing the signs of low literacy  

3. Communication strategies to support people with low literacy  

4. Clear language and design (CLAD) 

5. Five-step process to review materials 
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Raising awareness about literacy  
 

Literacy is often a difficult concept to explain because it is about much more than reading 

and writing. So what exactly is it?  This training session will provide participants with a 

concrete definition for understanding literacy, knowledge about how it is measured, and a 

general picture of the people in society most affected by it.  

 

The guiding questions in this session are as follows: 

 What is “literacy”? How is it defined? 

 How is literacy measured? 

 What are Canadian literacy levels? 

 Who are the people with low literacy? 

 How do we know these things? Does this match your experience? 

 

Workshop type: PowerPoint presentation of key concepts, with small group discussion sharing 

answers to the question in the handout with larger group. 

Amount of time needed: 45 minutes to 1 hour 

Materials: Handouts will be provided (four-page handout) 

Number of participants: 8 – 24 
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What is literacy? 
 

UNESCO definition of literacy:  

“Literacy is the ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, communicate, compute and 

use printed and written materials associated with varying contexts. Literacy involves a 

continuum of learning to enable an individual to achieve his or her goals, to develop his or her 

knowledge and potential, and to participate fully in the wider society.”  

Flesch Reading Ease   10.7 

Flesch Kincaid Grade Level 18.3 

In simpler words,  

"Literacy is the ability to use and understand information that is essential to daily life at 

work, at home, and in the community."  

Flesch Reading Ease   36.3 

Flesch Kincaid Grade Level 13.9 

The important thing to remember when seeking an understanding of literacy is that literacy is 

not whether someone can read, but how well they can read. In addition to reading and 

writing, there are many other skills related to how people use information gained through 

text.  

 

How is literacy measured? 
In 2003, more than 23,000 Canadians took part in an International Adult Literacy and Skills 

Survey (IALSS). In this survey, four skills were measured: 

• Prose literacy: the knowledge and skills needed to understand and use information 

from texts 

• Document literacy: the knowledge and skills needed to find and use information in 

various formats, like schedules, maps, tables, and charts 

• Numeracy: the knowledge and skills needed to do arithmetic and understand 

numbers in printed materials 

• Problem solving: the process of solving problems by using goal-directed thinking 

and action, when the person does not have a routine to follow 

Everyone who took part in the survey was rated on each skill on a scale from 0 to 500 points. 

Although four skills were measured, only the first three listed above were reported on. An 

individual’s prose literacy, document literacy, and numeracy scores were grouped into five 

levels of competency. The Government of Canada sets Level 3 as the minimum literacy that 

people need to cope with the increasing information demands of our society. The Conference 
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Board of Canada believes that, in an information society, people need a score of at least 300 

to be employable. 

Five cognitive levels:   

Level 1 0 – 225 points  This is the lowest level of literacy. 

Level 2 226 – 275 points  

Level 3 276 – 325 points This is the minimum level needed. 

Level 4 326 – 375 points   

Level 5 376 – 500 points  This is the highest level of literacy. 

 

How did Canadians measure up? 
• 58 percent of the adults in Canada aged 16 to 65 have the basic 

reading skills they need for most everyday tasks. 

• The average score for Canadian adults in prose literacy and 

document literacy is near the bottom of Level 3. 

• About two in every five Canadian adults — 9 million people — 

can't read well enough to do everyday things. If we add in the 

people who are older than 65, that number goes up to 12 million 

Canadians. 

• The average for numeracy and problem solving is just below 

Level 3. Only 45 percent of adults in Canada aged 16 to 65 can 

do everyday arithmetic and understand the numbers in printed 

materials. 

• Some people who have low literacy skills come from vulnerable 

groups, but that isn't the whole story. This problem affects many 

people in the general adult population too. 

• Neighbourhoods with low literacy levels tend to have higher 

crime rates. 

These basic facts show the challenge to improve literacy performance among Canadians is far 

from over and affects many aspects of the work we do to provide legal information. 

Who are the people with low literacy? 
Based on the results of 2003 International Adult Literacy and Skills survey, we can make some 

broad statements about the people with low literacy skills in Canada: 

• 2.6 million are immigrants 

• 5.8 million are employed and over 800,000 are unemployed 

• 2.4 million are not actively in the workforce 

• 3.1 million have less than high school education 

• 3.3 million finished high school 

• 2.6 million have post-secondary education 
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Putting a human face on the numbers 
People who have low literacy are found throughout Canadian society — they live in all the 

provinces and territories, they belong to all ethnic and religious groups, they are in all income 

groups, and they have a whole range of levels of education. 

 

Low literacy is more common in some specific groups than in Canadian society as a whole. 

These groups include: 

• seniors 

• immigrants 

• Aboriginal Canadians 

• Francophones 

• people within the corrections system 

• people who experienced one or more major roadblocks in their 

education when they were children or young adults, like being the 

victim of: 

 neglect 

 abuse 

 poverty 

 poor nutrition 

 racial discrimination 

More facts about low literacy in Canada 
• Men are more likely to have low literacy skills than women. 

• Some children had learning disabilities or social problems when they were in 

school, and never became good readers. 

• Many people don't read regularly. They get their news from television and radio. 

They don't read for enjoyment either — they get their entertainment from the 

Internet, TV, movies, and concerts. Gradually, they lose their reading skills. 

• Many senior citizens have only elementary school education, and their reading 

skills were never up to today's standard. Others have stopped reading and let their 

skills decline. 

• Some immigrants who may be literate in their first language are still learning 

English or French. Others are not literate in their first language and find it difficult 

to learn how to read in a second language. Even those immigrants whose first 

language is English or French have lower literacy than those people born in 

Canada. 

• Low literacy in Canada is a personal, family, community, and societal challenge. 

Source: www.policeabc.ca 

Question: 

In what ways does low literacy impact your work?  
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Recognizing the signs of low literacy 
Under the guidelines for legal aid, a client identified as having low literacy may qualify for a 

lawyer through an exception review process. Because of this, it is vital that intake staff and 

other intermediaries be able to recognize the subtle signs of low literacy. 

Before you can make changes for people who have low literacy skills, you must first be able 

to identify who they are. Keep in mind that people who have trouble reading, writing, and 

understanding verbal information often try to cover up their problem or aren't even aware of 

it. They use a variety of strategies to do this, including avoidance and denial. 

The following module will help you to understand how low literacy affects people, and be 

able to recognize some of the common behaviours and cues that may signal low literacy. 

 

The guiding questions in this session are as follows: 

 How does low literacy affect people? 

 How do you know if someone has low literacy? 

 What are the behaviours, verbal and non-verbal cues, that help you know if 

someone struggles with low literacy? 

 How do we know these things? Does this match your experience? 

 

Workshop type: Reading and sharing information from handouts, with small group discussion 

then sharing with the larger group answers to questions listed at end of each handout. 

Amount of time needed: 45 minutes to 1 hour. 

Materials: Handouts will be provided (three-page handout) 

Number of participants: 8 – 24 
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How does low literacy affect people? 

• People with low literacy can read only short pieces of text and 

understand a specific piece of information at a time. If text isn't written 

in clear language and presented in a simple layout, they have trouble 

understanding it. 

• Low literacy means more than having trouble reading marks on paper. 

People who have weak literacy skills may also have trouble organizing 

information, following a line of reasoning (even when the information is 

given orally), and keeping track of a set of instructions. 

• Many people with low literacy find it hard to do everyday things that 

others take for granted. Here are some examples: 

o Parents may not be able to help their children with homework, or to 

understand letters they receive from the school. 

o People may have difficulty understanding the newspaper, so they 

don't find out about important community notices and other 

information. 

o Drivers who get tickets may not be able to understand the 

instructions on the ticket. This could cause more legal problems for 

them. 

o People who can't understand contracts and due dates may get into 

financial and legal difficulties. 

o People who don't read well may avoid reading their mail, which 

could lead to problems like getting their electricity cut off or not 

attending at court when required. 

o People who don't understand instructions from the intake staff, 

lawyer, counsellor, or probation officer can't follow those 

instructions properly. As a result, their legal problems may get 

worse instead of better. 

Having low literacy skills affects many aspects of a person's life. It can also affect the lives of 

their spouse, children, neighbours, and co-workers. 

 

Questions: 

 

Can you think of other ways that low literacy can impact a person’s life? 

From your experience, what behaviours lead you to think that someone is struggling with 

literacy? 
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How do you know if someone has low literacy? 
Here are some of the signs that may indicate a person has a low level of literacy. 

 

In a verbal interview, a person with low literacy may: 

• have difficulty telling a clear story; for example, they may get 

the order of events confused 

• seem to talk in circles — this thinking pattern is common among 

people with low literacy 

• have stiff body language; for example, they may not nod or 

shake their head to indicate agreement or disagreement 

• seem nervous or embarrassed 

• seem to lack confidence and be easily intimidated 

 

When asked to read or write something, a person with low literacy may: 

• make excuses to avoid the task; for example, 

o “I can't read this because I forgot my glasses,” 

o “I don't have time to read this now. Can I take it home?” 

o “I hurt my hand, so I can't fill out this form.” 

• read very slowly 

• stare at the page they're supposed to read, but not move their 

eyes back and forth 

• ask questions about things that are clearly stated in the 

document 

• make a lot of spelling or grammar mistakes in their writing, or 

fill out a form with incorrect information 

• bring a friend or relative with them who helps with reading and 

writing 

People who have difficulty understanding verbal and written information have other tell-tale 

behaviours. 

Many people with low literacy: 

• give what seem to be indirect, confused, or irrelevant answers 

to questions 

• act confused or ask questions that do not seem to relate to the 

problem or situation 

• do not ask any questions at all (rather than reveal they don't 

understand what's going on) 
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• nod to indicate they agree or understand something, but then 

not do what you expect 

They may also: 

• not show up for meetings or appointments (because they did not 

understand the instructions on a written notice) 

• sign statements or legal documents that they do not understand 

(rather than admit they have a reading problem) 

• look dazed or uncomfortable when someone gives them 

something to read 

 

They may show their confusion when they: 

• give the impression that they don't understand the seriousness of 

their situation 

• become frustrated and angry easily; they may storm out, or 

become physically confrontational 

 

When you question if a person has low literacy, remember that: 

• Low literacy is more than a reading problem. People with low 

literacy also have difficulties understanding oral and written 

information. Many tend to have different thinking strategies and 

problem-solving approaches. 

• People with low literacy skills are likely to understand verbal 

and written information more slowly than others. 

• What seems to be a bad attitude may be a literacy problem. 

Source: www.policeabc.ca 

Questions: 

 

Do you agree or disagree with the items listed above? 

From your own experience of working with clients, can you add anything to this list? 
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Communication strategies to support people 

with low literacy 
The guiding questions in this session are as follows: 

 

 What are the things we can do to help someone understand and retain 

important information? 

 What are your experiences communicating with someone that you know is 

having difficulty reading or understanding what they are reading?  

 How do we know these things? Does this match your experience? 

 

Workshop type: PowerPoint presentation of key concepts, with a small group discussion then 

sharing with the larger group. 

Amount of time needed: 45 minutes to 1 hour. 

Materials: Handouts will be provided (one-page handout under development, as follows) 

Number of participants: 8 – 24 
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What are some helpful ways of working with adults with low literacy 

skills? 
During your interviews, implement any or all of the following ideas:  

• Plan to take more time helping your client understand. Some adults with low 

literacy appear less intelligent. However, research shows that most people with 

low literacy skills have average or above intelligence. They may process both 

oral and written information and instructions differently or more slowly than 

others do. Ask the client how they learn best. 

• Remember that an unfamiliar and emotionally fraught situation interferes with 

everyone’s ability to read, listen, and understand.  

• Use your finger as a pointer to help guide her eye through the document or 

form. Pause at important words or phrases. People unfamiliar with reading 

have difficulty sorting through and making sense of the mass of symbols on the 

page in front of them. 

• Provide new information in a familiar and logical way. Use vocabulary, 

examples, and comparisons from his or her experience.  

• Give the client one or two new ideas at a time. Combine the ideas with 

something he or she already understands.  

• Be sure to check for comprehension. Ask the client to explain the new 

information to you.  

• Whenever possible, practice using open-ended questions that require more 

than a ‘yes’ or ‘no’ answer to get them thinking. Open-ended questions begin 

with how, why, or what. Keep probing superficial answers with follow-up 

questions. 

• Keep the client active and engaged with the documents by making sure they 

have a pen or pencil in hand, fills out all that they can on their own, and coach 

them by guiding and questioning. Keep their hands and mind active. Get the 

client to talk about the information they are receiving. 

• If they ask how to spell a word, print it clearly on a separate sheet of paper. 

Get them to copy it to the form being filling out. 

• Offer to read and discuss difficult or confusing documents aloud. When you 

read aloud, read slowly and pronounce each word clearly. Stop frequently to 

check understanding by asking them to tell you the information in their own 

words. Avoid asking, “Do you understand?” or “Is that clear?” A ‘yes’ or ‘no’ 

answer tells you nothing about what is understood. 

• You can refer them to community literacy programs where they can get help 

reading and understanding. 

Question: 

Are these suggestions reasonable?  If no, how can you change them? 

What other tips can you add to this list? 



 

Decoda Literacy Solutions: Literacy Review for Legal Services Society   March 30, 2012    47 | P a g e  
 

Clear Language and Design for LSS 
We will introduce participants to the principles and practice of Clear Language and Design 

(CLAD) using a short PowerPoint presentation. Then using a workshop approach, we will work 

with specific LSS PLEI materials to practice the strategies and approaches we have 

recommended. 

The guiding questions in this session are as follows: 

 What is clear language and design? 

 Who benefits from clear language and design? 

 How is it done? 

 

Workshop type: Interactive workshop; key concepts introduced via a PowerPoint presentation 

and then small group work making revisions to real documents using CLAD principles. 

Amount of time needed: 2 – 3 hours 

Materials: LSS forms or brochures for CLAD revision practice 

Number of participants: 8 – 24  

Additional resources: 

Clarity Kit — Effective Communication for Municipalities, Part 2: Promoting Clear 

Communications in Your Municipality. Frequently Asked Questions about Clear Language; Top 

10 Clear Writing Tips; Clear Language at Work — Before and After Samples. 

1. Know your audience and purpose 

2. Organize from the reader’s point of view 

3. Use meaningful headings and subheadings 

4. Use bulleted lists 

5. Speak directly to the reader  

6. Use strong active verbs 

7. Explain specialized language 

8. Keep sentences and paragraphs short 

9. Don’t let the design get in the way 

10. Test your document 

A Plain English Handbook: How to Create Clear Securities and Exchange Commission 

Disclosure Documents. This handbook shows how you can use well-established techniques for 

writing in plain English to create clearer and more informative disclosure documents.   
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Five-step process to review materials 
 

In Part 1 of this report, we recommended the following:  

In order to assist LSS to improve readability of their materials, we would like to recommend a 

process that takes into account the needs of all readers, while addressing the specific needs 

of people with low literacy — the five-step process to review materials.  

Using a workshop approach and actual PLEI materials, we will train staff in this five-step 

process. Additional materials describing the individual interview methods in step 4 will be 

provided at the workshop. 

The guiding questions in this session are as follows: 

 How can we test the readability of our documents? 

 What process can guide us to ensure that we are meeting our needs as LSS and 

also connecting with the target audience? 

 

Workshop type: Interactive workshop; key concepts introduced via a PowerPoint presentation 

and then small group work role-playing Stage 4 of the process using real documents using 

CLAD principles. 

Amount of time needed: 1 – 2 hours to introduce the steps. The entire actual process may 

take a few weeks. 

Materials: PLEI materials to be reviewed 

Number of participants: 8 – 12 

Additional resource: 

Toolkit for Making Written Material Clear and Effective, Part 6: How to collect and use 

feedback from readers. Chapter 4: Five steps for designing a reader feedback session  

This document is the fourth of 19 chapters in Part 6 of the Toolkit for Making Written 

Material Clear and Effective (www.cms.gov/Outreach-and-Education/Outreach/ 

WrittenMaterialsToolkit/Toolkit-Part-6-Feedback-Sessions.html). The toolkit has 11 parts. It 

was written for the Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services (CMS) by Jeanne McGee, McGee 

& Evers Consulting, Inc. The guidelines and other parts of the toolkit reflect the views of the 

writer. CMS offers this Toolkit as practical assistance to help you make your written material 

clear and effective (not as requirements from CMS). 
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Step One 

1. Set up a reference group that offers different perspectives, include: 

 intake staff and advocates 

 people with low literacy 

 people for whom English is a second language (ESL) 

 experts in adult literacy, ESL, and clear language and design 

 

2. Identify the purpose of the material 

 Who needs to know the information? 

 Why do they need to know it? 

 When do they need to know it? 

 What will they do with the information? 

 

3. Identify the target audience. Consider: 

 age 

 gender 

 language and educational background 

 cultural background 

 factors that could influence comprehension, such as anxiety and low literacy 

 

4. Determine the format  

 brochure 

 booklet 

 guide 

 fact sheet 

 website 

 other 

Step Two 

1. Write the first draft in clear language. 

 Use the information you have gathered about purpose, target audience, and 

format to help guide your writing. 

 Use a checklist of guidelines for clear language writing (See sample checklists 

in Appendix A.).  

 Use a checklist of guidelines for clear organization. 

 Test the material on a readability scale. 

 

2. Collect feedback on your first draft. 

 Ask your reference group to read and comment on your first draft. 

 Make changes to the draft based on feedback. 
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Step Three 

Apply a clear design.  

 Use a checklist of guidelines for clear design (see sample checklist in Appendix 

A). 

 Choose an overall design that is simple and easy to read. 

 Keep the same consistently clear design throughout. 

 Use simple graphic elements to clarify and explain the text. 

 

Step Four 

Collect feedback from readers on your final draft. 

 Use individual interview methods — for example: 

o ask questions 

o give the reader a task to perform using the material 

o encourage the reader to “think aloud” 

o observe the reader’s behaviour 

 

Step Five 

Evaluate the material after it has been in use for a determined amount of time. 

 Review the contents, update the information, and revise. 

 Test the material with users to make sure it still meets their needs. 
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Appendix A: Checklist for reviewing publications 

Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 
 

Name of publication:  

Type of publication:    Target audience:  

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

   

2. Is the tone positive?    

3. Is the voice active, not passive?    

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal?    

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

   

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

   

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or 

not at all? 

   

9. Is the language gender inclusive?    

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

   

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

   

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience?    
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 
 

Name of publication:  

Type of publication:     Target audience: 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand 

how the publication is organized and to help them find 

information easily? 

   

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan 

through the text and pull out the key messages? 

   

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and 

typestyle from the body text? 

   

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of 

each section? 

   

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or 

text boxes?  

   

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or 

paragraphs? 

   

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, 

most important to least important? 
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 
 

Name of publication:  

Type of publication:     Target audience: 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space 

between paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

   

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged?    

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?    

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points 

or more? 

   

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less?    

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight 

important information? 

   

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font 

for headings and one for the body text? 

   

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background?    

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce 

or replace written information? 

   

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

   

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age 

of the target audience? 
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Appendix B: Completed checklists 

Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Surviving Relationship Violence and Abuse 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

x   

2. Is the tone positive? x   

3. Is the voice active, not passive? x   

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal?  x  

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

x   

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

x   

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

x   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or not 

at all? 

x   

9. Is the language gender inclusive? x   

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

 x  

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

 x  

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience?  x  
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Surviving Relationship Violence and Abuse 

Type of publication: Booklet Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

x   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand how the 

publication is organized and to help them find information easily? 

x   

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

x   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan through 

the text and pull out the key messages? 

 x  

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and typestyle 

from the body text? 

x   

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of each 

section? 

x   

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or text 

boxes?  

 x  

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or paragraphs?  x  

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, most 

important to least important? 

x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Surviving Relationship Violence and Abuse 

Type of publication: Booklet Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space between 

paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

 x  

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged? x   

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?  x  

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points or 

more? 

  ? 

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less? x   

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight important 

information? 

x   

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font for 

headings and one for the body text? 

x   

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background? x   

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce or 

replace written information? 

 x  

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

  x 

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age of the 

target audience? 

x   
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Comments 

Language 

• Difficult vocabulary: e.g., “undermine, relay, withholding, believable, breaches”  

• Some sentences are long with as many as 38 words, e.g., “While any person can be abused 

in a relationship, research shows that it is most often women who experience abuse and 

violence, and the type of violence they experience is most severe, in some cases resulting in 

death.” 

• Paragraphs have 6 or 7 sentences. 

• Some glossary definitions are not in plain language, e.g., “Interim Custody Order: A 

temporary order made by a judge that applies to both parties, until a final order is obtained 

at trial. It is based on the limited evidence and arguments presented when the order is 

requested.” 

• (Flesch Reading Ease Score: 50.7 — fairly difficult to read) 

Recommendations: 

• Although the target audience is intermediaries and advocates, this material could be 

simplified and rewritten for women who are being abused.  

 

Layout and design 

• Not enough white space — margins are less than one inch wide and there are many pages 

with dense blocks of text. (e.g., pages 12, 50, and 51) 

• Italics are used to highlight information: Get legal advice as soon as possible if your 

husband assaults you. Italics are also used for the name of titles, e.g., “…the booklet 

Sponsorship Breakdown.” 

• Four small, dark photos of women are scattered throughout the publication. No other 

device is used to add interest or break up very dense blocks of text. 

• Very few bulleted lists are used. 

• Some headings use question forms which makes the text more interactive — more could be 

written in this way. 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above.  



 

Decoda Literacy Solutions: Literacy Review for Legal Services Society   March 30, 2012    58 | P a g e  
 

Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Representing Yourself in a Criminal Trial 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

x   

2. Is the tone positive? x   

3. Is the voice active, not passive? x   

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal? x   

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

x   

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

 x  

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

x   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or not 

at all? 

x   

9. Is the language gender inclusive?   x 

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

 x  

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

 x  

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience? x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Representing Yourself in a Criminal Trial 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

x   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand how the 

publication is organized and to help them find information easily? 

x   

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

x   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan through 

the text and pull out the key messages? 

x   

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and typestyle 

from the body text? 

x   

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of each 

section? 

x   

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or text 

boxes?  

x   

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or paragraphs? x   

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, most 

important to least important? 

x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Representing Yourself in a Criminal Trial 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space between 

paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

 x  

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged? x   

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?  x  

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points or 

more? 

x   

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less?  x  

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight important 

information? 

 x  

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font for 

headings and one for the body text? 

x   

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background?  x  

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce or 

replace written information? 

x   

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

 x  

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age of the 

target audience? 

  x 
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Comments 

Language 

• Some sentences are long and complex with over 30 words per sentence, e.g., “If you do 

this, be sure to ask for a copy of the information (the official court form listing the date, 

time, place, and type of offence) and the prosecutor’s initial sentencing position (a form 

outlining what sentence the prosecutor will suggest if you plead guilty at an early stage).” 

• (Flesch Reading Ease score 70.5 — Fairly easy) 

Recommendations: 

• Keep one idea per sentence and break up long sentences that have several clauses. 

• Avoid using and/or slash — the meaning is confusing for many ESL and readers with low 

literacy. 

 

Organization and flow of information 

Recommendations: 

• Many readers with low literacy could find the flow chart on pages 28 and 29 challenging to 

read and interpret. It requires good navigational skills and familiarity with how to extract 

information from a decision matrix. Where should you look first? What paths are you supposed 

to follow? Rather than summarizing and simplifying a process, it may place a heavy cognitive 

demand on readers with low literacy.  

• Suggest a review of the content to find out if there is any possibility of eliminating some of 

the detail and still have the publication be legally accurate and useful. As it stands, most 

readers would be overwhelmed by the amount of information.  

 

Layout and design 

• Large blocks of text with no relief provided by graphics, headings, or boxes are intimidating 

even for skilled readers, e.g., pages 10 and 11. Readers with low literacy and little 

confidence in their reading abilities would probably not even attempt to tackle this text. 

• Sidebars set in italics with no caps are distracting and don’t give enough information to be 

helpful, e.g., “going to court” when the heading right next to it is: “When should I go to 

court?” It would be useful to field test this to find out if it leads readers to actually read the 

text or simply diverts their attention.  
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• Long lines of text over 70 characters in some sections 

• No graphics to break up the text and add interest 

• Not enough white space between headings 

• Graphic on page 7 is too small 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above. 

Cover: The cover photo is static and uninviting.  
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Parents’ Rights, Kids’ Rights 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

x   

2. Is the tone positive? x   

3. Is the voice active, not passive? x   

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal? x   

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

x   

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

x   

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

x   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or not 

at all? 

 x  

9. Is the language gender inclusive? x   

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

 x  

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

 x  

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience?  x  
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Parents’ Rights, Kids’ Rights 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

x   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand how the 

publication is organized and to help them find information easily? 

x   

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

x   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan through 

the text and pull out the key messages? 

x   

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and typestyle 

from the body text? 

x   

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of each 

section? 

x   

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or text 

boxes?  

x   

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or paragraphs? x   

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, most 

important to least important? 

x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Parents’ Rights, Kids’ Rights 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space between 

paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

 x  

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged? x   

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?  x  

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points or 

more? 

  ? 

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less?  x  

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight important 

information? 

 x  

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font for 

headings and one for the body text? 

x   

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background?  x  

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce or 

replace written information? 

 x  

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

  x 

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age of the 

target audience? 

x   

 

  



 

Decoda Literacy Solutions: Literacy Review for Legal Services Society   March 30, 2012    66 | P a g e  
 

Comments 

 

Language 

• Some sentences are long (38 words) and very difficult, e.g., “The information in this 

chapter is for Aboriginal parents who have been informed by the ministry or Aboriginal 

delegated agency that they’re being investigated for a child protection issue, or whose 

children have been removed from their home.” 

• Paragraphs have 6 or 7 sentences. 

• Not all glossary definitions are in plain language, e.g., “director”  

• (Flesch Reading Ease score: 53 — fairly difficult) 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above 

• Although the target audience is intermediaries and advocates, this material could be 

rewritten and made useful for parents.  

 

Organization and flow of information 

• The additional information in light font is inconsistent. Sometimes it gives additional 

information, sometimes it is “See chapter x.” It would be useful to standardize its purpose so 

that readers would recognize its function. 

• Some headings simply state the subject, e.g., “Mediation.” Others are more descriptive and 

helpful, e.g., “How to contact the child protection worker.” 

• The flow charts, for example, on page 22, require a high level of sophistication to interpret. 

It would be useful to have these field tested by the target audience, and in particular by 

people with low literacy. 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above 
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Layout and design 

• Not enough white space between headings, e.g., page 8 and 9. 

• Font size looks like it is less than 12 point 

• Three different fonts are used 

• Differences in size of headings and subheadings isn’t clear enough 

• Sans serif font used for additional information is too light and hard to read 

• Photos are used only at the beginning of chapters. The same photos could be cropped, made 

smaller, and used to break up dense blocks of text within chapters 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above 
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Live Safe — End Abuse: Safety Planning 

Type of publication: Fact sheet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

x   

2. Is the tone positive? x   

3. Is the voice active, not passive? x   

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal? x   

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

x   

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

  x 

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

x   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or not 

at all? 

x   

9. Is the language gender inclusive? x   

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

 x  

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

 x  

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience? x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Live Safe — End Abuse: Safety Planning 

Type of publication: Fact sheet Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

x   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand how the 

publication is organized and to help them find information easily? 

  x 

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

x   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan through 

the text and pull out the key messages? 

 x  

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and typestyle 

from the body text? 

x   

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of each 

section? 

x   

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or text 

boxes?  

x   

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or paragraphs? x   

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, most 

important to least important? 

x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Live Safe — End Abuse: Safety Planning 

Type of publication: Fact sheet Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space between 

paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

 x  

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged? x   

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?  x  

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points or 

more? 

  ? 

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less? x   

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight important 

information? 

 x  

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font for 

headings and one for the body text? 

x   

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background?  x  

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce or 

replace written information? 

 x  

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

  x 

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age of the 

target audience? 

  x 
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Comments 

Language: 

• There is a mixture of short sentences with a few that are very long, e.g., 59 words.  

• Some sentences are complex and have more than one idea.  

• (Flesch Reading Ease score: 69.1 — standard/average) 

Recommendations: 

• Information could be rewritten using shorter and less complex sentences.  

 

Layout and design: 

• Subject of the fact sheet, the title, should be set all the way across the top 

• Side title is difficult to read especially if displayed in a rack  

• Screened logo and green screen make the text hard to read 

• Colour division (white and green screen) on pages is confusing — where should the reader’s 

eye go first?  

• Too much text  

• Text is too dense  

• No graphics to break up the text and add interest  

• Not enough white space between headings 

• Titles of other fact sheets with screened bars at the bottom are difficult to read 

Recommendations: 

• Make it appealing at first glance – convey the message that it is not difficult to read 

• Eliminate some of the information 

• More white space between headings 

• No background colour 

• Highlight where to get legal help by boxing or using some other devise 
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• Use black text, except for headings, on white background 

• Make the titles of other fact sheets at the bottom of the page a bulleted list and remove 

screened bars 
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: If Your Child is Taken  

Type of publication: Brochure  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

x   

2. Is the tone positive? x   

3. Is the voice active, not passive? x   

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal? x   

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

 x  

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

  x 

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

x   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or not 

at all? 

x   

9. Is the language gender inclusive? x   

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

 x  

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

 x  

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience?  x  
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: If Your Child is Taken  

Type of publication: Brochure  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

x   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand how the 

publication is organized and to help them find information easily? 

  x 

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

x   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan through 

the text and pull out the key messages? 

x   

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and typestyle 

from the body text? 

x   

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of each 

section? 

x   

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or text 

boxes?  

x   

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or paragraphs?  x  

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, most 

important to least important? 

x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: If Your Child is Taken  

Type of publication: Brochure  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space between 

paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

 x  

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged? x   

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?  x  

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points or 

more? 

 ?  

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less? x   

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight important 

information? 

x   

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font for 

headings and one for the body text? 

x   

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background? x   

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce or 

replace written information? 

 x  

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

  x 

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age of the 

target audience? 

x   
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Comments 

 

Language 

• Some words in bold are not defined, e.g., Report to Court, order 

• Some sentences are long, e.g., 28 words 

• Reading level is too high for the intended readers 

• (Flesch Reading Ease score: 44 — difficult to read) 

Recommendations: 

• By simplifying and rewriting, the concerns above would be addressed. 

• Change title to: 

Your Rights as a Parent  

If Your Child is Taken 

(reverse the order) 

 

Organization and flow of information 

Options — mediation, traditional decision making, and family group conference should each 

have a heading and definition. Currently, they are buried in a dense block of text.  

Recommendations: 

• Address the concern stated above 

 

Layout and design 

• Font is too small 

• Not enough white space around margins and between headings  

• Text is too dense  

• Italics is used to highlight, e.g., “get a lawyer immediately.” 
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• Not enough devises to break up text, e.g., bulleted lists 

• Differences in the levels of headings (headings, subheadings) isn’t clear enough 

• Screened word “Taken” on same colour reverse doesn’t stand out enough 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above 
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: A Guide to Aboriginal Harvesting Rights 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

x   

2. Is the tone positive? x   

3. Is the voice active, not passive? x   

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal?  x  

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

x   

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

 x  

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

x   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or not 

at all? 

x   

9. Is the language gender inclusive?   x 

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

 x  

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

 x  

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience?  x  
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: A Guide to Aboriginal Harvesting Rights 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

x   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand how the 

publication is organized and to help them find information easily? 

x   

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

x   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan through 

the text and pull out the key messages? 

x   

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and typestyle 

from the body text? 

 x  

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of each 

section? 

x   

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or text 

boxes?  

x   

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or paragraphs?  x  

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, most 

important to least important? 

x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: A Guide to Aboriginal Harvesting Rights 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space between 

paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

 x  

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged? x   

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?  x  

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points or 

more? 

x   

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less?  x  

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight important 

information? 

 x  

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font for 

headings and one for the body text? 

 x  

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background?  x  

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce or 

replace written information? 

 x  

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

  x 

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age of the 

target audience? 

  x 
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Comments 

Language: 

• Many sentences are long — 30 to 35 words — and complex, e.g., “Restorative justice is a 

form of justice that focuses on repairing the harm done by your actions, and gives you and 

anyone affected by your actions opportunities to heal.” 

• Many paragraphs are long — 5 to 8 sentences. These paragraphs have more than one idea. 

For example: “Aboriginal rights” on page 1 includes rights under the Constitution Act, 

traditional vs. modern activities, hunting, ancestral territory, harvesting rights and treaty 

rights. 

• Concepts and vocabulary are difficult, e.g., “In the first phase of the trial, the Crown 

Counsel will have to prove that you committed the elements of the offence beyond a 

reasonable doubt.” 

• (Flesch Reading Ease score: 50.9 — fairly difficult) 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above. 

 

Organization and flow of information 

• Readers with low literacy levels could find the flow chart on page 9 challenging to read and 

interpret. It requires good navigational skills and familiarity with how to extract information 

from a decision matrix. Where should you look first? What paths are you supposed to follow? 

Rather than summarizing and simplifying a process, it may place a heavy cognitive demand on 

readers with low literacy.  

Recommendations: 

• Field test the chart with readers with low literacy. 

 

Layout and design: 

• No clear distinction between the font used in the heads and the body type 

• Lines of text are too long — often 85 characters per line 

• Large logo as background interferes with readability, especially where it is behind a dense 

block of text, e.g., page 4. 
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• Page numbers are too small 

• No graphics to break up the text and add interest  

• Not enough white space between headings  

• Differentiation between headings and subheadings is not clear enough 

Recommendations: 

• Shorter lines of text would allow for ease of reading, provide more opportunities for white 

space between sections, and balance the amount of text per page 

• Dense blocks of text could be broken up with more headings or graphics 

• More bulleted lists or text in boxes to break up dense blocks of text to help the reader 

navigate the text 

Cover: There seems to be a disconnect between the attractive glossy cover and the much less 

appealing inside pages.  
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Your Guide to the Refugee Claim Process 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

x   

2. Is the tone positive? x   

3. Is the voice active, not passive? x   

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal?  x  

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

 x  

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

 x  

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

x   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or not 

at all? 

 x  

9. Is the language gender inclusive? x   

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

 x  

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

 x  

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience?  x  
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Your Guide to the Refugee Claim Process 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

x   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand how the 

publication is organized and to help them find information easily? 

x   

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

x   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan through 

the text and pull out the key messages? 

x   

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and typestyle 

from the body text? 

x   

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of each 

section? 

 x  

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or text 

boxes?  

x   

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or paragraphs? x   

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, most 

important to least important? 

x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Your Guide to the Refugee Claim Process 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space between 

paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

 x  

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged? x   

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?  x  

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points or 

more? 

x   

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less?  x  

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight important 

information? 

 x  

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font for 

headings and one for the body text? 

x   

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background?  x  

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce or 

replace written information? 

 x  

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

  x 

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age of the 

target audience? 

x   
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Comments 

 

Language 

Intended readers include people who want to start a refugee claim. These people have 

learned or are learning English as a second language. The reading level of this document is 

much too difficult for these readers. It may also be too difficult for some settlement workers. 

• Difficult vocabulary, e.g., “referred to, assists, rejection, attends an appointment, 

enables”  

• Unfamiliar concepts that are not explained, e.g., “living common law, risk to life” 

• Sentences are long, many 27 to 30 words, especially on pages 13 to 21 

• Paragraphs have 6 or 7 sentences 

• Difficult verb tenses, e.g., modals (could) 

• ESL learners have difficulty with the meaning of “may” which is used throughout the 

flowchart. Does it mean permission or probability? For example: You may go to the washroom; 

It may rain today. 

• Definition of the acronyms should be in parenthesis directly after the words — not “also 

known as” 

• Meaning of and/or slash is confusing to many ESL readers “confusing and ambiguous,” 

according to Strunk and White. 

• (Flesch Reading Ease score: 48.8 — difficult) 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns above. 

 

Organization and flow of information 

• The flowchart (pages 24 and 25) and pages set vertically (pages 15 – 21) break up the flow 

of information and cause confusion for the reader. 

• The flow chart is confusing and difficult to navigate due to the use of too many design 

elements — white text on grey background, green text on green screen, square boxes, 

rounded boxes, lozenge-shaped boxes. Even skilled readers would need good navigational 
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skills and familiarity with how to extract information from a decision matrix to use this flow 

chart. 

Recommendations: 

• Field test flow chart with intended audience. Work with an ESL consultant to improve 

accessibility for refugee claimants and settlement workers. 

 

Layout and design 

• There are too many design elements in a book of this size  

• Reverses in green are hard to read and there are too many of them 

• Arrow design at the top and sides of pages is unnecessary and distracting 

• Photos should be bigger, printed in black and white, and used to break up text and add 

interest 

• Green type is too light and difficult to read 

• Screened headings are difficult to read 

• Decorative script, e.g., “What is a an eligibility interview” is distracting 

• Not enough white space between headings. 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above. 
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Your Welfare Rights (and Update) 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Language guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the tone friendly and personal (you, we) to engage the 

reader? 

x   

2. Is the tone positive? x   

3. Is the voice active, not passive? x   

4. Is the vocabulary simple and familiar, not formal?  x  

5. Are definitions of legal vocabulary that readers need to know 

provided in plain language? 

x   

6. Is a glossary provided if there are terms that readers need to 

know? 

 x  

7. Are acronyms, abbreviations, and initialisms avoided where 

possible, and if used, spelled out the first time they are used?  

x   

8. Are English idioms and idiomatic speech used sparingly, or not 

at all? 

 x  

9. Is the language gender inclusive? x   

10. Are sentences short (15 to 20 words) with one idea per 

sentence? 

 x  

11. Are paragraphs short (3 to 4 sentences) with one idea per 

paragraph? 

 x  

12. Is the reading level appropriate for the target audience?  x  
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Your Welfare Rights (and Update) 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

Organization and flow of information guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is the purpose of the publication stated clearly near the 

beginning? 

x   

2. Is there a table of contents to help readers understand how the 

publication is organized and to help them find information easily? 

x   

3. Is the publication divided into short sections with clear 

headings?  

x   

4. Are there frequent sub-headings to help readers scan through 

the text and pull out the key messages? 

 x  

5. Are headings and sub-headings a different size and typestyle 

from the body text? 

x   

6. Is the most important information at the beginning of each 

section? 

x   

7. Is important information highlighted with bold print or text 

boxes?  

x   

8. Are bulleted lists used to avoid long sentences or paragraphs? x   

9. Is information presented in a logical order: step-by-step, most 

important to least important? 

x   
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Checklist for Reviewing Publications: Legal Services Society 

 

Name of publication: Your Welfare Rights (and Update) 

Type of publication: Booklet  Target audience: See Appendix C 

 

 

Layout and design guideline Yes No  N/A 

1. Is there adequate white space: wide margins, space between 

paragraphs, headings, and sections? 

 x  

2. Is the left margin justified and the right ragged? x   

3. Is there hyphenation at the ends of lines?  x  

4. Is the font size 12 point or larger with leading of 2 points or 

more? 

x   

5. Are lines between 50 and 60 characters or less?  x  

6. Are italics, ALL CAPS, or underlining used to highlight important 

information? 

 x  

7. Are there no more than two standard fonts used: one font for 

headings and one for the body text? 

 x  

8. Does the publication use dark print on a light background?  x  

9. Are graphics used to break up dense text and to reinforce or 

replace written information? 

 x  

10. Are drawings (if used) simple and realistic and used to 

illustrate key points? 

x   

11. Do photos (if used) reflect the gender, culture, and age of the 

target audience? 

  x 
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Comments 

 

Language 

• Some sentences are long and difficult with more than 35 – 40 words, e.g., “If you get child 

support or spousal support (also called maintenance), the ministry will treat it as income and 

deduct it from you check unless it is maintenance awarded for an adult child or a person with 

a disability that you pass on to them (see “Unearned income exemptions” on page 86).” 

• No glossary  

• Some difficult words are not explained, e.g., “retroactive”, “condemned” 

• (Flesch Reading Ease score: 43.4 — difficult) 

Recommendations: 

• This is a long book with a high level of detail. Suggest keeping it as resource and writing a 

shorter, easier to read guide. 

• The reading level is too high for readers who have difficulty with reading or whose first 

language is not English  

• Rewrite headlines as questions 

 

Layout and design 

• Not enough white space, e.g., pages 46, 74, 102, and 103. 

• Some blue screens are too dark, e.g., page 37 

• Text in some charts is too small and too light, e.g., page 112 

• Hierarchy of headings may not be obvious to readers 

Recommendations: 

There are few incentives to read this book. In order to make it more inviting and to get away 

from the look of a textbook, you could: 

• include more line drawings to break up text and illustrate points. 

• provide more white space throughout. 
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• improve the readability of charts by increasing the font size and weight. 

• break up dense blocks of text with headings, drawings, boxes or other devices. 

Note: There are a few elements that would be useful to keep, e.g., blue screened information 

for Persons with Disabilities and Tips. The tips could be boxed in order to be more visible for 

a reader who is scanning for information. 

 

Updates to Your Welfare Rights 

Language 

• No explanation or glossary for difficult words and terms, e.g., “indictable” or “hybrid 

offence” 

• Many sentences have more than 35 words. See length of second sentence in first bullet on 

page 13 as an example. 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above 

 

Layout and design 

• Lines of text are too long — more than 75 characters per line 

• Table 1 in double spread is difficult to navigate — topics aren’t clearly set apart for ease of 

scanning.  

• Long URLs in text, like the one on page 7, are a problem. 

• Blue text on a blue screen is too difficult to read, e.g., page 7 

Recommendations: 

• Address the concerns stated above 
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Appendix C: List of LSS print and online PLEI   

    materials reviewed 
 

List of LSS print and online PLEI materials (in priority) for Decoda to review 

Area of Law Title Target audience 

Family law: family 

violence 

Surviving Relationship Violence 

and Abuse 

Intermediaries and advocates helping 

people who have experienced abuse by an 

intimate partner. Individuals who have 

experienced abuse by an intimate partner. 

Criminal law 
Representing Yourself in a 

Criminal Trial 

LSS criminal law clients, intermediaries in 

the courts, LSS intake workers. 

Family law: child 

protection 
Parents' Rights, Kids' Rights 

Poverty law and family law advocates and 

intermediaries. Possibly some clients who 

have had or are in danger of having their 

children taken by the Ministry of Children 

and Family Development (MCFD).  

Family law: family 

violence 

Live Safe — End Abuse: Safety 

Planning 

Women who have experienced relationship 

violence. There is a wide variation in the 

potential audience of this one. 

Intermediaries involved in distribution. 

Family law: child 

protection 
If Your Child Is Taken…  

LSS clients who have had their children 

taken by MCFD or are in danger of having 

their children taken. 

Aboriginal law Are You Aboriginal?  
Aboriginal criminal law clients. Some 

lawyers might also use. 

Aboriginal law 
A Guide to Aboriginal Harvesting 

Rights 

Advocates, intermediaries, LSS intake 

workers. Aboriginal criminal law clients.  
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Immigration law 
Your Guide to the Refugee Claim 

Process 

Settlement workers and intermediaries. 

LSS immigration clients.  

Civil law Your Welfare Rights 
Poverty law advocates and intermediaries. 

Individuals on welfare.  

   Product Subject  Target audience 

Self-help guide 

How to do your own undefended 

divorce (sole application) in 

Supreme Court 

uncontested divorce applicants and 

intermediaries 

Self-help guide 

How to change a final family 

order in Supreme Court — if you 

and the other party can't agree 

general self-represented litigants and 

intermediaries 

FAQ Support — child intermediaries and general public 

Fact sheet 
Checklist of information to 

include in an affidavit  
intermediaries and general public 

Definitions legal terminology commonly used  intermediaries and general public 

   Product Subject  Target audience 

Legal aid info: 

Financial 

qualification 

guidelines 

Do I qualify for legal 

representation? 
legal aid applicants, general public 
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Appendix D: Website materials reviewed 

Family Law in BC website materials 

 

Self-help guide: How to do your own undefended divorce (sole 

application) in Supreme Court 

Language 

Recommendations: 

• Define important words that might not be known by all users, e.g., 

undefended/uncontested, file (for divorce), claim, assets, adultery  

• Explain self-help guide, e.g., “this guide can help you if….” 

• Rewrite and simplify many pop-up definitions 

• Put short cuts in alpha order 

• (Flesch Reading Ease Score: 44.7 — difficult to read) 

 

 

Layout and Design 

• Words “Text Size” difficult to read – white text on light background 

• White text on photo background on banner is difficult to read 

Recommendations: 

• Use black font on white background 

• Change white text on photo background 

 

 

Navigation 

• Navigating the List of Steps is complicated, with many links. Even users who are familiar 

with how websites work would probably be discouraged early on. Users with few skills would 

be overwhelmed. 

• The vast amount of information and number of links in Step 1 may prevent users from 

proceeding further. 

• The “Tips” and “Important” boxes are helpful. There may be ways to build on these 

features to help users. 
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How to change a final family order in the Supreme Court of BC — If you 

and the other party can’t agree (self-help guide) 

 

Language 

• Long sentences with complex structure, e.g., “If you were married and you applied for a 

divorce plus other things like custody, access, guardianship, or support under both the Family 

Relations Act and the Divorce Act, but your order doesn't specify which act the order was 

made under, the law assumes it was made under the Divorce Act. Section 17 of the Divorce 

Act governs all applications to change an order.” 

• “Notice to mediate (family) regulation” and “Information about applying for mediation” 

pages are particularly difficult to understand. 

• Difficult vocabulary is not defined, e.g., pilot project, registry, restraining order, peace 

bond, exempt  

• (Flesch Reading Ease Score: 44.3 — difficult to read) 

Recommendations: 

• Define or make clear from context non-legal terms that may be difficult for second 

language readers or readers with low literacy, e.g., resolve, impose, family dynamics, served 

(a form), mandatory, guardianship 

• Long, complex sentence can be shortened and made clearer 

 

 

Layout and Design 

• Difficult to read white text against green background  

• Italics are hard to read on many computer screens 

• Small font size, unable to increase size with Text Size tool at the top of the page 

Recommendations: 

• Use black font on white background  

• PDFs should be clearly formatted and easy to read 

• Mediators page could be broken up by using bullets or some other chunking device   

 

  

http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/D-3.4/section-17.html
http://laws.justice.gc.ca/en/D-3.4/section-17.html
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Frequently Asked Questions: FAQs 

 

Language 

• The reading level of the questions is much easier than the answers (explanations).  

• (Flesch Reading Ease Score: 71.1 — fairly easy) 

Recommendations: 

• Suggest simplifying the language and shortening the answers, if possible. 

• Instead of “support — child” say “child support” 

• Add “FAQ” after “Frequently asked questions.” 

Note: Answers based on real scenarios make complex issues more accessible and 

understandable. 

 

 

Design and layout 

• “Resize text” is too small and difficult to read — white on light coloured background 

• White text on green background is difficult to read on a computer screen 

Recommendations: 

Black text on white or light background 

 

 

Navigation 

• Navigating this page is difficult. It is confusing to click out of the main page to so many 

different websites and documents.  

Recommendations: 

• Provide the phone number of the LSS Call Centre, local legal aid office, and how to find a 

lawyer at the top of the page so users can call directly with their questions, and note that an 

interpreter is available for people who don’t speak English.  

• Move “Still got a question?” to the top of the page, under “Child Support” and revise it, 

e.g., “If you don’t see your question in the FAQs below, please email us (provide email 

address). In your email, please tell us your question, where you live in BC, and the level of 

court involved (Provincial or Supreme), if applicable. We may add your question (without your 

name or personal details) and our answer to the FAQ pages.” 

• Organize the questions according to topic  

• Suggest highlighting this helpful document Living Together or Living Apart, available in 

eight languages, on the main page as users might not go to the question which links to it. 
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Checklist of Information to include in an Affidavit or present in court 

 

Language 

• Question format, e.g., “Where did you live when you were together?” is easier than non-

question format, e.g., “List the children’s extracurricular activities or special interests, if 

any.” 

• Pop up definitions vary in difficulty 

• Idiomatic vocabulary and expressions that may be difficult for people who speak English as 

second language (e.g., bare facts, bulk of the work, upbringing, and corporal punishment).  

• Words that may be difficult for some people with low literacy or for people who speak 

English as a second language are not defined, e.g., assets, debts, intimidation, harsh 

corporeal punishment, neglect 

• (Flesch Reading Ease Score: 54.4 — fairly difficult to read) 

Recommendations: 

Address the concerns above. 

 

 

Layout and design 

• Many lines of text have 92 characters which are too long for comfortable reading on a 

computer screen. Compare this web page with the Do I qualify for legal representation? web 

page to see the difference that the long lines of text make as far as ease of reading. 

 

Recommendations: 

• Shorter lines of text and more white space overall 

• The downloadable affidavit checklist is an excellent resource. Suggest moving it up the page 

so that the reader who doesn’t scroll down to the bottom of the page doesn’t miss it.  
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Definitions — Family Law 

 

Language: 

• Some definitions are too difficult, e.g., “Special expenses are extra expenses for a child 

over and above the regular cost of living, such as child care expenses while the recipient 

works or goes to school or is ill or disabled, medical and dental insurance premiums 

specifically for the child, health-related expenses that exceed insurance reimbursement by at 

least $100 annually, and expenses for post-secondary education. Extraordinary expenses are 

expenses for education, programs, or extracurricular activities that meet the child's needs, 

such as tutoring or private school, or, possibly, for other activities in which the child excels 

and is shown to be particularly gifted.” 

• Definitions with examples are easier to understand 

• (Flesch Reading Ease Score: 58.3 — fairly difficult) 

Recommendations: 

• Review all definitions and try to simplify those that are very long and difficult. 

• Use examples where possible to clarify meaning. 

 

 

Layout and design: 

• Lines of text (92 characters) are too long. If the lines are too long it may be difficult for 

users to locate the beginning of the line that follows. Compare this web page with the web 

page Do I qualify for legal representation? to see the difference that the long lines of text 

make as far as ease of reading. 

• Amount of white space is good. 

Recommendations: 

• Decrease the length of the lines. 

• Add information so readers can phone if they still need help or have questions after reading 

the definitions. 
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Do I qualify for legal representation? (as found on the LSS website) 

 

Language: 

• (Flesch Reading Ease: 43.5 – difficult to read) 

Recommendations: 

• Define “qualify” or rephrase question at top of page to; “Am I able to get legal 

representation? 

• Define “assets” the first time it appears in the first paragraph. 

• In the second paragraph, include a link to legal aid offices where it says: “it’s best to come 

into a legal aid office and apply” 

• Is the term “legal aid rules” defined anywhere? Every time I clicked on it I got sent in a 

circle. 

• 16-page PDF “Notice to Mediate (Family) Regulation” is extremely long and difficult to read.  

 

 

Layout and design: 

• Lines of text here are a good length and are easy to read. 

• White text and logo on photo background are difficult to read.  

• Resize text is too small and difficult to read — white on light-coloured background 

 

 

Navigation: 

• How to apply for legal aid web page includes lots of helpful information and it would be 

useful to link to this web page directly from the Financial qualification guidelines web page. 

As it is now, the information is buried. 

• “Need help in another language?” should be given more prominence — make it easier to find 

sooner. 
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Appendix E: General overview of all intake    

    locations visited 
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Appendix F: Bulletin board design and maintenance 
 

Bulletin board design and maintenance 

 

Bulletin boards are important communication tools. Keeping them uncluttered and current 

should be someone’s job. A readable bulletin board has a predictable organization and 

structure. Place items posted to the board according to that structure. This will help readers 

find items they need or want to read. 

1. Create a basic layout on paper before making the actual bulletin board. 

2. Decide on standard categories for the information you need to display. 

3. Post bold headings for each category. 

a. Use a large font and capitalize only the first letter of words. 

b. Consider laminating headings and other visual elements (trim, art, icons) that 

will be more permanent. They will appear more formal and last longer. 

c. Differentiate the categories using visual clues such as paper colour, familiar 

icons or pictures. Pick one colour or icon for each category of information and 

use this consistently throughout the bulletin board. Caution: avoid bright 

coloured or patterned paper. Print shows up better on pastel colours. 

4. Organize the headings on the bulletin board. The placement of the categories provides 

the structure for the board. 

a. Use dark trim (or colour-coded) edges between categories 

b. Use irregularly shaped sections (e.g., some squares, some rectangles) 

5. The eye goes to negative space to rest and make sense of the information presented. 

So, leave space between items. 

6. Fix all corners of items to the board, so the document is flat on the surface to read. 

7. Create each item on the board using clear language and design principles. 

8. If you are posting documents or forms, give them definition by adding a large, easy-to-

see title that identifies the topic and the audience. 

9. Keep the information on the board current. 

a. Add interest to your board. 

b. Create a category for daily or weekly items of interest and keep them changing 

regularly. 

10. Take a photo of your bulletin board for future reference  

11. Treat all of your office walls and windows as if they are bulletin boards. 
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1 Summary of this document 

This document outlines priorities and recommendations for LSS’s Family Law in BC website 

(FLWS). It is based on several research activities designed to determine how the website could 

best serve its target audiences.   

2 Context of the FLWS  

2.1 Mission and vision of the Legal Services Society (LSS)  

LSS’s mission is to provide innovative and integrated services that enable clients to effectively 

address their legal issues in a broad social context. Its vision is a British Columbia where all people 

are able to find timely and lasting solutions to their legal issues that improve their quality of life. 

2.2 Legal aid services and the role of the Family Law website (FLWS) 

LSS provides legal aid services. The range of services available falls under three areas:  

 

1. Legal representation (a lawyer paid by Legal Aid to take a client’s whole case). 

2. Legal advice is brief, legal advice on a specific part of a case. It involves applying the law 

to a particular situation, and providing a legal opinion and specific advice about the best 

course of action. 
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3. Legal information. This is general information about the law that helps someone identify a 

legal issue and the options that might be available to address that issue. It can be 

delivered through publications, websites, answers to email questions, or other means of 

delivering information. 

The FLWS plays an important role in providing legal information. 

2.3 Why is the FLWS important?   

The FLWS provides a large volume of legal information. This is important because legal 

representation, and to a lesser degree, legal advice, is quite limited for family law issues.   

In order to qualify for legal representation, an applicant must have either an emergency situation 

or a serious denial of access to children, in addition to a low income.   

Qualifying for legal advice is less restricted, but is still limited to people with lower incomes and 

normally requires a person to resolve family issues on their own to some degree. There is also 

limited support for community advocates to assist people with family law issues. 

Many British Columbians with family law issues are therefore left with limited legal assistance.  

Because the cost of hiring lawyers can be prohibitive for many people, the FLWS can play an 

important role in helping people with family law issues navigate the legal system.   

The FLWS also plays an important role in assisting intermediaries and other professionals (e.g., 

family justice workers, community workers, etc.) perform their duties in assisting their clients 

with their family law issues. 

By enabling people to understand their family law issues better, the website has the potential for 

people to make the best use of time that is available from professionals and intermediaries. It can 

then also to free up professionals and intermediaries to serve clients in other ways. 

2.4 Level of assistance required by the general public 

It appears that the website currently works quite well for intermediaries and professionals familiar 

with family law. 

However, many (if not most) members of the general public require some assistance in using the 

website and addressing their legal issue. This is due to several reasons: 

 The nature of online text-based legal information prevents people with general or web 

literacy challenges from using the site. 

 Understanding legal information requires a certain level of investment of time. Quick 

answers cannot always be provided. 

 Situations can be unique or complex and legal information best covers typical cases and 

situations.  

 Usability issues prevent people from identifying and finding the information relevant to 

them (e.g., dense content, lack of headings, un-intuitive navigation choices, etc.) that 

are addressed in this document. 
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Factors affecting people’s ability to use the FLWS independently 

 

 

Does not use website — 

factors 

 

Uses website with assistance 

— factors 

Uses website with no 

assistance — factors 

• has lawyer 

• general and web literacy 

challenges are high 

• health challenges (e.g., 

mental health, vision, 

dyslexia) 

• complex legal issues 

• does not know about or is 

not able to find site 

• no internet access 

• website usability 

• lack of familiarity with 

legal system 

• limited legal help 

• some general and web 

literacy challenges 

• some health challenges 

• somewhat complex legal 

issues 

• limited internet access 

• website usability 

• high general and web 

literacy 

• professional knowledge 

(e.g., intermediary) 

• motivated 

• relatively simple situation 

(e.g., amicable divorce) 

• good internet access 

• website usability 

 

2.5 Purpose and goals of the FLWS 

The overall purpose of the FLWS is to assist British Columbians with family law issues by providing 

them with legal information to help them understand their legal issue, navigate the court system, 

and be able to apply the law in order to obtain fair results for their cases.   

Currently, it appears that many end-users (LSS clients and non-clients who are not familiar with 

the law) require the assistance of intermediaries or professionals to use the site. They either need 

to be pointed to the right information or guided through the site. 

A major goal of the website is to continue to improve its usability to enable as many people as 

possible to use the website without assistance.  
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2.6 Audiences 

Three main audiences have been identified for the FLWS. Note that these include generalized 

observations, and there are likely to be differences between individual people and situations. 

2.6.1 Community workers and intermediaries 

This audience includes lawyers, librarians, family justice counsellors, social workers, and related 

professionals (e.g., staff at transition houses) and staff at MLA offices. 

Members of this audience are usually familiar with the topic of family law, are often familiar with 

the Family Law in BC website, are motivated to learn more, and are easy to communicate with. 

They use the website to assist clients with a range of family law issues. 

Research activities indicated that, in general, they find the website extremely valuable due to its 

comprehensive content and easy-to-understand language. They use it regularly on behalf of their 

clients and often refer their clients to specific parts of it.  

However, many intermediaries also believe the website is too difficult for their clients to use due 

to usability issues, which are noted later in this report, and/or web and general literacy 

challenges. 

2.6.2 LSS clients 

This audience includes people who use the services of both LSS and advocates. 

Members of this audience often have lower literacy levels, social and health issues, and low 

incomes. 

Research activities indicated that, in general, they were interested in using the FLWS but varied 

widely in their ability to do so. 

2.6.3 British Columbians with family law issues who are not LSS clients 

This audience includes people who are not LSS clients and have chosen not to use a lawyer (often 

for financial reasons). 

Research activities (in this case primarily listening labs with British Columbians and web analytics) 

indicate the following about many people in this audience: 

 Divorce is often the main legal issue. However, there are many other family law issues 

related to divorce (e.g., child support and custody) that are also relevant. 

 There is interest in searching online to get information about family law issues. 

 There is a lack of familiarity with LSS, and by extension the FLWS. 

 There is an interest in reading official information produced or sanctioned by the 

government. 

 There is interest in “do-it-yourself” type of information. 
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2.6.4 Other audiences 

Among these audiences, there are also people with specific information needs, such as Aboriginal 

people and immigrants. Some findings and recommendations related to these audiences are 

included later in this report. 

2.7 Research activities 

Findings and recommendations in this report are based on several research and review activities. 

1. Business orientation (Overview and context for the FLWS between Habañero and LSS staff 

who work with the FLWS). 

2. Review of the FLWS website from a heuristic/best practices point of view by Habañero. 

3. Stakeholder interviews. These were short interviews with a range of people with an interest 

in the website (e.g., staff at the Courthouse Libraries, a staff member at the Justice Access 

Centre, duty counsel, and Family Justice counsellors) about their interactions, if any, with the 

FLWS, and strengths and weaknesses of the site. 

4. Listening labs. These were sessions conducted with intermediaries (5 participants), LSS clients 

(7 participants), and British Columbians with family law issues (4 participants) to directly 

observe how they interact with the FLWS to meet their needs. Areas explored in these sessions 

included: 

 relevant legal issues 

 how the participant would search for family law information, and what sites they would 

like to find 

 use of the FLWS 

 time permitting, feedback on related sites (Clicklaw, JP Boyd’s Family Law Resource, New 

Brunswick family law website, etc.). 

The goal of the sessions was to observe as natural a situation as possible. Participants were asked 

to behave as naturally as possible, and share their thoughts about what they were looking for and 

the family law information they were viewing. 

5. Review of online surveys. A number of surveys have been conducted that collectively 

provided feedback from over 1200 people. These included the 4Q survey (850+ respondents), 

the Divorce Survey (250+ respondents), and the current (online as of April 2012) general survey 

(180+ respondents). 

6. Review of analytics. Google Analytics were reviewed for general traffic patterns and areas of 

interest. 

7. Review of other material. In addition to the above, LSS provided other material (e.g., mobile 

plans, fundraising strategy, personas, previous usability testing reports, etc.). 
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3 Findings and recommendations 

This section includes findings and recommendations identified during the research activities. Note 

that these include generalized observations, and there are likely to be differences between 

individual people and situations. 

3.1 Quality of information 

Survey responses, interviews, and listening labs all strongly indicated that the quality of 

information on the FLWS is high because it is: 

 complete and comprehensive (as much as can be reasonably expected for a topic that 

varies case by case); 

 updated and current; 

 accurate and reliable; and 

 addresses important issues. 

The quality of the information is also evidenced by how often some intermediaries reference and 

use the site. While the frequency of use of the website depends on an intermediary’s client base, 

the website was appreciated by almost all the intermediaries that provided feedback. 

Recommendation 

 Continue providing high-quality comprehensive information. 

3.2 General guidelines for displaying content 

While the quality of information is appreciated, information also needs to be easy to scan on the 

FLWS in order to support people identifying information relevant to them and moving through the 

site. 

Recommendation 

 Use a default font that is as large as possible. While the font chosen will affect the size 

required, the minimum size font should be 12 pt. 

 Use large headings that describe the content of sections of page and include white space 

between the heading and text. 

 Use the right column of pages to call-out secondary or supporting information to key 

content (e.g., “Who can help” for forms should be in the right column, the forms are in 

the page content). 

 

Related wireframes 

 2.1 – Legal issue fact sheet 

 4.0 - Forms landing page (to illustrate right call-outs) 
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3.2.1 Related project: literacy review (Decoda project) 

It is recommended to look for opportunities from lessons learned the Decoda project, a literacy 

review of print, online, and in-person communications. For example, headings and language used 

in print publications could be incorporated online.  

The final Decoda literacy review report contains recommendations for clear language. The 

recommendations are primarily focused on information communicated by means other than the 

FLWS, but the guidelines for clear language should be incorporated into creating content for the 

FLWS.  

3.3 Search Engine Optimization and finding the FLWS 

The listening labs with British Columbians and web analytics strongly show that it is very easy to 

find the FLWS if the person looking for it knows of its existence. The website shows up on the first 

page of many relevant searches (e.g., family law BC). 

However, if a person is not familiar with LSS website or the FLWS at the time of searching, it is 

difficult for them to distinguish the FLWS among other for-profit or less reliable sites in the search 

results. 

When searching, people were interested in government and official sites, but did not recognize 

the FLWS as a government or official website in the search results. They typically clicked into 

websites they recognized from the Attorney General (AG) or the Government of Canada. Web 

analytics also show that approximately 5 percent of all visits to the FLWS come from the Attorney 

General website. These visits also have a low bounce rate (21 percent) and view a higher than 

average number of pages (7.6). This reinforces the observation that people who are interested in 

the type of information on the FLWS often visit the AG website before visiting the FLWS. 

In all cases during the listening labs, people had to be guided to the FLWS. 

It was also observed that people tended to use search terms specific to their issue (e.g., Do your 

own divorce, custody, etc.), as opposed to more general terms (e.g., family law). 

Recommendations 

 Include “We are non-profit and funded by the Attorney General of BC” in the meta tags for 

the site. These often show up in search results. 

 Since much of the target audience is visiting the AG website while researching their family 

law issue, request higher profile linking from the AG website. 

3.4 Arriving at the FLWS 

When people not familiar with the FLWS first visited the site (all the non-intermediaries), they 

were not usually familiar with LSS, or able to immediately determine that the website was non-

profit or official. 

Further, one participant, who was searching on behalf of helping his mother with her divorce did 

not see the term “divorce” when arriving at the site, understood the reference to “helping 
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families using the law” to mean the website was only for people with children and did not expect 

the website to have the do-it-yourself divorce information he was looking for.   

Participants were typically interested in self-help and do-it-yourself information when they 

arrived at the site. Everyone also needed or wanted to find out about legal aid and/or contact a 

professional, such as duty counsel or family justice counsellors to ask questions. 

All ESL participants directly visited the “Multilingual” section. 

Many intermediaries or people further along in the process of working out their family law issue 

come to the website to access court forms. 

Recommendations  

 Create a homepage and global navigation that ensures people can easily see the following 

when they arrive at the site: 

• links to information for their topic (e.g., divorce) or community (e.g., Aboriginal, 

immigrants) 

• the site is official, can be trusted, and is non-profit 

• that they can do things themselves here 

• court forms 

• services and people who can help them 

• language options 

 

Related wireframe 

 1.0  Homepage and global navigation 

3.5 Finding and identifying information 

While the FLWS performs well for intermediaries who are familiar with the content, it is difficult 

for the general public to navigate through the volume of information on the site. 

In particular, it is challenging for people to: 

 scan information to identify what is relevant to them, and 

 avoid being overwhelmed with large amounts of dense information on pages. 

3.5.1 Key tasks and topics of interest 

The following key tasks and topics of interest relevant to people were identified: 
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Recommendations  

 Revise the global Information Architecture and website content to support key areas of 

interest. 

 Reduce the amount of information on pages (e.g., Basics about a legal issue). 

 Include headings to help people identify what is relevant to them (e.g., FAQs, Self-help 

guides). 

 

Related wireframes  

 1.0 - Homepage and global navigation 

 2.0 – Legal issues landing page 

 2.1 – Legal issues FAQS — Default page 

 2.5 – Legal issues — Do it yourself 

3.5.2 Legal issues and key content pages (Basics, FAQs, Do it yourself) 

The concept of providing information by legal issue tested very well among all audiences. It 

appears that when people have a legal issue, they know it. Therefore, providing information by 

legal issue is quite intuitive. It was also noted above that people often search for information 

using their legal issue as a keyword when they are searching in Google. 
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Recommendations  

 Keep the “Legal issues” area in the global navigation. 

 Expose legal issues content on the homepage so visitors to the website can immediately 

see their issue is addressed on the website. 

 Work on improving the layout, organization, and creation of headings in the legal issues 

section to increase the usability of that section. 

Related wireframes 

 1.0 - Homepage and global navigation 

 2.0 – Legal issues landing page 

 2.1 – Legal issues FAQS — Default page 

 2.5 – Legal issues — Do it yourself 

3.5.3 Community 

Similar to the “Legal issues” area, this area of the website tested well among the people it was 

relevant to (Aboriginal people or immigrants). 

Recommendations  

 Keep the “Community” area in the global navigation. 

 Work on improving the layout, organization, and creation of headings for the pages in this 

section (Basics, FAQs, Do it yourself) as seen in the legal issues wireframes.  

 

Related wireframes 

 1.0 - Homepage and global navigation 

 2.0 – Legal issues landing page 

 2.1 – Legal issues FAQS — Default page 

 2.5 – Legal issues — Do-it-yourself 

3.6 Self-help guides 

Because different self-help guides are relevant to different people and longer guides take time to 

work through (such as the divorce guide), individual guides were not tested in-depth. 

However, the following was observed: 

 People appreciate listing the steps required. 

 There is not enough information for everyone to determine whether they should choose the 

Sole application or Joint application in the divorce guide (i.e., not enough information to 

make the right choice). 
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 People appreciated “Who this guide is for” information. However, when people noticed their 

situation fell under “Who this guide is not for”, no alternative for them was given (i.e., a dead 

end). 

 Sometimes tips with the light purple background were not noticed (e.g., on the “Who this 

guide is for — Sole application” page). 

 

Recommendations: 

 Preface the guides with information that clearly states who the guide is for, with alternatives 

when a guide is not applicable. 

 Incorporate information that helps people identify the guide they need within the “Do-it-

yourself” section (use content from the existing “Which guide should I choose” page). 

 Clearly show the steps within guides. 

 Include tips and important information in an area with more white space for visibility. 

 

Related wireframe 

 2.6 – Self-help guide 

3.7 Forms 

Forms are high priority for all audiences. They are essential to the court process and used by all 

audience groups once they are past the initial learning stage. Intermediaries often use and refer 

clients to forms daily. 

Filling out forms can also be difficult and are time-consuming. It can also be hard for 

unrepresented people to identify the forms needed, find them, and use them. 

People also found sample forms to be very helpful. 

Recommendations 

 Revise the forms page to support finding forms and related resources. 

 Highlight and link to forms in context whenever relevant (e.g., as is done in self-help 

guides). 

 Facilitate location of sample forms. 

 

Related wireframes 

 4.0 – Court forms landing page 

 4.1 – Individual form page 
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3.8 Who can help 

People often need to contact someone for reassurance that they are doing the right thing, to get 

help identifying the right resource (e.g., finding a form or person to contact), or to get brief 

advice about their particular situation. 

Almost everyone did not understand how limited legal aid was and had not thought of legal aid as 

being anything other than legal representation. 

Because the “Who can help” page is not prominent, people generally did not notice it. Another 

issue was that the “Who can help” landing page requires people to click into each link to 

understand what each service is about and whether it is relevant to them. 

Recommendations 

 Include “Get help” in the global navigation. 

 Surface more information on the “Get help” page. 

 Include highly visible legal aid information on the “Get help” page. 

 

Related wireframe 

 5.0 - Get help landing page 

3.9 Aboriginal people 

Two LSS clients who were Aboriginal and one intermediary who was Aboriginal and worked on 

behalf of Aboriginal people participated in the listening labs. 

It is expected that the majority of findings directly related to Aboriginal people will be 

contributed by the Aboriginal Online Strategy report. However, the following general observations 

were noted in these sessions: 

 In-person contact was preferred to finding information online, but participants clearly saw the 

practical benefits of accessing information online. 

 Information relevant to Aboriginal people is often different from information relevant to non-

Aboriginal people (e.g., dividing property on First Nations land, different agencies and services 

are often available for Aboriginal people). 

 For the participants in the listening labs, an intermediary was needed due to the presence of 

multiple, complex issues (a lot of information was needed outside of what could be available 

on the FLWS). 

Recommendations 

 Keep Aboriginal information in “Community.” 

 Ensure “Who can help” is updated and complete for this audience (e.g., UBC First Nations 

clinics). It may be appropriate to have a section within “Get help” for Aboriginal people. 

 Ensure publications that are relevant to Aboriginal people prominently display the link to 

Aboriginal information on the FLWS, as this could facilitate locating the website for them (one 
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woman used a publication she had picked up in the waiting room to try and find the site). This 

is also a practice that is likely relevant for many people who use print publications. 

 Incorporate findings from parallel research and findings into the content for Aboriginal people 

on the FLWS (e.g., appropriate use of video, types of information needed, etc.). 

 

Related wireframes 

 2.0 – 2.6 (Legal issue pages which are the recommended templates for the areas in the 

“Communities” section) 

 

3.9.1 Related project: Aboriginal online strategy 

The findings from the Aboriginal Online Strategy report should also be incorporated into the FLWS 

(e.g., recommendations for alternatives to text-based information, information in Aboriginal 

languages, use of social media, etc.). 

Related inputs from that project to the FLWS are: 

 Promising practices to engage this audience 

 Preferred approaches to online learning for the Aboriginal community 

 Overall expectations, preferences, and high priority needs of the Aboriginal audiences 

 Best user-experience practices relevant to Aboriginal audiences 

 

3.10 Multilingual content 

Three people who were immigrants to Canada and spoke English as a second language participated 

in the listening labs. They all immediately went to the Multilingual section of the FLWS and were 

disappointed that information in their language (Spanish) was limited. One person regularly uses 

Google Translate to read English information on the Internet. 

However, the court system itself is not available in multiple languages and the effort and expense 

in providing all information in multiple languages is high. 

Recommendations 

 Provide core information in other languages. 

 Include “Resources in” multiple languages in the header to communicate that only chosen 

resources are available in multiple languages. 

 Consider a pilot with Google Translate with a clear disclaimer for some information, possibly 

in parallel with English text. 
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Related wireframe 

 1.0 – Homepage and global navigation 

3.11 Video and other formats 

People did not seek out information by video or other format (e.g., audio, factsheets, 

publications, etc.). They generally searched for information by topic (e.g., custody, varying an 

order, finding out if you have custody you can move, etc.). 

However, when prompted, there was some interest in video. Two LSS clients noted they would 

like to see what court was going to be like. One intermediary suggested a video for a chambers 

binder and another noted she often refers clients and staff to some of the videos.  

Recommendations 

 Demote organization of information by format in global navigation and other pages. 

 Profile video, publications, and fact sheets in context (e.g., a video about going to court on a 

page about going to court). 

 Create video when something needs to be shown visually (e.g., Going to court). 

 

Related wireframes 

 1.0 - Homepage and global navigation 

 2.0 – Legal issues landing page 

3.12 Printing 

Because many people with family law issues have web literacy issues and/or limited access to the 

internet, some intermediaries reported printing information to give or mail to clients.  

Recommendations 

 Provide “print page” functionality for ease of printing. 

 

Related wireframes 

 All wireframes except the homepage show this. 

3.13 Sharing 

Because of the nature of family law information, it is not expected that people wish to publicly 

share information found on the FLWS via sites like Twitter and Facebook. However, people do 

sometimes assist other people in searching for information. Therefore, the option to email a page 

can facilitate sharing. 
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Recommendation 

 Provide an “email page” option to facilitate sharing information. 

 

Related wireframes 

 All wireframes except the homepage show this. 

3.14 Mac computers 

Research activities all took place on PCs. However, a number of survey comments related to issues 

using the website with a Macintosh computer. 

Recommendations 

 Test and ensure core functionality for Macintosh computers. 

3.15 Search  

The search results on the FLWS show relevant results. However, everyone that was observed using 

the search thought they had left the FLWS because search results show without a FLWS header. In 

two cases, people said they would take this as a sign the website didn’t work properly and leave it 

(especially if they had not yet understood the website was official). 

Recommendation 

 Include the FLWS header in the search results, so people understand they are still on the FLWS 

and seeing results from the FLWS. 

3.16 Mouse-over on definitions 

It is useful to have the ability to see a definition of a term in context (the current ability to 

mouse-over terms and see the definition). However, closing the mouse-overs was difficult for 

everyone who opened them (it is necessary to put the mouse back over the text in green to close 

it). 

Recommendation 

 Include a clear “Close” or “X” button on definitions for people to easily close them.   

3.17 Context within site 

There are currently no bread crumbs on the site. There is also no highlighting or indication of 

being in a particular section. For example, viewing the Separation fact sheet does not show as 

being part of the Divorce section. This can make it difficult for people to orient themselves, find 

related information, and understand the context of the information they are looking at, especially 

if they have arrived at a page through searching.  
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Recommendation 

 Show information as appearing within a section (e.g., Separation agreement within the 

Divorce section). 

 

Related wireframes 

 2.1 – Legal issue factsheet 

 2.6 - Self-help guide 

3.18 Mobile 

The percentage of mobile visitors to the FLWS has been increasing at one percent per month over 

the past year and now makes up over 12 percent of all traffic. The design of a mobile version of 

the website is in progress. 

Recommendation 

 Include a link to the mobile website in the header of the FLWS. 

 Continue to invest in the quality and usability of the mobile website to support its growth. 

 

Related wireframe 

 1.0 – Homepage and global navigation 

3.19 Donating 

LSS is planning to include the option to donate to the FLWS as part of its fundraising strategy. 

Recommendations 

 Include link to donate in the footer of the website.  

 Include a more prominent invitation to donate near the end of the self-help guides when 

people have benefitted from using the website and may like to donate. 

 

Related wireframe 

 1.0 – Homepage and global navigation (see the footer) 

3.20 LiveHelp 

This was not tested in the research activities. However, it has been included in the wireframes. 

Recommendations 

 Include a call-out for LiveHelp at the bottom of the right column on content pages to 

support people seeing it in the context of reading and looking for information. 
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 It is recommended not to show a call-out on the homepage in order to encourage people to 

look for information before contacting someone. 

 LiveHelp should also appear prominently in the contact information. 

 

Related wireframes 

 All wireframes except the homepage show this 

3.21 Look and feel 

The focus of the research activities was on information and findability. However, in some of the 

listening labs, other family law websites were visited (JP Boyd’s Family Law Resource, Clicklaw, 

Family Law of New Brunswick, Attorney General, and the Government of Canada). The following 

was observed: 

 In all cases, people avoided JP Boyd’s website due to the impression given by its design (many 

colours, busy, not “official” looking). 

 Clicklaw was seen by two people as “less official” and “more contemporary” that what they 

were looking for in a legal information site. 

 People felt reassured being on the Attorney General or Government of Canada sites that they 

were getting official information. 

 In general, people liked the homepage of the New Brunswick family law site. They thought it 

looked friendly, and they could see at a glance that the website is for the public. 

Recommendations 

 Use a design that supports the message the website is official, while being friendly. 

 Avoid designs that strongly communicate an impression of being too “modern” or “trendy.” 

3.22 Search logs 

Search logs were not available during this research project, but are planned to be available in the 

future. Search logs are an excellent way to determine what topics people are looking for on a site. 

Recommendation 

 Monitor search logs and ensure content that is frequently looked for exists and is easy to find. 

4 Success Metrics  

Some ways to measure the success of improvements to the website include the following: 

 An increase in intermediaries reporting that members of the general public are using the 

website on their own (there was general consensus the members of the public need help) 
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 Intermediaries (who can compare use of the website before and after changes) report 

better usability. 

 An increase in visits to the site. This could be due to identification of the FLWS in search 

results, better identification of the website as useful when they first visit, and more 

people able to use the site. 

 An increase in positive comments and ratings in surveys. 

5 Summary of recommendations 

The following is a list of recommendations (with dependencies), purpose, priority, and task size. 

Major recommendations 

No. Recommendation Purpose Priority Task size Dependencies 

1.  Search results heading: Create a 

masthead for the search page so 

people know they’re still on the site. 

(page 17) 

Reduce people 

leaving the site; 

encourage use of 

search. 

High  Small None 

2.  Create Legal system area: Create 

new Your legal system tab. Create 

Legal system pages (basics, DIY, FAQ, 

Who can help, Links, and 

Legislation), and move all relevant 

content to new area. Delete 

repeated links from other categories. 

(page 11) 

Make content 

more accessible 

and reduce 

lengthy content 

lists and repeated 

links. 

High  Medium  Changes to 

global 

navigation; 

Removal of 

content from 

Legal issues 

area 

3.  Forms (revision to landing page and 

creation of pages for forms): Build 

database to manage links to forms 

and create a description of each 

form. (page 13) 

Help users find 

and use the right 

forms. 

High  Medium  None 

4.  Legal issues: Basics: Reclassify 

content according to topic rather 

than format, write synopses of each 

topic as introductions, and 

reorganize content accordingly. 

(page 12) 

 

Improve usability/ 

accessibility of 

introductory 

information 

High  Large   Creation of 

Legal Systems 

landing page 
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No. Recommendation Purpose Priority Task size Dependencies 

5.  Legal issues: Do it yourself: 

Organize links to guides according to 

topic, write synopses of each topic as 

introductions, and reorganize links 

accordingly. (page 13) 

Help users identify 

the correct self-

help guide for 

their needs. 

High  Medium   Creation of 

Legal Systems 

landing page 

6.  Demotion of organization by type: 

Organize by subject as much as 

possible. Will occur organically as we 

carry out the above tasks. May 

require some manual reorganization. 

(page 16) 

Improve overall 

usability and 

findability of 

content. 

Medium  Small 

(ongoing) 

Affects many 

pages and 

navigation 

7.  Who can help: Build database, 

create short description of each 

resource, categorize according to 

legal issue, community, and legal 

system, and organize. (page 14) 

Identify in-person 

resources more 

clearly for users. 

Medium  Medium   None 

8.  Legal issues: FAQ: Create 

subcategories for each FAQ area, 

assign FAQs to subcategories, build 

database, rewrite and shorten all 

FAQs, and add to database. (page 12) 

 

Improve usability 

of FAQ and help 

people find brief 

answers to short 

questions 

Medium  Large   None 

9.  Formatting of self-help guides: 

Move step numbers to left side, 

restructure all guide pages. (page 13) 

 

Improve usability 

of self-help guides 

for all audiences. 

Medium  Very 

large   

None 

10.  Email and print functionality: 

Create an email link to allow users to 

share links to pages. Not proceeding 

with print links, as users can be 

guided to the default print 

functionality available in browsers. 

(page 16) 

Allow users to 

share content 

with others. 

Low  Email 

link: 

Small  

None 

11.  Meta tags for search engine 

optimization: Create new meta tags, 

and implement page by page or 

section by section (still to be 

determined). (page 9) 

Increase visits to 

the site by target 

users. 

Low  Medium   None 
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No. Recommendation Purpose Priority Task size Dependencies 

12.  Global navigation and homepage 

content: Redo home page to make 

site content more accessible.  

(page 10) 

Improve overall 

usability in 

multiple areas. 

Low  Medium   Reorganization 

of multiple 

areas; visual 

design 

13.  Expand the publications database to 

allow for links to related material. 

(page 14) 

Allow users to find 

related material 

more easily. 

Low  Medium   None 

14.  Add multilingual icons to indicate 

that some material is available in 

other languages. (page 15) 

Convey to users 

that resources are 

available in 

languages other 

than English 

Low  Medium   None 

15.  Highlighting and showing content 

area: Show information as appearing 

within a particular section (e.g., 

separation agreements within divorce 

section). (page 18) 

Improve overall 

usability through 

context. 

Low  Large   Technical 

design needed 

16.  Mouseover stickiness on definitions. 

Occasionally definitions stay open 

when you mouse over them until you 

click on them again. (page 17) 

General usability; 

fix minor glitch. 

Low  Large   None 

17.  Profile video, publications, and fact 

sheets in context by embedding into 

other pages instead of just linking. 

(page 16) 

Make information 

available in 

context. 

Low  Large   None 

18.  Create video when something needs 

to be shown visually (e.g., going to 

court). (page 16) 

Provide content in 

the most 

appropriate 

medium. 

Low  Large 

(ongoing) 

None 
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Minor, still to be considered, or already achieved recommendations 

N

o. 

Recommendation Action 

1.  Use the right columns of pages to call out secondary or 

supporting information to key content. 

Already doing (to expand) 

2.  Highlight and link to forms in context wherever 

relevant. 

Already doing (to expand) 

3.  Test and ensure core functionality for Macintosh 

computers  

Already doing 

4.  Keep the Legal issues and Community areas in the 

global navigation. 

Already doing 

5.  Keep Aboriginal information in Community. Already doing 

6.  Use large headings that describe the content of 

sections of pages and include white space between 

heading and text. 

Already doing 

7.  Continue providing high-quality comprehensive 

information. 

Already doing 

8.  Use a design that supports the message that the site is 

official while being friendly and avoid designs that 

strongly communicate an impression of being too 

modern or trendy. 

Already doing (continue providing a 

comfortable, accessible environment.) 

9.  Monitor search logs and ensure that content that is 

looked at frequently exists and is easy to find. 

Already doing (Online outreach 

coordinator to look into it as ongoing 

usability work.) 

10.  Provide core material in other languages. Consider a 

pilot with Google Translate with a clear disclaimer for 

some information, possibly in parallel with English text. 

Online outreach coordinator to look 

into it. (Need a disclaimer to move 

forward.) 

11.  LiveHelp recommendations: include a call out for 

LiveHelp at the bottom of right-hand columns on 

content pages so people see it in context; don’t show 

call out or link on home page so people are encouraged 

to look at site before contacting LiveHelp; and show 

LiveHelp prominently in the contact information. 

Work-in progress (for the LiveHelp 

project) 
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12.  Include link to mobile site in header of site, and 

continue to invest in the quality and usability of the 

mobile site to support its growth. (Mobile site is just a 

quick reference and stage 2 is to make all content 

scalable.) 

Will not link to the mobile site because 

it doesn’t contain family law 

information. Will consider further. 

13.  Use a default font that is as large as possible. For consideration 

14.  Since much of the target audience is visiting the AG 

site while researching their family law issue, request 

higher profile linking from the AG site. 

Action needed 

15.  Include a link to donate in the footer of the website 

and include a more prominent invitation to donate near 

the end of the self-help guides when people have 

benefitted from using the site and may like to donate. 

Action needed (also to consider 

implications & policy matters) 
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Executive Summary 
The online world is an engaging medium that falls outside of your typical corporate 

system. In order for the Legal Services Society (LSS) to be successful in engaging 

with their users, they must incorporate new ways to reach them, while still 

maintaining integrity and mitigating any risks. By following clear guidelines and 

policies related to any online presence, LSS will able to reach out further to its 

intended audiences, including Aboriginal people. 

 

It’s clear that while every intention has been made by LSS to ensure Aboriginal 

audiences have been addressed, a more defined strategy for online access needs to 

be implemented. Also, clear methods need to be developed to address Aboriginal 

Twitter and Facebook content so that these online resources are handled in a similar 

way as the Aboriginal section of the LSS website. 

 

In order to engage effectively with Aboriginal persons, LSS has to have easily 

accessible Aboriginal content (Twitter, Facebook, blog, website, YouTube), which 

doesn’t require a lot of searching or “clicks” to get to the information. Furthermore, 

the information needs to be presented in a way that does not involve heavy text and 

works to include visuals and voice that are culturally relevant. 

 

This Aboriginal online strategy report has 18 recommendations that are summarized 

below: 

 

  In Context Report Recommendation 

1. Aboriginal Services 

Program Manager  

Aboriginal online strategies are developed and 

implemented in collaboration with the Aboriginal 

Services Program Manager (pages 4 – 5) 

2. Aboriginal Services 

Program Manager 

The Aboriginal Services Program Manager works 

with other LSS staff to market the online resources 

that are available to Aboriginal people. These 

include the LSS website and publications, Twitter, 

Facebook, blog, YouTube, and any future 

initiatives. (pages 4 – 5) 

3. Aboriginal web access 

landscape in BC 

Keep up to date on the succession plan for 

Industry Canada’s Community Access Program 

(CAP) network and see what ways are available for 

people to access LSS Aboriginal online resources. 

(page 7) 

4. Partnership with local 

agency 

Establish a video conference "pilot" project 

consisting of one or two information sessions with 

remote Aboriginal communities, in partnership 

with a local agency. (page 8) 

5. LSS website Create a better flow of information, establish fewer 

“clicks” to find information, and use more visual 

keys than the current heavy text blocks. (page 9). 
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  In Context Report Recommendation 

6. LSS website Incorporate tools, or means, of congregating all 

relevant postings on the Aboriginal landing page of 

the LSS website. This could include a Twitter feed, 

Facebook feed, blog roll, etc. (page 10) 

7. Partnership with external 

agency 

Look at opportunities for external agencies, such 

as Aboriginal intermediaries and community 

partners, to provide a friendly gateway to the LSS 

website. (page 10) 

8. Aboriginal PLEI materials Continue to use the medicine wheel concept; 

however, Aboriginal publications should be broken 

down into the same four distinct areas as the 

Aboriginal legal issues page to ensure continuity. 

(page 10) 

9. Social media Incorporate more consistent posts on the LSS 

Facebook page specific to Aboriginal issues.  

(pages 11 – 12) 

10.

  

Social media Inventory which LSS intermediaries or community 

partners have a social media presence (Facebook, 

Twitter, etc.). (pages 12) 

11.

  

Social media Look at developing a guide/best practices to help 

the intermediaries and community partners in 

setting up social media tools for their 

organizations. (page 12) 

12.

  

Social media Link the @legalaidbc Twitter account with the LSS 

Facebook page. (pages 13 – 14) 

13.

  

Social media Any tweet that is relevant to Aboriginal people 

should include the hashtag #aboriginal.  

(page 14) 

14.

  

Social media Create a Twitter account for Aboriginal Services 

that focuses solely on Aboriginal issues. (page 14) 

15.

  

Multimedia Look at creating some “pilot” video clips, or audio-

visual products, featuring overviews of key 

Aboriginal documents/services. Depending on 

LSS’s current level of expertise, this may need to 

be a partnership with an external organization 

experienced in creating these types of materials. 

(page 15). 

16.  Multimedia Develop YouTube playlists that categorize LSS 

videos. In the event that LSS develops Aboriginal-

related videos, they can be organized through a 

playlist. (pages 15 – 16) 
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  In Context Report Recommendation 

17. Miscellaneous Any email feedback or conversations involving 

Aboriginal content to have a generic email 

signature. (page 16) 

18.

  

Staff training Provide appropriate training opportunities for LSS 

staff, in person or online, to increase their ability 

to develop and use social media applications. 

(page 17) 
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Introduction 
Since the Internet was created, it was traditionally used as a means of dispensing 

information to users. With the growing technologies and amount of users online, it’s 

now used in multi-faceted ways to both dispense and receive information from users, 

wherever they may reside. 

 

The Legal Services Society (LSS), BC is aware of these trends and is looking at how 

they can adopt and use online tools to increase awareness of their services to all 

audiences, including Aboriginal communities. This was a priority identified in the 

2012/2013 – 2014/2015 LSS Service Plan1, where it states “Use innovative, 

collaborative, and flexible models (including technology) to deliver legal aid services, 

with an emphasis on Aboriginal and other underserved communities.” 

 

As well, Aboriginal people/communities are joining this trend more and more and it’s 

essential that organizations, such as LSS, ensure they are spending time focusing 

efforts on engaging through these mediums. 

 

This report will make recommendations about ways LSS can implement an Aboriginal 

online strategy using web/social media tools to ensure that current initiatives take 

into consideration the needs of the Aboriginal community. 

 

This strategy includes recommendations that can be implemented in various stages. 

Background 

Aboriginal Services Program 
In 2007, LSS contracted Ardith Walkem to look at addressing the legal needs of 

Aboriginal peoples in BC. Her report, Building Bridges: Improving Legal Services for 

Aboriginal Peoples2, identified four key areas in which changes could be made to 

improve these needs. These are: 

 

1. Aboriginal representation within LSS,  

2. Legal representation available to Aboriginal people,  

3. Communication and outreach to Aboriginal communities, and  

4. Involvement of Aboriginal people in LSS program planning. 

 

In 2008, LSS hired the first Aboriginal Services Program Manager (ABSPM) as a 

result of these recommendations, with the objective of implementing key 

recommendations from the report. 

 

The ABSPM is the key contact with the majority of the parties communicating with 

LSS from an Aboriginal perspective. It is essential that the ABSPM have a leadership 

and coordinating role in the delivery of Aboriginal online services.  

 

While strategies can be developed using new mediums of communication, such as 

social media, there is no substitute for the one-on-one interaction that Aboriginal 

communities continue to benefit from. 

                                           
1 www.legalaid.bc.ca/assets/aboutUs/reports/servicePlans/servicePlan2012.pdf 
2 www.legalaid.bc.ca/assets/aboutUs/reports/legalAid/buildingBridges_en.pdf 
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Recommendation #1: Aboriginal online strategies are developed and 

implemented in collaboration with the Aboriginal Services Program Manager.  

 

Recommendation #2: The Aboriginal Services Program Manager works with 

other LSS staff to market the online resources that are available to Aboriginal 

people. These include the LSS website and publications, Facebook, Twitter, blog, 

YouTube, and any future initiatives. 

Social media 
While there are various forms of online venues, the newest and fastest growing 

section is social media 

 

Social media: forms of electronic communication (as websites for social 

networking and microblogging) through which users create online communities 

to share information, ideas, personal messages, and other content (such as 

videos)3 

 

Social media is a rapidly growing trend that is encompassing all aspects of the 

Internet and, in turn, the world. Social media tools like Twitter and Facebook, among 

others, are having a big effect on the way people interact and the frequency of those 

interactions.  

Barriers 

Remote vs. urban 
Large portions of the Aboriginal population in BC reside in urban centres. This 

segment of the population has access to better education and work opportunities, as 

well as better services and amenities. However, Aboriginals living in urban centres 

typically don’t differ in their online uses. If anything, the urban population is not as 

dependent on the use of the Internet to access information and services as a remote 

community, which has no other option. 

 

The following chart shows a breakdown of on-reserve/off-reserve populations by age 

group. 

 

                                           
3 www.merriam-webster.com/ 
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Figure 1: Age Structure of Profile of Aboriginal Peoples — Census 2006 

 

This next chart breaks down the Aboriginal population into each of the regional 

districts. This is useful to look at given the various areas of the province where LSS 

has intermediaries or community partners. 

 

 
Figure 2: Number of Aboriginal Persons by Regional District — Census 2006 

Internet connectivity status/plan 
It is crucial that access to the Internet is available for Aboriginal communities. Over 

the last few years, a number of programs have helped bridge this gap, including the 

Connecting Communities Agreement and Connecting Citizens Grant Program. 

 

At the present time, approximately 88 percent of the 2034 First Nations communities 

in BC have access to high-speed Internet. This includes terrestrial solutions, such as 

fibre, high-speed wireless, and microwave, as well as a number of communities 

whose only current option is satellite. 

 

                                           
4 There are 203 registered bands in BC under AANDC. For the purposes of connectivity, it is the main 

“reserve” of each registered band, given they may have multiple reserves. Typically the main “reserve” 
has an administration building, health centre, school, and the majority of dwellings. 
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Through both the Pathways to Technology Project5, and the TELUS Deferral Account6, 

all 203 First Nation communities will have high-speed access by the end of 2014. 

 

The spreadsheet in Appendix 1 outlines the current and forecasted connectivity 

status of Aboriginal communities in BC. 

Mobile connectivity 
More and more, mobile devices are becoming a main source of sending and receiving 

information; this includes mobile phones and tablet-type devices. Aboriginal people 

also use these devices; however, in most of the communities that our outside major 

centres or off major highway routes, there is limited access to cellular networks. 

 

As high-speed Internet projects get completed, wireless networks are being 

developed and community members can use their Internet-enabled devices over the 

network. 

 

LSS is currently working on a mobile website (as opposed to an app) that will be a 

tree format, accessible by all mobile devices capable of browsing the Internet. 

 

Appendix 2 shows the major cellular networks in the province.  

Access to computers 
While the gap between connected and unconnected communities is still prevalent, 

there is also the issue of access to computers. There are a number of 

programs/facilities on or near First Nations communities that can help with this 

barrier.  

Community Access Program (CAP)  

Industry Canada's Community Access Program (CAP) gives thousands of Canadians 

affordable access to the Internet in places like schools, community centres, and 

libraries. It provides access to those people who might not have computers or 

Internet access in their homes or workplaces.7 

 

As of March 31, 2012, the CAP program is no longer funded. It remains to be seen 

what, if any, the legacy of this program will be, and what will happen to the 

equipment. Potentially, the equipment will remain in the communities. Even though 

the CAP “network” is no longer funded, there still may be ways for LSS to utilize it if 

the equipment is re-deployed in a manageable manner. 

 

In BC, there were approximately 340 CAP sites. These reside in both Aboriginal and 

non-Aboriginal communities. Appendix 3 includes a full list of all CAP sites in BC, 

excluding the Vancouver area. 

Recommendation #3: Keep up to date on the succession plan for Industry 

Canada’s Community Access Program (CAP) network, and see what ways are 

available for people to access LSS Aboriginal online resources. 

                                           
5 www.pathwaystotechnology.ca 
6 www.crtc.gc.ca/eng/com100/2010/r100831.htm 
7 www.ic.gc.ca/eic/site/cap-pac.nsf/eng/home 
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Video conferencing 
Currently, video conferencing (VC) is relatively new to most Aboriginal communities. 

While there is various VC gear available in a number of communities through health 

or educational-related programs, the biggest issue is lack of content or opportunities 

for users to engage using this technology.  

 

LSS has an opportunity to start providing some high-level information about their 

services through VC sessions. This would have to be delivered utilizing the 

intermediaries or community partners in each area. 

 

At this time, LSS does not have a dedicated VC unit at the Vancouver Regional 

Centre. Using webcams and software, they would be able to participate in VC 

sessions. As well, working in partnership with the Chiefs Health Council and Health 

Canada (First Nations Inuit Health Branch, BC Division), LSS could potentially use 

their current network to deliver these sessions. 

Recommendation #4: Establish a video conference “pilot” project consisting of 

one or two information sessions with remote Aboriginal communities, in 

partnership with a local agency.  

Attached in Appendix 4 is a list of the VC locations that have been distributed 

through health-related programs in BC. 

 

The First Nations Education Steering Committee (FNESC) is also rolling out VC-type 

units to 52 sites8 over the next three years; currently, there are nine sites that are 

complete but are not accessible to the general public.  

Current initiatives 
At this time, there are a few online venues that LSS is working within. These include 

the following:  

 

 LSS website   www.legalaid.bc.ca 

 Facebook   www.facebook.com/LegalAidBC  

 Twitter    www.twitter.com/legalaidbc  

 YouTube   www.youtube.com/user/FamilyLawVideos 

 Blog    www.elan.lss.bc.ca  

 Newsletter   www.legalaid.bc.ca/lawyers/legalAidBrief.php  

 

It should be noted that these initiatives take into consideration all aspects of LSS and 

are not Aboriginal specific. You will find this explained further in the following 

section. 

                                           
8 FNESC Connected Classrooms Project; Alan Khara: FNESC Senior Data Manager 
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Website (www.legalaid.bc.ca/aboriginal) 
 

 
 

While the usability of the LSS website on a whole is being looked at by Habañero 

Consulting Group, this report will look at the Aboriginal section of the LSS website 

and key areas to increase awareness and usability.  

 

LSS launched the Aboriginal section of the LSS website in June 2011. This section 

includes information on various areas relating to Aboriginal issues, including Gladue 

rights and residential schools settlement, and a full list and PDF versions of all 

Aboriginal publications. 

 

Currently, this section of the website is not focused at Aboriginal clients using the 

website without the help of intermediaries or partners.9 This section is text heavy 

and it takes a number of “clicks” to find information. This could prove daunting to a 

member in a remote community that has little or no Internet experience. This 

creates a potential barrier, as it is not inviting to them to explore the materials to 

find answers to questions they may have. 

Recommendation #5: Create a better flow of information, establish fewer 

“clicks” to find information, and use more visual keys than the current heavy text 

blocks. 

                                           
9 “Google Analytics location reporting — which has some limitations — shows us that the vast majority of 

traffic to the LSS website comes from the Lower Mainland. For example, Vancouver accounts for almost 29 
percent of all traffic just by itself.”  
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Currently, Aboriginal issues-related content is distributed through multiple online 

streams, such as the ELAN blog posts, tweets, and Facebook updates. In order to 

minimize the amount of searching users need to do, the Aboriginal web section 

should be the “meeting place” for all LSS Aboriginal online content. 

Recommendation #6: Incorporate tools, or means, of congregating all relevant 

postings on the Aboriginal landing page of the LSS website. This could include a 

Twitter feed, Facebook feed, blog roll, etc.  

Community members are typically familiar with the organization or individuals in 

their area who provide legal assistance. There is a comfort level associated with 

them, and they would be a more practical place for them to look for legal 

information, either in person or on their website, if they have one.  

Recommendation #7: Look at opportunities for external agencies, such as 

Aboriginal intermediaries and community partners, to provide a friendly gateway 

to the LSS website. 

Providing some widgets or tools these organizations could incorporate into their 

website that could help feed local traffic through to the Aboriginal-related content on 

the LSS website.  

 

Medicine wheel 
The Aboriginal section can be broken down into two distinct columns. In the left-

hand column or sidebar there are 10 different options that you can choose from. In 

the main column or area, you have three different options. 

 

When entering the Aboriginal legal issues page from the left sidebar, you are 

presented with a “medicine wheel”.  

 

The medicine wheel provides four distinct areas on Aboriginal-specific legal issues 

that you can choose from. This concept is visually easy to follow, and it’s 

straightforward to choose where to go next. When you enter the Aboriginal 

publications page from the sidebar, the same wheel now features all the Aboriginal-

related publications. However, it is not broken down into the same distinct areas as 

the Aboriginal legal issues page.  

Recommendation #8: Continue to use the medicine wheel concept; however, 

Aboriginal publications should be broken down into the same four distinct areas 

as the Aboriginal legal issues page to ensure continuity. 

 



 

Sa’hetxw Consulting: March 30, 2012 11 

 
 

 

Facebook (www.facebook.com/LegalAidBC) 
 

 
 

Facebook is a social networking service and website launched in February 

2004, operated and privately owned by Facebook Inc. As of February 2012, 

Facebook has more than 845 million active users. Users must register before 

using the site, after which they may create a personal profile, add other users 

as friends, and exchange messages, including automatic notifications when 

they update their profile. Additionally, users may join common-interest user 

groups, organized by workplace, school or college, or other characteristics, 

and categorize their friends into lists such as "People From Work" or "Close 

Friends".10 

 

The LSS launched their Facebook page on January 23, 2012. Since that time, they 

have had 76 likes.  

                                           
10 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Facebook 



 

Sa’hetxw Consulting: March 30, 2012 12 

The page was created to help increase traffic to LSS websites and general awareness 

of LSS’s legal aid services, and to help support interaction and dialogues about LSS 

legal aid services online.11 

 

The LSS Facebook page covers all aspects of LSS’s services. It does not focus 

particularly on Aboriginal issues, although there are some posts that are related. 

Given the current amount of Aboriginal-related posts, it’s not likely that the existing 

page will attract many Aboriginal people. 

Recommendation #9: Incorporate more consistent posts on the LSS Facebook 

page specific to Aboriginal issues.  

As mentioned earlier, most of the community members are familiar and more 

comfortable with their local agencies. A number of these agencies may or may not 

have a Facebook presence. LSS’s ability to post on agency pages would prove more 

effective in reaching the user at the community level.12 

Recommendation #10: Inventory which LSS intermediaries or community 

partners have a social media presence (Facebook, Twitter, etc.). 

 

Sometimes resources in the communities are limited and time is also an issue. It 

may prove cost effective for LSS to help alleviate some of this by creating a 

guidebook with best practices and steps on how organizations can engage on 

Facebook or other social media. 

Recommendation #11: Look at developing a guide/best practices to help the 

intermediaries and community partners in setting up social media tools for their 

organizations. 

  

                                           
11 LSS Facebook guidelines. (To get a copy, email SocialMedia@lss.bc.ca) 
12 For example Keewaytinok Native Legal Services Facebook page has 635 likes 

     www.facebook.com/pages/Keewaytinok-Native-Legal-Services/193595124668 

mailto:SocialMedia@lss.bc.ca
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Twitter (www.twitter.com/legalaidbc) 
 

 
 

Twitter is an online social networking service and microblogging service that 

enables its users to send and read text-based posts of up to 140 characters, 

known as "tweets"… It has been described as "the SMS of the Internet."13 

 

 

The LSS Twitter account was officially live in May of 2009. It currently has 364 

followers, is following 455 users, and has tweeted 764 times14, an average of less 

than one tweet a day. The current target audience for the @legalaidbc Twitter 

account is diverse15. It does not specifically target Aboriginal people. 

 

The current LSS Twitter plan includes various safeguards to reduce the risks that 

may arise from this type of exposure. There is a process that needs to be followed in 

order to post a tweet, which is done by the Online Outreach Coordinator (OOC). This 

is not usual practice for tweeting, which is more random and spontaneous in nature, 

and typically what draws more followers. In order to effectively engage on Twitter, it 

is good practice to be much more active, including more tweets and re-tweets of 

other relevant posts.  

 

One thing that could help with this practice is to ensure other social media accounts 

like Facebook are linked, so that when an update is posted on the LSS Facebook 

page, it is immediately sent out on Twitter. This will aid in providing more traffic to 

the LSS Facebook page as well since the majority of the time the tweet will have a 

shortened link directing people to the full message on Facebook. 

                                           
13 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Twitter 
14 https://twitter.com/#!/legalaidbc 
15 “Advocates, LIOWS and other staff, legal aid lawyers, other community groups involved in poverty law, 

potentially some clients” LSS on Twitter guidelines. (To get a copy, email SocialMedia@lss.bc.ca) 

mailto:SocialMedia@lss.bc.ca
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Recommendation #12: Link the @legalaidbc Twitter account with the LSS 

Facebook page. 

Hashtags (a # symbol in front of a keyword, i.e., #aboriginal) are a critical part of 

Twitter. These help to categorize tweets within Twitter to show up more easily when 

searched. As well, if you use a hashtag it now becomes a clickable link to all other 

tweets in that category, allowing a more fluid flow of information. Typically, Twitter 

users follow specific hashtags in order to find relevant information on that subject. 

Recommendation #13: Any tweet that is relevant to Aboriginal people should 

include the hashtag #aboriginal.  

As the availability of staff training and a social media policy is developed, it would be 

ideal to have multiple Twitter accounts on behalf of LSS. This would include an 

account focused on Aboriginal issues that is wholly operated and managed by the 

ABSM, who could then tweet at her own discretion. Tweets could be posted 

simultaneously to more than one account (e.g., Aboriginal and LSS) 

Recommendation #14: Create a Twitter account for Aboriginal Services that 

focuses solely on Aboriginal issues.  

YouTube (www.youtube.com/user/FamilyLawVideos) 
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YouTube is a video-sharing website, created by three former PayPal employees 

in February 2005, on which users can upload, view and share videos.16 

 

LSS first joined YouTube in August of 2008 to promote a series of Spanish videos. 

Unlike the Facebook and Twitter accounts, there are no formal guidelines or goals 

around Legal Aid’s YouTube page. 

 

Some stats around the current YouTube Channel are: 

 

 Subscribers:   38 

 Videos:   35 

 Video views: 52,111 

 

Aboriginal persons are typically visual in nature, and videos or audio-visual 

slideshows reflecting their traditions and culture are more likely to resonate with 

them. For this reason, YouTube is an excellent choice as a communications medium 

for Aboriginal audiences because of its ability to communicate legal issues and 

highlight key points through the use of visuals. 

 

In this way, complex documents become relevant through the use of Aboriginal 

voice, animation, video, text, and clipart. 

 

In July 2009, LSS developed a report titled “Evaluation Of LSS Videos As Means To 

Communicate Legal Information17”. This report did conclude that “…many people find 

text an obstacle to understanding legal information and because the audio-visual 

materials produced the highest test scores, A-V slideshows are a cost-effective 

alternative to video.” It also concluded that, at that time, LSS perhaps didn’t 

“currently have enough expertise to develop its own videos or that the particular 

subject matter was less suitable to video…” This report also went on to say that LSS 

should consider “producing AV materials on family law topics; some in languages 

other than English, as well as for Aboriginal audiences.”  

Recommendation #15: Look at creating some “pilot” video clips or audio-visual 

products featuring overviews of key Aboriginal documents/services. Depending 

on LSS’s current level of expertise, this may need to be a partnership with an 

external organization experienced in creating these types of materials. 

Playlists in YouTube are an excellent way to organize videos. Once you have created 

a playlist, users can then “embed” or “share” these through their website, email, or 

other social media tools. For example, if an Aboriginal playlist was available, 

intermediary or community partner sites could embed the link on their website — 

this would profile the LSS videos using the “face” of the local agency. 

                                           
16 http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Youtube 
17 www.legalaid.bc.ca/assets/aboutUs/reports/videoEvaluationReport.pdf 
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Recommendation #16: Develop YouTube playlists that categorize LSS videos. 

In the event that LSS develops Aboriginal-related videos, they can be organized 

through a playlist. 

Recommended initiatives 
At this point, it is not recommended to look at other online tools. While sites like 

Google Plus are growing day-by-day, most Aboriginal communities currently 

communicate generally through Facebook. Once a good handle on the current means 

of online communication is acquired, it will be more effective to enable other options. 

Best practices 

Social media policy/guidelines 
Some general best practices have been created on how LSS employees should use 

Facebook and Twitter. At the time of this report, the current communications policy 

is being updated to include social media. 

 

A strong policy will help outline to employees LSS’s guidelines and/or values of how 

to effectively and appropriately communicate online on behalf of the organization 

and help reduce any risk. 

Email signature 
An email signature will present a standard professional appearance for contact 

information. The signature should be designed to include the full name and title of 

the employee, all relevant contact information, as well as links to the Aboriginal 

section of the LSS website and any other social media links, such as Twitter, 

YouTube, and Facebook. This should also include a legal disclaimer.  

 

Due to LSS’s current practice, an email signature may need to be developed for two 

different scenarios as outlined below: 

 

1. When the ABSPM sends an email from whatever email client they are using, a 

standard email signature is attached. This should be looked at for any devices 

they may use to send emails. 

 

2. In the case of a general feedback routed through a single email client, most 

email clients (Outlook, etc.) can have multiple signatures. When feedback is 

of an Aboriginal nature, the appropriate signature could be chosen and 

attached.  

Recommendation #17: Any email feedback or conversations involving 

Aboriginal content to have a generic email signature.  
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Training 
There are endless resources on the Internet in regards to social-media-related 

training. In order to maximize the investment and energy that is required to properly 

use social media tools, staff training is a must.  

 

Lynda.com (www.lynda.com) has some excellent online courses that staff can take at 

their own pace. 

Recommendation #18: Provide appropriate training opportunities for LSS staff, 

in person or online, to increase their ability to develop and use social media 

applications. 

Potential partners/resources 

First Nations Education Steering Committee 
The First Nations Education Steering Committee (FNESC) is an independent society 

that is committed to improving education for all First Nations learners in British 

Columbia. FNESC is led by representatives of First Nations across the province. 

 

FNESC also provides administrative services for the First Nations Schools Association, 

IAHLA and other partner organizations.18 

 

FNESC currently has a network of schools/educators that could prove a good partner 

to LSS and its activities. As well, FNESC is rolling out video conferencing equipment 

to a number of its locations over the next three years. 

First Nations Technology Council (FNTC) 
The First Nations Technology Council (FNTC) was created by a First Nations Summit 

Resolution to develop a First Nations Technology Plan to ensure that all 203 BC First 

Nations: 

 

• are connected with high speed broadband; 

• have access to affordable, qualified technical support; and, 

• have the skills needed to access technologies that can improve their lives. 

 

Subsequent resolutions passed by the First Nations Summit, the Union of BC Indian 

Chiefs, and the BC Assembly of First Nations Chiefs have given FNTC the further 

mandate to: 

 

• Develop an integrated information management strategy; 

• Establish a common services organization to support the development of 

technologies and applications in First Nations communities; and, 

• Develop the Fully Integrated Technologies (FIT) community model.19 

 

                                           
18 www.fnesc.ca/ 
19 www.fntc.info/ 
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The FNTC currently runs the portal which could be a means of advertising LSS 

services or new programs. It also may be a venue to help distribute materials out to 

communities through the portal face linking back to the LSS website. 

First Nations Inuit Health, Health Canada: e-Health Solutions Unit 
FNIH has a number of video conferencing units all across BC. This may prove to be a 

good partnership if content developed and distributed by LSS was used to reach the 

communities. 
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Appendix 1:  BC Connectivity Spreadsheet 

 
  



 

Sa’hetxw Consulting: March 30, 2012 20 

  



 

Sa’hetxw Consulting: March 30, 2012 21 

  



 

Sa’hetxw Consulting: March 30, 2012 22 

  



 

Sa’hetxw Consulting: March 30, 2012 23 

Appendix 2:  Major Cellular Network Maps in BC 
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Appendix 3:  Community Access Program (CAP) sites in BC 
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Appendix 4:  BC Health-Related Video Conference Locations 
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ix 
 

Conclusion 

Each consultant presented us with valuable findings and confirmed many good practices evident in LSS 

PLEI resources. 

Decoda Literacy Solutions recognized many examples of good practice that can lead to high readability. 

At present, we follow plain language guidelines when developing materials, as outlined in the LSS Style 

Guide. Key steps include knowing the audience and understanding their needs, and using 

straightforward language and appropriate design elements. We often develop audience-specific 

publications, such as advocate-focused guides and client-focused fact sheets. Decoda also recognized 

that intake workers were accomplished communicators, and adjusted the pace and content of the 

interview to accommodate clients. But there is always room for improvement. Decoda made a number 

of important recommendations both to enhance readability and how our information is communicated. 

Habañero Consulting Group found that the FLWS works quite well for intermediaries and professionals 

familiar with family law. But many members of the general public — a growing audience for online legal 

resources — require some assistance in using the site. By addressing their needs, LSS can also better 

meet the needs of more sophisticated users. Habañero recommended changes to help to further 

advance FLWS usability and continue to build on already implemented improvements to navigability. 

Although Sa’hetxw Consulting acknowledged that LSS already works to ensure Aboriginal audiences are 

addressed, it identified that LSS needs to focus on online access. We need to use technology to deliver 

legal aid services to Aboriginal communities, as outlined in our service plan. In order to engage 

effectively with our Aboriginal audience, we need easily accessible Aboriginal online content. 

Furthermore, our online information needs to be presented in a way that is easy to read and should 

include visuals and voice that are culturally relevant. 

In conclusion, we recognize that our audiences and their needs are changing rapidly. These accessibility 

initiatives reports will give us a road map to guide our development of PLEI resources for the 

foreseeable future. 
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