Notice Review Tool Comprehension and Usability Indicators
T
he Notice Review Tool (NRT) in the Model Notice Toolkit includes comprehension and usability indicators that can be used to review any SNAP Certification Notice a State agency wants to improve. The Comprehension and Usability tabs of the NRT include 24 best practices, which can help a State agency review a notice to consider strengths in the use of communication best practices and identify opportunities for improvement. This document provides a brief overview of how to use these comprehension and usability indicators to plan for ongoing notice improvement. 
Important Note: In addition to using these indicators, we recommend gathering client feedback on SNAP notices to determine whether a specific notice is understandable for SNAP clients. 
Comprehension and Readability
This review component in the NRT focuses on whether the notice is easy to read and understand for the intended audience. It references best practices for writing in plain language, assessing the appropriateness and clarity of the writing for communicating a message (at or below a sixth-grade reading level). Guiding question for review
Is the notice easy to read and understand?

General Guidelines
Increase the comprehension of a notice by featuring short sentences, generally 25 words or less. 
Simple sentences written in an active voice provide direction and assistance. For example, look for sentences written in passive voice (e.g., “your application has been approved”) and consider substituting with active voice statements (e.g., “we have approved your application”).
To aid in making the notice comprehensible, focus on the simplicity of the message from the reader’s perspective and avoid using jargon or legalese that does not add to the client’s general understanding of the notice and, more importantly, their understanding of the action to be taken.
In terms of readability, which refers to the clarity of the text for a particular target audience, investigate whether the content of the notice is written near a sixth-grade comprehension level. 
Use readability formulas that measure readability standards by considering whether text will be accessible to the majority of readers. While the reader is the best judge of whether text is easy or difficult to read, the readability testing can provide a multidimensional analytical framework. Here are two recommended tools: 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level Readability Formula: This formula is one of the most commonly used tools for identifying the readability of texts. The Flesch-Kincaid formula provides a reading grade equivalency for the complexity of the text. 
Flesch Reading Ease Score: This formula provides a score between 0 and 100 intended to predict how easy or difficult it would be for a reader to understand text based on their education. The higher the Flesch Reading Ease Score, the easier the text is to read; the lower the score, the more difficult it is to read (see table 1). 
Both formulas are built into the Readability Statistics in Microsoft Word. They can also be accessed through a number of free readability online calculators. 
Examine elements such as font size and type to assess the readability of a SNAP notice. For instance, sans serif fonts such as Arial and Times New Roman feature open ligatures, which are easier to read and more legible, particularly for those who are visually challenged. 
Use emphatic techniques, such as bold, italicized, or underline formatting, to place a focus on important items. However, overuse of emphatic techniques reduces the probability that the reader will be able to discern the most important information. 
Reduce extraneous acronyms, regulatory codes, and citations to help the reader focus on the purpose of the notice instead of unnecessary information. 
Table 1. Flesch Reading Ease Score Interpretation[footnoteRef:1] [1:  Adapted from DuBay, W. (2004). The principles of readability. http://www.impact-information.com/impactinfo/readability02.pdf] 

	Reading Ease Score 
	Style Description
	Estimated Reading Grade

	90–100
	Very easy
	5th grade

	80–89
	Easy
	6th grade

	70–79
	Fairly easy
	7th grade

	60–69
	Standard
	8th–9th grade

	50–59
	Fairly difficult
	10th–12th

	30–49
	Difficult
	College

	0–29 
	Very difficult
	College graduate


Usability and Presentation
This review component focuses on whether the notice is easy to use and navigate—that is, whether clients can find the information they need. It evaluates the overall design and usability of a SNAP notice. A well-designed presentation of the notice is key to ensuring clients can easily locate meaningful information, comprehend the content, and act on the notice. Guiding question for review
Is the information in the notice presented in a logical sequence in a format that is easy to navigate? Can SNAP clients identify the information they need to take the appropriate action?

General Guidelines
Notices with large amounts of text and little white space place additional cognitive load on the reader and can hinder the understanding of the intended message. Consider how the information is presented from the client´s perspective. 
Page layout and section breaks should be consistent for the flow of information. Clear headings for each section of information help clients easily index content and key information such as the action, decision, or the next steps for their case. 
The NRT reviews the usability of the information and documents if notices flow in a logical order. The notice should begin with a singularly stated, clear, and concise message followed by the purpose of the notice. The notice should then provide logical steps about how the client can achieve the proposed action described within. 
SNAP notice usability best practices focus on the action the client should take in response to receiving a particular notice and avoid extraneous information. Visual elements such as bulleted or numbered lists provide an ordered set of actionable items and clearly articulate the path forward.
Supplemental visual elements, including icons, gradients, and font variations in size, color, and type, help clients navigate to important features. Use visual elements to highlight essential areas of the notice.
Additional Resources
To learn more about how to create written materials that are easy to understand and use for SNAP clients, visit the following resources:
The Plain Language Action and Information Network (PLAIN): www.plainlanguage.gov
Usabilty.gov
Best practices for creating nutrition education materials: ChooseMyPlate.gov
Toolkit for Making Written Material Clear and Effective: Published by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Centers for Medicare & Medicaid Services, www.cms.gov
Insight ▪ 
