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Easy Read vs. Easy English:
What’s the difference?

You might struggle to see the difference between Easy Read and Easy English styles of writing.
In Australia, the 2 accessible formats can appear near-identical, using similar conventions like
pictures, simple language and white space. Both aim to help the same target audience: people
with ‘low English literacy’, so is there really a difference between Easy Read and Easy English?
We've prepared this factsheet to explore the question, and help you procure

high-quality, accessible written information with confidence.

A brief history of Easy Read

Records reveal Easy Read first emerging in Sweden as early as the 1960s. Sweden’s
government supported the production of ‘lattlast’ or ‘easy to read’ literature, with a National
Centre for ‘easy-to-read’ established by the 1980s (Sundin, 2008). Easy Read then spread
across Europe, with a landmark paper released by the UK government in 2001 titled
‘Valuing People: A New Strategy for Learning Disability for the 21st Century’.

This started the global information access movement we see today.
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International variation

Swedish researcher, Maria Sundin (2008) studied Easy Read across 5 European countries and
found that Easy Read formats are different, both within and between countries.
In the UK, Easy Read is bolstered by legislation and standards, including the following:

e The Equality Act (2010) which requires organisations to make reasonable
adjustments so disabled people can access information.

e The Accessible Information Standard (2016) which requires NHS and adult social care
providers to meet the communication needs of people with disabilities, including providing
information in Easy Read.

Importantly, Easy Read in the UK is different to Easy Read in Australia. In the UK,
Easy Read sentences are longer, and fewer supporting images are used. It

is not uncommon to see long documents with a table of contents to support
document navigation. This demands stronger literacy abilities overall.

The Australian context

In the mid 2000s, ‘Easy English’ emerged in Australia. Easy English borrowed
conventions from Easy Read, but used simpler language, more visuals, and
fewer words. It aimed to help users with greater literacy support needs, and
was designed to be read with a support person (Anderson et al., 2017).

In recent years, the terms ‘Easy Read’ and ‘Easy English’ have been used interchangeably.
For example, Australia’s pioneering Easy English service recently renamed their service to
an ‘Easy Read’ service, reinforcing changing sector terminology (Scope Australia, 2025).

The industry is growing rapidly to meet a rising demand for accessible written information
(Meltzer, Barnes, & Wehbe, 2025). In most cases, ‘Easy English’ and ‘Easy Read’ use

the same conventions, making the 2 ‘styles’ indistinguishable across suppliers.

With no national standards, organisations procuring Easy Read and Easy English

must focus on choosing suppliers that follow evidence-based practice.
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Easy Read at Embrace Access

Easy Read or Easy English?

At Embrace Access, we use the term ‘Easy Read’ to describe our accessible written
information. Our Easy Read is written at a Grade 4 reading level, using the same
conventions as most ‘Easy English’ styles. For example, meaningful images, accessible
fonts, simple language and white space. We're committed to continually improving
our Easy Read product through codesign projects and end-user feedback.

Research we follow

Images are a powerful tool for supporting attention, comprehension, and memory. At
Embrace Access, our Easy Read style uses images to support every sentence. Images are
chosen by people with low literacy, giving us greater confidence that visual elements are
helpful. Research supports the use of images for aiding comprehension (Ally, Gold, & Budson,
2009, Houts et al., 2006; Levie & Lentz, 1982; Mayer, 2014, Wadihah & Fauzi, 2021).

Short sentences reduce a reader’s cognitive load, making it easier to focus on key messages.

At Embrace Access, we like to write sentences that are no longer than 2 lines. This helps us

use shorter words and concise phrasing . Research supports the use of short words and
sentences for easier reading (Anderson et al., 2017, McNamara & Magliano, 2009, Zipoli, 2016).

Simple language improves understanding for people with cognitive-communication
difficulties. At Embrace Access, our Easy Read does not exceed a Grade 4 reading

level. Research supports the use of simple language to help a range of users read and
understand (Hersh et al., 2013, Plain Language Action and Information Network, 2011).



Understanding ‘low literacy’

‘Low literacy’ is an umbrella term used to describe people with different reading support needs.
In Australia, 44% of people have low literacy, according to the Australian Bureau of
Statistics (2013), but within this group, users still have vastly different preferences.

People who might benefit from conventions used across both Easy Read and
Easy English styles, like images and simple language, including those with:

¢ intellectual or developmental disabilities, such as Down Syndrome

e neurodivergent profiles, such as dyslexia, Autism and ADHD

e acquired disabilities, such as stroke and acquired brain injury or dementia

e cultural and linguistic diversity or CALD backgrounds where English is not a first language.

‘Literacy’ has many facets. For example, attention, memory, phonemic awareness, language,
cognitive processing, symbol interpretation, and document navigation. People can experience
differences in one, or several areas. This begs the question: is it productive to search

for a ‘one size fits all’ Easy Read standard?
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There’s no ‘perfect’ accessible format

A call for national standards?

Unlike the UK, Australia does not have specific laws or standards for the production of
Easy Read and Easy English. At their core, both accessible formats are designed
to provide essential information in a way that is more readable. Due to a lack of
standards, each supplier of Easy Read and Easy English decides how to present

accessible elements, including words, white space, fonts, and visuals.

While standards serve as a useful source of
truth, research suggests that written information
is most accessible when it is tailored to the
user’s individual access needs, rather than
following a single set of general rules (Anderson
etal,, 2017, Chinn & Homeyard, 2017).

Is ‘flexible’ most accessible?

At Embrace Access, we're often asked,
‘What'’s better? Easy Read or Easy English?’
We see Australian suppliers producing great
Easy Read and Easy English documents with
styles that overlap, and designs that differ.

But differences in style might not be a bad thing.
After all, all users have different access needs.

Dr Ariella Meltzer’s recent study of Easy Read and
Easy English (2024) concluded, ‘No single easy
format will suit everyone. Providers need to be
specific about the audience and adapt accordingly.’
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Procuring Easy Read:
Helpful questions

Here are 5 questions you can ask your Easy Read or Easy English supplier
to make sure you'’re getting an accessible, high-quality product.

1. What’s the reading level?

Easy Read written at a Grade 4 reading level
and below will be accessible to more people,
compared to the complex original document.

2. How many pages?

Easy Read with fewer pages can lighten the
reader’s overall cognitive load. We try to keep
Easy Read documents under 20 pages to help the
target audience focus on your key messages.

3. Do you follow rules for sentence length?

Look for documents with short sentences separated by plenty of white space.
We follow a ‘2-line maximum’ rule for sentence length at Embrace Access.
This means Easy Read sentences contain shorter words and concise phrasing.

4. Do you use codesign?

Codesign means people with low literacy are involved in writing and designing
Easy Read documents. At Embrace Access, our Lived Experience Advisors help
choose the words and images for each project. This gives us confidence that the
final documents are truly accessible for people with lived experience.

5. What are your qualifications?

At Embrace Access, our Easy Read documents are approved by senior practising
speech pathologists, qualified to support people with reading disabilities.
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The bottom line

v International ‘Easy Read’ styles are different to Easy Read and Easy English in Australia.
V' In Australia, the terms ‘Easy Read’ and ‘Easy English’ are increasingly used interchangeably.

v' Without national standards, suppliers of Easy Read and Easy English are responsible
for upholding best-practices to support information access for people with low literacy.

v' People can have ‘low literacy’ for many different reasons, beyond intellectual disability.

V' Accessibility is never ‘one size fits all. Both Easy Read and Easy English
use conventions that can help people access written information.
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M: 0433 759 535
E: info@embraceaccess.com.au
W: www.embraceaccess.com.au
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Who wrote this factsheet?

This factsheet was written by Ruby Yee, Director of Embrace Access, in July 2025. Ruby is

a certified practising senior speech Pathologist and Easy Read subject matter expert. For

nearly a decade, she has worked alongside people with communication disabilities to advance
disability access and inclusion. Ruby is passionate about delivering Easy Read training to
corporate and government agencies across Australia. She also leads a team of Lived Experience
Advisors with low literacy, preparing Easy Read documents for organisations Australia-wide.
Learn more in our Easy Read training: www.embraceaccess.com.au/easy-read-training

- -‘JA:—' ‘\ >‘ ‘ DO you get help.’
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