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Home Safety Literacy Project

• More than 93 million adults in 
the U.S. with limited reading 
ability

• The Project is the first                              
national home safety                                       
outreach program
specifically designed to                                   
reach adults with low                                    
reading skills



Home Safety Literacy Project
• National Partners:

• ProLiteracy Worldwide
• Okalahoma State University’s Fire Protection Publications
• American Association of Poison Control Centers
• Supported by the U.S. Department of Homeland Security

• The project effectively connects four strong community forces – fire 
service, emergency medical service providers, poison center 
educators and literacy teachers – who share a parallel interest in 
enhancing the lives of high risk communities and provides them with 
safety teaching tools designed specifically to reach adults with low 
literacy skills.



Pilot Tests
Seven urban and rural areas of the 
U.S. conducted a pilot test of the 
Home Safety Literacy Project:
• San Bernardino, CA

• Washington, DC

• Palm Beach, FL

• Montgomery County, MD

• Poteau, OK

• Philadelphia, PA

• Plano, TX



Formative Evaluation Results

• Literacy providers and fire service members from the seven 
pilot sites were trained in 2004 to implement and evaluate the 
project’s instructional approach and specialized materials

• Results from pilot test were evaluated through an independent 
formative evaluation process immediately following the 
conclusion of the pilot/field test.

• Conclusion: focus on a few key messages and develop 
different materials for various reading levels



Key Messages

• Installing and maintaining smoke alarms
• Creating and practicing a home fire escape plan
• Developing a communications plan for disasters
• Assembling “Ready-to-Go” and “Ready-to-Stay kits



HSLP Components
• Overview video and computer 

slide show
• Pictographs
• Readers – 2 levels
• Tabloid, “News for You”
• Posters
• Tearpads
• Pencils
• Community Leaders Guide
• Literacy Teachers Users Manual



Home Safety Literacy Project Kit 



HSLP Level 1

English

Spanish



HSLP Level 2

Illustrated easy-to-read, smoke 
alarm reader in Spanish



HSLP Level 3

Illustrated, high-interest, 
limited vocabulary reader 
about smoke alarm installation 
in English



HSLP Level 4

Home safety 
articles prepared in 
partnership with 
ProLiteracy
Worldwide 
Newsletter, News 
for You, and written 
at reading levels 4-
6



HSLP Tearpad



HSLP Community Leaders Guide



HSLP Teacher’s Manual



Summative Evaluation Sites
Fifteen urban and rural areas of the U.S. were selected to help the Home 
Safety Council conduct a summative evaluation of the Home Safety 
Literacy Project.  An additional 15 communities served as control sites.  
Experimental sites included:

Camp Verde, AZ
Dekalb County, GA
Wabash County, IN
Columbus, MS
Tunica, MS
Hickory, NC
Wilson, NC
Rochester, NY
Lima, OH
Chambersburg, PA
Westerly, RI
College Station, TX
Prince William County, VA
Tacoma, WA
Jamesville, WI



Fire Evaluation Results

• Adult students who participated in the Home Safety Literacy 
Project learned more fire safety messages than adult 
students who did not participate in the project.

• A greater number and percent of adult students who 
participated in the Home Safety Literacy Project had smoke 
alarms installed in their homes than adult students who did 
not participate in the project.

• A greater number and percent of adult students who 
participated in the Home Safety Literacy Project created 
fire escape plans for their homes than adult students who 
did not participate in the project.



Disaster Preparedness Evaluation

• Formative evaluation of the HSLP disaster 
preparedness materials in Arkansas, 
Tennessee, and South Carolina by Pacific 
Research Associates revealed that the 
number of adult students with written 
disaster plans quadrupled and the 
number of disaster kits and contact list 
tripled as a result of program 
participation.  



New Resource



What Can You Do?

When you are developing content, 
consider plain language and clear design 
principles.

These tips can help you make sure your 
message reaches your entire audience.



What is Plain Language?

Written material is in plain language if your 
audience can: 

• Find what they need;
• Understand what they find; and
• Use what they find to meet their needs.

Plain language is defined by results.
It is easy to read, understand, and use.



Plain Language Rule #1 (and #2)
Rule #1:

Know the expertise and level of your average consumer 
and write/present to that person. 

Rule #2: 
Do not make assumptions!

93 million adults living in the U.S. function at 
Basic or Below Basic English Prose 
Literacy



Organization Tips

• Put the most important information first. 

• Use bold headings to help your reader the way through the 
material. 
• Limit headings to 3 sub-levels.

• Use short sentences, paragraphs and sections.

• Use lists and tables to shorten and clarify material. 



Case in Point

Put the most important information first. Use 
bold headings to help your reader the way 
through the material. Limit headings to 3 sub-
levels. Use short sentences, paragraphs and 
sections. Use lists and tables to shorten and 
clarify material. 



Structure Tips
Yes No

Avoid long strings of 
nouns. 

Draw a map of your 
home. Then write your 
escape plan on the map.

Draw a home fire escape 
plan map.

Use the active voice. Brian installed the smoke 
alarm. 

The smoke alarm was 
installed by Brian. 

Keep the subject, verb, 
and object close together 
in sentences.

Your landlord will replace 
the smoke alarm if it is 
broken.

If after sufficient testing has 
been completed it is 
determined that a smoke 
alarm in your unit does not 
function properly, your 
landlord will be required to 
replace the alarm.



Word Selection Tips
• Use familiar words.

• if you must use “big” words, provide examples.

• Take out unnecessary words.

• Use terms consistently.
• smoke alarms vs. smoke detectors

• Define abbreviations and acronyms the first time 
they are used.



Word Selection Tips
Yes No

Use the simplest verb 
tense possible.

We hold a fire drill
every month.

We will be holding a 
fire drill every month.

Use base verbs, not 
“hidden verbs.” 

We test the smoke 
alarms.

We are responsible for 
the testing of the 
smoke alarms.

Use pronouns to pull 
the reader into the 
document. 

You should install 
smoke alarms on every 
level of your home.

Smoke alarms should 
be installed on every 
level of the home.



Clear Design Principles 
Printed Materials

Font 
• 12 pt. or larger
• Serif fonts like Times New Roman for paragraphs 
• Sans serif fonts like Arial for headings
• Do not use more than two fonts in a document

White Space
• 50% text and images/50% white space
• 30% text/30% images/40% white space



Clear Design Principles 
Printed Materials

• 65 characters per line or less

• Do not justify the text to the right margin

• Do not allow the words to break ac-
ross rows

• Break dense text up using bold headers 



Clear Design Principles 
Printed Materials

• Avoid italics and ALL-CAPS 

• Use tables

• Use illustrations if they will help your 
reader understand the information

• Place illustrations close to the text they 
relate to



Clear Design on the Web
• No more than two levels of headings per page

• Use lots of white space

• Use a font that is easy to read on the computer 
screen, like Verdana or Trebuchet MS

• Provide context so each page can stand on its own

• Use descriptive link language (not just “click here”) 



Readability Formulas

• Check the reading level of your materials:
• Gunning Fog Index
• Fry Graph
• SMOG
• Flesch Reading Formula

http://www.readabilityformulas.com



A Few Examples…

Disclaimer: 
• The “after” examples feature notable 

improvements over the “before” 
versions. 

• They are still not perfect. 



Vehicle Safety - Before

This is a multipurpose  passenger vehicle which 
will handle and maneuver differently from an 
ordinary passenger car, in driving conditions which 
may occur on streets and highways and off road. 
As with other vehicles of this type, if you make 
sharp turns or abrupt maneuvers, the vehicle may 
roll over or may go out of control and crash. You 
should read driving guidelines and instructions in 
the Owner's Manual, and WEAR YOUR SEAT 
BELTS AT ALL TIMES. 



Vehicle Safety - After

Avoid Abrupt Maneuvers and 
Excessive Speed.

Always Buckle Up.

See Owner’s Manual for Further 
Information



Flooding - Before

Mitigation is the cornerstone of emergency management. 
It's the ongoing effort to lessen the impact disasters have 
on people's lives and property through damage prevention 
and flood insurance. Through measures such as, building 
safely within the floodplain or removing homes altogether; 
engineering buildings and infrastructures to withstand 
earthquakes: and creating and enforcing effective building 
codes to protect property from floods, hurricanes and other 
natural hazards, the impact on lives and communities is 
lessened. 



Flooding - After

Protect your community from natural 
disasters!

• Build safely in the flood zone, or remove 
buildings altogether.

• Engineer buildings and infrastructure to 
withstand earthquakes.

• Create and enforce effective building codes.



Medicine Label - Before



Medicine Label - After



Good: Home Safety Literacy Project 
Pictogram



Better: 
Safe Kids 
Escape Plan 
Tip Sheet



Best: 
Safe Kids 
Cooking 
Safety 
Checklist



Useful Resources

• Plainlanguage.gov 

• centerforplainlanguage.org 

• Medline Plus How to Write Easy to Read 
Materials: nlm.nih.gov/medlineplus/etr.html 



A Parting Note…

View simplicity as a journey 
not a destination 
…maintaining clarity is a 
never-ending process.
- The Center for Plain Language’s 9th Commandment of Simplification


