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CHAPTER 1

What 1s plain English?

"~ Bottom line

Plain English is easier to read—and easier to write. It can
express the range of ideas, from simple to complex.

When 1 first came across plain English, I was teaching
writing in college. You can guess what I had been teaching:
an overly formal style designed more to impress than sim-
ply to communicate clearly to the reader.

Since then, I've switched to plain English and taught it
extensively—in college and to many thousands of people
in government and business. This book is a result of those
experiences, and it’s designed to help you discover plain
English.

When you make that discovery, you will find that writing 1s
much easier for you—and it will be better, too.

What is plain English?

Plain English, to put it simply, is a way of expressing your
ideas clearly. Throughout the book, I talk of plain English.
as having three parts:

e Style. By style, I mean how to write clear, readable
sentences. My advice is simple: write more the way
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4 THE NEW WAY TO WRITE

you talk. This may sound simple, but it’s a powerful
metaphor that can revolutionize your writing.

* Organization. I suggest starting with your main point
almost all the time. That doesn’t mean it has to be
your first sentence (though it can be)—just that it
should come early and be extremely easy to find.

® Layout. This is the appearance of the page and your
words on i1t. Headings, bullets, and other techniques
of white space help your reader see—visually—the
underlying structure of your writing. The value is
immense. I think of layout as fun to do, and easy, too,

with today’s computers.

Plain English is not limited to expressing only simple ideas:
it works for all kinds of writing—from an internal memo to
a complicated technical report. It can handle any level of

complexity.

What isn’t plain English?

Businessese 1sn’t plain English, nor is academese, bureau-
cratese, legalese, or any other “-ese.”

Here's an example of some businessese from a federal
regulation:

Each application shall be supported by a comprehensive
letter of explanation in duplicate. This letter shall set forth
all the facts required to present to this office a complete
disclosure of the transaction.

Those of you with business experience know this example
1s just beginning businessese, relatively uncomplicated com-
pared with what the true Masters of Gobbledygook can
turn out.

Nevertheless, it could be more straightforward. Here’s a
better version. Notice that it loses no preciseness:
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You must send us the following:

e one copy of your application

* two copies of a letter explaining the complete details
of your transaction

See the difference? You can understand the first version
with a little effort, but you'd hate to read several para-
graphs—or pages—in that style. The second version won'’t
win the Nobel Prize for literature, but it s straightforward

communication.

And, at times, plain English does approach art. A clean,
straightforward document can be beautiful in its simplicity
and efficiency.

Why is plain English
beiter than the “other way”?

Plain English has two important advantages over the other
way of writing:

* It's far easier for your reader to read.
e [t’s far easier for you to write.

You don’t need many more advantages than those, do you?
But let’s look further.

In the past, plain English seemed merely a preference: you
like the old way; I like plain English. Who’s to decide?
Well, psycholinguists have simplified the decision. Their
work shows clearly that plain English is easier for all of us
to read, no matter how smart we are. And no matter how
much experience we have as readers.

For example, psycholinguists have learned that we all take
longer to read less familiar words (like commence) than
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familiar ones (like begin). The difference is only a few
hundred milliseconds in time—but a lot less strain on the
short-term memory (and the older I get, the less strain I

want to put on mine).

The implication? As writers, we can help our readers by
preferring ordinary words.

That’s just one very brief example of what the psycho-
linguists have been up to. I investigate their work at length
in another book, Writing Clearly: A Contemporary Approach.

Because of the work of psycholinguists, writing style is no
longer like the width of lapels: “What's the style this year—
wide or narrow?” Instead, there’s solid scientific underpin-
ning for the plain English movement.

There’s a further reason for writing plain English, too.

Suppose you re the boss—a manager with 15 people work-
ing for you. A prestigious project comes in, requiring a
report. Only two of your people are both qualified to work
on it and have time available:

* One has a straightforward style that’s easy for you and
your client to understand.

* The other laboriously churns out complex, bureau-
cratic products that make 'you reach for the aspirin

bottle.
Who will you choose?

If you assign the project to the bad writer, you know you'll
have to do extensive rewriting (and maybe most of the
writing, too). On the other hand, if you assign the project
to the good writer, you can do what you're paid to do:
manage. And the final product will be much better be-
cause you can spend your time evaluating drafts for con-
tent instead of struggling simply to decipher them.
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Who is writing plain English these days?

[t’s hard to believe, but many people still write businessese.
But many have also shifted to plain English. In other words,
there’s a “fence”—with some people on the bureaucratic
side and others on the plain English side.

Fortunately, more and more people are moving to the
plain English side—and when people reach that side, they
never jump back. The advantages of plain English are just
too obvious.

Also, many large organizations today are endorsing plain
English: d

Private busimess. Many successful companies require
plain English. Major improvement in writing has oc-
curred in the fields of insurance, computers, bank-
ing, and health care.

Federal agencies. Many (perhaps most) federal agencies
are training their people to write in plain English.

U.S. military. Each military service strongly urges plain
English—by regulation (and those regulations are in

plain English, too).

Scientific and engineering organizations. Many of these
organizations have to be able to express their ideas to

lay people.

And even lawyers! Too many lawyers still depend on
the language of the Magna Charta, but even this “ice-
berg” is starting to slide into the sea. There are, for
example, sample wills and other standard documents
available to lawyers in plain English.

The move today is clearly toward plain English because it
works. It can work for you, too. This book will show you
how to write it.
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What’s the book’s structure?

The next three chapters introduce the three fundamentals
of writing in plain English: style, organization, and layout.
The rest of this part of the book then goes into more detail
on each of the fundamentals.

For example, after you get the fundamentals of layout in
Chapter 4, later chapters will cover other topics of layout
such as choosing typefaces, designing effective headings,
and using graphics. There are chapters expanding on style
and organization, too.

o3 oo oo

So let’s begin the journey. For many, it has changed their
lives. I know 1t has changed mine.



CHAPTER 2

Style: writing a
readable sentence

Bottom line

Write more the way you talk—uwith ordinary words, a varety of
punctuation, personal pronouns, and contractions.

Let’s start with a quiz. Choose “a” or “b”:

How have you produced most of the words in your life?
a. by writing them
b. by speaking them

For most of us, the answer 1s “b”: we’ve spoken many more
words than we’ve written.

“What does that have to do with writing?” you may ask.

Everything. You see, in plain English, words and sentences
are more like those in spoken English. Spoken English is
the language we’'re most comfortable with—the language

that works for us.

That’s why most professional writers use spoken English
when they write. Check the editorial section of your news-

paper. What do you find there?

If your paper is typical, you’'ll find the editors use spoken
English. Look in one of the most popular papers in the
world: the Wall Street Journal. You’ll certainly find spoken
English there.
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In fact, the biggest headline on page one of every Wall
Street Journal 1s “What's News—.” The contraction makes .
the tone informal, and the dash leads the reader into the
text that follows. Informal tone and awareness of the reader
are two common characteristics of plain English.

The key advice: “Write the way you talk”

Thus, the key to plain English is this: talk to your reader.
Simply talk on paper. Write the way you talk.

Imagine you're actually standing in front of your reader.
Or talking on the telephone. What would you say—in an
organized and polite way? Then write those words.

Sound simplistic? Some people are afraid that “writing the
way you talk” means being simple-minded, writing like a
kindergartner. But that would be true only if you talk like a
kindergartner. The advice is to write the way you talk. Look
for spoken English: look in magazines, newspapers, suc-
cessful books. And listen for it, too: listen to the most
moving speeches, the best newscasts.

What you will find is that the best of writing and the best of
speaking have much in common. And what they have in
common produces plain English.

Should we really write the way we talk?

Well . . . we don’t want to write the way we sometimes talk,
complete with the occasional “uhs” and rambling, discon-
nected sentences.

But if you imagine a reader in front of you, if you imagine
you are actually talking on paper to that reader, the words
will come out like the best of speaking—and the best of
writing, too.



