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2 Plain English 



 
 Before we write, we must organize our thoughts. Answer these 

questions: 
 1) What am I writing? 

2) What is my purpose for writing it? 
3) Who is my audience? My primary reader? 
4) What important facts do I need to make? 
5) What is the overall message that I want the reader to understand? 
6) How is the reader most likely to react to my message? 
7) What action, if any, do I want the reader to make at the end? 
8) Do my readers have any special handicaps, such as cultural 
differences, language barriers, or a below average education level? 
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 Have something to say—and think it through. Writing flows more 
effortlessly if you have something to say. The common challenge in 
writing is to convey an idea. To accomplish this—and to communicate 
clearly—you must:  

 1) have something to say; 2) you must have readers to express it to; 3) 
you must arrange and plan what you want to say; 4) you must map out 
the order in which to say it; and 5) you must write it and rewrite it. To 
have something to say is—without a doubt—the life-support of all 
good writing. 
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 Plain English demands that we use comfortable, common (everyday) 

words. They are the vehicles of communication. Words must sound 
proper to us and to our readers. In fact, they must sound more useful to 
us than big words do.  
 

 All good writing demands us not to disrupt what we are striving to 
communicate. When we refer to "everyday words," we mean common, 
conversational words.  
 

 Everyday words are the common words that we all comprehend without 
struggle because they're the words that we use in our own thought-
process.  
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 We have many troublesome words in the English language. Using the 
right words, particularly in business writing, reveals the skill-set of the 
writer. You must choose the right words in the right situations, allowing 
for every plausible way that your readers might interpret them. 
 

  You must know—very clearly—what you need to achieve in your 
writing before you breathe life into the very first word. An unfocused 
mind produces unfocused writing. 
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 Complexity is one of the primary smog factors that plagues poor 
writing. Complexity is predominantly, but not solely, a mechanical 
mess. It arises from not maintaining the relationship and logical flow 
between words, phrases, and clauses. It usually arises when we cram 
excessive facts and ideas into one sentence; when we string together 
too many related ideas and descriptive words. Remember to keep your 
writing simple. 
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 Write to convey your message, not to impress your readers. Do not 
write flowery prose or technical jargon unless you are specifically 
writing for that audience. Adapt your writing style based on your 
audience and their reading/education level.  
 

 Legalese and government gobbledygook often confuse average readers, 
and even some experts. Favor common, clear, everyday words to convey 
your message. 
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 Use lively words (strong verbs!) to enrich your writing. Readers benefit 
from simple, direct, lively language. Writing sentences in active voice is 
more succinct and forceful than sentences in passive voice.  
 

 Strong, direct verbs help the reader know who is performing the action 
and what is being acted upon. You can find "weak verbs" in your 
writing by identifying passive voice and hidden verbs. Weak verbs 
always add excessive length and confusion to a sentence. 
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 Reduce compound prepositions. A compound preposition is two or 
more words. The words "next to," "in between" and "because of" are 
prepositions comprised of two words; "in spite of," "in front of," "on 
behalf of" are prepositions comprised up of three words. 
 

 Keep your message simple by using its plain English counterpart. For 
example, rather than using the word "disseminate," you could use a 
simpler equivalent, such as "spread." 
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 Avoid these "deadwood" words that weigh down good writing: 
henceforth, hereby, hereinafter, herewith, heretofore, therein, wherein, 
and dozens of other outdated words that plague and sicken legalese 
and government writing.  
 

 Also omit permanently the word "shall" from your vocabulary because 
it forces the reader to interpret one of its five meanings. 
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 Good writing demands that we choose practical, useful words. The 

words we pick either reveal or hide our meaning. When your writing 
style is engaging and lively, the reader feels as if you are writing directly 
to him as a person.  
 

 When we write simply and succinctly, we avoid distractions and 
intrusions—only our ideas are noticeable, and they are crystal clear to 
the reader on his first reading. Attaining such a style starts when you 
pick direct, uncomplicated words.  
 

 Always write based on your audience's perspective and their level of 
reading comprehension (which, for the general public, is between a 7th 
and 9th grade reading level). 
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 Use both specific words and concrete words instead of abstract words. 
Readers can grasp specific words faster and easier because they are 
well-defined. Concrete words label real things and real people, and also 
appeal to a reader's five senses: his eyes, ears, taste, touch, and smell.  
 

 These concrete words are the bowels of all good writing; they are as 
common to a reader's mind as wet is to rainwater, air to lungs, heat to 
fire, light to candle, and odor to sewage. 
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 Ernest Hemingway's writing style is one of the most familiar and 
dominant literary styles of the 20th century. Many reviewers consider 
his style as being more "conversational" than ornate—a skill he honed 
from working as a newspaper reporter where tight deadlines forced him 
to write short sentences and lively English. Hemingway's style is 
straightforward, with basic grammar encased in simple language that 
everyone knows.  
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 When you edit your writing, highlight all abstract words and replace 
them with specific or concrete words. Abstract words, similar to basic 
words, are so wide-ranging, so vast, and so full of various meanings that 
an unskilled writer can make them mean almost anything.  
 

 Also, similar to general words, abstract words have different levels of 
abstraction—and the greater the level, the more difficult it is for the 
reader to uncover the true meaning. 
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 Maintain a balance of not writing "down" or "up" to your readers; 

instead, visualize how your readers will interpret your words. 
Read your final piece of writing as if you are a stranger to it, 
rewriting anything awkward, refining and sharpening every 
sentence, and trimming waste. Ideally, ask a colleague or a co-
worker to peruse your final draft before publishing it. Be certain 
your message is straightforward yet that you are sincere to its 
complexity. 
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 We can avoid redundancy by analyzing a phrase and extracting what it 

truly means. If we were to write "We are planning the party in the 
month of July," we can omit "the month of." If we were to write, "We are 
planning in advance to call our friends," we can omit "in advance." 
Omitting these words still retain the exact meaning of the sentences.  
 

 Writers, by nature and habit, use many wordy phrases, thinking they 
sound "more educated." Rather, they use too many redundant 
expressions that disrupt the flow of their writing and makes it more 
difficult for readers to understand. 
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 When you write for a general audience, you must strive for clearness; as 
a result, you regularly repeat particular words and concepts. You cover 
your information meticulously, developing the reader's information 
gradually. 
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 When you must explain something, explain it crisply and briefly. Make 
it pointed and poignant. Long explanations overwork and upset 
readers.  
 

 Delete every word that is not needed. You will minimize space and 
enrich your writing. As soon as you have validated your point, stop 
giving extra arguments. To say anything more will perplex rather than 
persuade. 
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 Plain English writing requires us to obey "unity" in our sentences and 

paragraphs. This means we should discuss one—and only one—idea, 
thought or concept per paragraph.  
 

 Using one paragraph to discuss two or three points is too confusing for 
most readers. Of course, if you need 15 sentences to develop one idea, 
you are not restricted to encapsulate all 15 complete sentences into one 
huge paragraph. Instead, break apart long paragraphs with transitional 
terms, sub-headings, bullet-points, etc. Your aim is to create smaller, 
unified paragraphs that support the main paragraph. 
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 Write short, strong sentences. The long sentence is sensible, 

pleasing and appealing in lots of ways, but wordy sentences nearly 
always disorient readers.  
 

 Make your writing stylish and sharp with meaning. Then you can feel 
confident that you are writing clearly. When you sense that a sentence 
or idea might trigger confusion—that your reader might skip your 
point—then repeat it.  
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 After you've written your first draft, you can now refine and develop it. 
Read it. And reread it. Identify "problem areas" that you can improve or 
omit. Yes, you are correcting grammar, spelling and punctuation—but 
you are also condensing sentences, shortening paragraphs, and re-
arranging thoughts so your ideas flow coherently. The most successful 
book authors usually re-write their manuscripts multiple times. 
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