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Preface

The world is filled with English grammar books, self-help books about writing, and style guides, so why write another “English” book? Simply put, there really aren’t any books that explain the whys, whats, and hows of writing using plain language.

Writing is an essential skill in the workplace. It doesn’t matter if you are an engineer, nurse, government employee, scientist, welder, teacher, student, and so forth. If you can’t write clearly and concisely, in plain English, your message may never get through. If you want someone to do something, or respond to something, your message must be obvious during the first reading. Busy people rarely have the time or inclination to read something a second time.

For over fifteen years, I’ve been developing and presenting training programs about the practicalities of effective writing. The participants include people in administrative, professional, technical, and skilled trades from corporations, governments, associations, and other organizations. No one is exempt from a need to communicate effectively, in the clearest, simplest terms possible. Unfortunately, writing using plain language—in plain English—is not a skill that is often taught. It must be learned “on the job,” but there is rarely someone with the necessary skills to convey this critical training.

This book takes the materials, methods, and approaches I’ve developed and honed over more than thirty years as a professional writer, editor, and trainer of writers and puts them into an easy-to-follow format. The principles of plain language are explained and demonstrated. By following nine simple steps, you can become a much better writer and your writing will get the results you need.

Good writers are made, not born.

 

Introduction

Why write a book about “writing in plain English”? Simple. Because businesses and government are increasingly emphasizing the need to write using “plain English” or “plain language.”

Why write in plain English? The clearer and more concise your writing is, the more likely you are to get the responses and results you want. Consider the comparisons given in table I.1.

Table I.1 Clear versus Turgid Writing: Responses




	Well-written documents—documents written in plain English—enable your readers to:

	Poorly written, turgid, text-dense documents encourage your readers to:




	Read what you write

	Avoid reading what you write




	Quickly understand what you write and what you are trying to accomplish—what you want from the reader

	Misunderstand or misinterpret what you are trying to accomplish




	Remember you, and your organization, favorably

	Think about you, and your organization, unfavorably






Writing well—clearly, concisely, plainly, and in an audience-friendly style—is a science that anyone can learn.

Even the Federal Government is getting involved: In 2010, President Obama signed the Plain Writing Act (figure I.1). The act was modified and expanded in 2011.1

Yes, the Plain Writing Act applies to the Federal Government, and not the local or state governments or corporate and nongovernmental workplaces. But the act has some beneficial applications to anything any of us writes. The clearer and simpler your message is, the more likely readers are to read it, understand it, and act on it in the way you intended.

[image: FI_001.tif]

Figure I.1   The Plain Writing Act of 2010. Source: U.S. Public Law 111-274 October 13, 2010.

So, why would you want to write in plain English? Here are three compelling reasons.

First, English is the “common” language in many places in the world. It is the language used in international activities by businesses, the aviation industry, organizations, governments, and travelers, as well as many sites on the Internet. But it is the second (or third, or fourth) language for many people.

Second, while English is the language learned by most of us, too often we avoid writing once we finish school. We watch videos. We write in social media slang and technical jargon. Sadly, the average person tends to read at a fifth- to sixth-grade level if he or she has finished high school, and this only rises to the ninth- to eleventh-grade level with a college diploma. Within someone’s field of expertise, reading ability rises dramatically, regardless of the education level; but on a day-to-day basis, people prefer the language of journalism—the newspaper or stories and videos on the Web—to The Economist magazine or professional journals. We want our information to come in short, simple, easy-to-follow sound bites, not text-dense paragraphs consisting of thirty-word sentences and ten-sentence paragraphs.

Finally, and most importantly, in a world so dependent on electronic communications, it is essential that meanings be clear and writing be concise. The clearer and more concise your writing is, the more likely you are to be understood and your words interpreted as you intended.

NOTE

1.	http://www.plainlanguage.gov/plLaw/index.cfm.


Chapter 1

A Brief History of the (American) English Language

A BRIEF HISTORY OF ENGLISH

What makes English such a challenge to learn? Simply put, English evolved through “language thievery.” If English speakers like a word, they take it. This tendency, combined with the vagaries of how these words are spelled and pronounced, has led to a language with more words than almost any other.

How did English evolve into its present form? There were many influences, and the language continues to evolve. The underlying root of English is the Anglo-Saxon dialects, but these evolved from other Germanic languages, as shown in figure 1.1.1

[image: F01_001.tif]

Figure 1.1 Germanic Language Tree

Over time, English continued to be influenced by invasions and conquests, especially the Vikings or Northmen (mostly Danish and Norwegian) in the ninth century and William the Conqueror from Normandy (English who fled the Viking conquest) in 1066.

The return of these “Normans” (from “Northmen”) brought many French words and terms into English. French words formed the backbone of “educated” English—in fact, many of our scientific and lengthier words are directly recognizable in French. Most English words that end in -tion, -ence, and -ure are virtually identical in spelling and meaning with their French counterparts. It’s thanks to the Normans we count the way we do: twenty-four rather than “four-and-twenty blackbirds baked into a pie. . . .”

Table 1.1   Linguistic Sources of Common English Words




	Common Word (Germanic)

	Wealthy Word (French)




	Cow (German Kuh)

	Beef (French Boeuf)




	House (German Haus)

	Mansion (French Maison)




	Small or Short (German Kurtz)

	Small (French Petit/Petite)
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Figure 1.2 The Evolution of English

On the other hand, many of our day-to-day words are readily identifiable with their Germanic/Anglo-Saxon sources: haus/house, kuh/cow, hund/hound, and katz/cat, for example.

Norman French became the language of the wealthy landowners, merchants, and such, while the Germanic/Anglo-Saxon language was used by the farmers, laborers, and so forth. This was one of the main ways English grew since there were two or more words for everything: the wealthy word and the poor word. Table 1.1 provides some examples of these word pairs.

Figure 1.2 gives a general idea of the main influences that created the English we speak today.

JUST HOW “BIG” IS ENGLISH, ANYWAY?

English is one of the three “biggest” languages in terms of total words. Exactly how many words are in three of the most widely spoken languages? Nobody seems to know for sure, but table 1.2 provides some estimates.

Table 1.2   Language/Approximate Number of Words




	Language

	~Number of Words

	Words Needed in Daily Life




	English*

	~470,000* to over 1,000,000

	~2,000 to 10,000




	Chinese**

	~100,000 to 370,000

	~1,000 to 3,500 characters




	Spanish***

	~83,431

	~1,000 to 10,000




	
*Webster’s Third New International Dictionary Unabridged.




	
**Various English-Chinese dictionaries/Comprehensive Chinese Word Dictionary/Chinese News.




	
***DRAE (dictionary of the Spanish-language regulatory authority).






THE RISE OF ENGLISH AS A GLOBAL LANGUAGE

Why is English so widely spoken today? It’s mostly a case of being in the right places at the right times. In the modern era, almost every major wave of industrialization, exploration, or colonization was spearheaded by English speakers. While the Spanish and Portuguese started the spread of European languages in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries, they were quickly overtaken by British colonization in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and the British-led Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. By the end of the nineteenth century and continuing through the twentieth century, American economic expansion further spread the need to speak, read, and understand English. This expansion continues today since the roots of digital and electronic commerce evolved in the English-speaking world.

This ongoing addition of words from other languages makes English quite possibly the most varied language in the world. We have many ways to express a single word. The prevalence of English, combined with the many synonyms resulting from taking other languages’ words, offers the writer the opportunity to choose from many words to express ideas. Some of these words are simple, and some not so simple. It is tempting to choose the longer, more “educated-sounding” word, but your message is almost always better conveyed using the simpler, shorter word.

NOTE

1.	Source: http://webspace.ship.edu/cgboer/evolenglish.html.


Chapter 2

How to Write in Plain English

For many people, their approach to writing consists of the following eleven steps:

1.Get the writing task.

2.Panic and moan.

3.Think about it for too long, so you are likely to miss your deadlines.

4.Panic and moan.

5.Start writing—don’t have a plan and fill the document with jargon, acronyms, clichés, adjectives and adverbs, illogical sentences, big words, repetition, and massively lengthy and convoluted sentences and paragraphs.

6.Develop a case of writer’s block.

7.Panic and moan.

8.Rush to get the darn thing done.

9.Kick it up to the boss or professor or editor and let them fix (rewrite) it.

10.Panic and moan.

11.Repeat steps 1 through 10.

But there is a better way . . . and here’s the “secret.”

The “secret” is simple: Understand and apply a logical process to everything you write. Make a habit of using this process, and writing becomes a straightforward task. The end result meets the needs and goals of your audience. Your documents become clear, concise, and usable. You are writing in plain English, using plain language. Your audience thinks you are wonderful because they can understand what you wrote and use the information you gave them.

So, how do you reach this pinnacle of simplicity and clarity? Apply these nine commonsense steps.

NINE STEPS TO ENSURE YOU ARE WRITING IN PLAIN ENGLISH

1.Identify and write to the “right” audience.

2.Keep it simple and short: Manage your words, sentences, paragraphs, and bullets.

3.Plan and organize your document before you start writing.

4.Apply the “Cs” and “Rs” of effective writing.

5.Use correct grammar and punctuation.

6.Use reader-friendly voice, tone, and person.

7.Apply effective self-editing and -proofreading techniques.

8.Write for the likely viewing medium.

9.Employ the principles of netiquette.

Sounds like a lot of work, doesn’t it? Maybe at first, but as with most things, you will quickly see the benefits. Repetition will help you internalize the process, so it becomes instinctive, enabling you to create a quality-finished product in less time than you are currently spending.

Writing effectively and efficiently is much like painting a room. You could try to be really careful and hope you don’t spill any paint, and maybe the room will look really great when you’re done . . . or maybe not. Or you could take the time to apply the painting process: Take down blinds and rods; turn off breakers, remove light switch plates, and tape around the outlet edges; tape the baseboards and other seams; cover the carpet and furniture; and so forth. Then the painting goes really quickly and the room looks great . . . and with a bit of practice, the prep work takes less time and the end result comes increasingly quickly.

As with painting a room the “right” way, making writing a process and then applying that process takes time, but the end result is well worth the time spent.

So, let’s get started and work through the process that makes writing in plain English a simple, straightforward

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
PLAIN
LANGUAGE,
PLEASE

How to Write for Results

JANET C. ARROWOOD






OEBPS/images/Infinity_fmt.png





OEBPS/images/F01_001_fmt.jpg
othic
Vandalic
ast Germani urguhdlan
Langobardic

Germanic

Icelandic
orth Germanic

aroese

orwegian

I

anish
wedish
i Yiddish
West Germanic igh German4|:G
erman
lattdeutsch
ow German

etherlandish
frikaans

isi risian
nglo-Frisian

y

nglish





OEBPS/images/F01_002_fmt.jpg
The Evolution of English

Celts and Romans Indo-European—> Germanic—0ld Frisian

Old English/Anglo-Saxon

Angles, Saxons, and Jutes

Normans and French Middle English

Vowel shift, Renaissance,

Early Modern English
ntemationsa

Late Modern English

Today's English






OEBPS/images/FI_001_fmt.jpg
AUTHENTICATED
US, GOVERNMENT
INFORMATION
GPO

PUBLIC LAW 111-274—O0CT. 13, 2010 124 STAT. 2861

Public Law 111-274
111th Congress
An Act

To enhance citizen access to Government information and services by establishing Oct. 13. 2010
that Government documents issued to the public must be written clearly, and — ==~

for other purposes. [H.R. 946]
Be it enacted by the Senate and House of Representatives of
the United States of America in Congress assembled, ‘l:i!?ai;lgriﬁngm
SECTION 1. SHORT TITLE. 5 USC 301 note.
This Act may be cited as the “Plain Writing Act of 2010".
SEC. 2. PURPOSE. 5 USC 301 note.

The purpose of this Act is to improve the effectiveness and
accountability of Federal agencies to the public by promoting clear
Government communication that the public can understand and
use.





