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Tell it like it is, don’t be ashamed to let your conscience be your guide.…


—“Tell It Like It Is,” sung by Aaron Neville, lyrics by Lee Diamond and George Davis





By the way, you all write for a living. I haven’t seen any of you explain the supply chain very well. No, no, I’m not being critical. I’m being deadly earnest.… This is a confusing time.


—President Joe Biden to reporters at the White House, November 6, 2021





I would also like to thank the journalists who put their lives at risk to provide information. Thank you, brothers and sisters, for this service that allows us to be close to the tragedy of that population and enables us to assess the cruelty of a war. #Ukraine #Peace.


—Pope Francis, Twitter, March 6, 2022
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The darker and more dystopian the future appears, the more influential public writers become. But with so much content vying for our attention, and so much misinformation and propaganda polluting public discourse, how can writers break through the noise to inform an increasingly busy, stressed, and overwhelmed audience?


In Tell It Like It Is I do my best to offer a succinct and practical guide to writing with clarity, honesty, and conviction. By analyzing stellar writing examples from a diverse collection of public writers, I highlight and explain the tools journalists, scientists, economists, fact-checkers, and even storytellers and poets use to engage, inform, and hook readers, and how best to deploy them in a variety of contexts. In doing so, I offer answers to some of the most pressing questions facing writers today:


How do I make hard facts—about pandemics, war, natural disasters, economics, social justice, the environment—easier reading?


How do I make boring but important stuff interesting? How do I get readers to pay attention to what they need to know?


How do I take responsibility for what readers know and understand, not just by making information available to the public, but by making it comprehensible, even handy?


How do I contribute to a culture of writing and communication that serves as an antidote to lies, misinformation, and vicious propaganda?


How do I bring light into the darkness? Hope into the hearts and minds of readers?


I may be best known for writing books about writing. But during the pandemic I felt compelled to write about the troubles we all were experiencing. My hometown newspaper, the Tampa Bay Times, and its website published my columns on Sundays. Some essays were about issues and controversies, some with life-and-death consequences. Many more were whimsical, providing relief from the darker news, or hope that we all could survive the day and that things would get better. In that sense, Tell It Like It Is is a heartfelt, practical, and, I hope, engaging guide to public writing in unprecedented times—and an urgently needed remedy for a dangerously confused world.


This is the seventh book since 2006 that I have worked on with editor Tracy Behar and her helpful and often joyful colleagues at Little, Brown. More than a half-million of these books—on writing, grammar, journalism, reading, and literature—are now in print. Tell It Like It Is brings a new urgency to my mission, first stated in Writing Tools, to help create a nation of public writers.













INTRODUCTION
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The Bright Light of Public Writing


In great moments of crisis, we need public servants to help us through. Among the most important are writers who let us know what is going on and help us understand what it all means and what we can do about it. Some of these public writers would identify as journalists or at least, in their humility, as reporters or editors. But not all of them would. Some we might call researchers, scholars, speech writers, advocates—even novelists, scriptwriters, poets, and moviemakers.


Ideological polarization, fueled by paranoia and xenophobia, has scarred our political life since the birth of our republic. It has returned to cast a shadow upon all forms of learning and expertise. Under the broad title of “elites,” scientists and medical workers, college educators, journalists and other media figures, writers, librarians, school board members, even elementary school teachers, have found themselves under attack. While fanatics have sparked such attacks for centuries, social media now provides the fuel to turn conflagrations into national infernos.


In such an environment, people of goodwill must recommit themselves to the struggle against ignorance, injustice, and intolerance. When we write for the public good, we often find reasons for neutrality and impartiality. But being neutral about some things does not require us to be neutral about everything.


Tell It Like It Is offers support to public writers and aspiring public writers—to any writer who wants to perfect their craft for the common good. I learned as a young child in Catholic school that the three great virtues are faith, hope, and love. My epistle to you embraces those three and adds two more that should glow in the hearts of every public writer: clarity and honesty.


Clarity results from the careful exercise of craft, often using shorter words, sentences, and paragraphs at the points of greatest complexity. It comes from a purposeful attention to language, voice, and the pace of information. It can come from powerful storytelling in the public interest. Clarity requires the writer’s embrace of a mission and purpose: to take responsibility not just for the accuracy of the text but for how it is delivered, and, to the extent possible, how it is received. It is rarely celebrated as “great writing,” but the achievement of a “civic clarity” requires writers to take a step beyond accuracy. Using the tools of clarity, the writer strives for comprehensibility. That means helping readers understand the world. Armed with information, moved by powerful stories, engaged by sincere language, readers can act in their self-interest, even be moved to altruism.


Of course, honest writing requires the writer to avoid practices such as plagiarism and fabrication. Simply put, don’t steal and don’t lie. But “telling it like it is” requires avoiding more subtle failures. These include a lack of candor in describing the actions or language of a public figure who spreads disinformation that threatens the public health of a community or a president who tells big lies that inspire insurrection. Too often, public writers repeat the lies in their reporting without fact-checking. Or they feel a need to “balance” a responsible point of view with a distorted one. Such false balance reveals the limits of neutrality as a strategic practice.


I offer Tell It Like It Is as an antidote to the poisonous idea that journalists and other public writers and communicators are enemies of the people. That smear undermines the foundational institutions of knowledge that make self-government and democratic life possible. The cynical lies that seek to decertify journalism have metastasized to include attacks on institutions of science and medicine, on the courts and investigative instruments of government, and on higher education in almost any discipline.


Societies work best when these institutions exist in a network of interdependence and creative tension. To do that they must have a set of facts they can agree upon—or have honest arguments about. What are the practical consequences if a state makes most abortions illegal? What actions should a seaside community—like mine—take against the effects of climate change? When is it safe for me not to wear a medical mask? Why were parents and children of migrants separated at the border?


The answers to such questions are central to life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, if those ideals have any meaning at all. Journalism is just one profession responsible for helping us think through these questions in the public interest. But while journalists are necessary to the task, they are insufficient. We need many more public writers from other disciplines and professions: from education and the law, from business interests and nonprofits, from epidemiologists to social scientists, from academic poets to hip-hop artists. The more diverse the voices, the healthier our public discourse.


I would love to imagine that this book will be just one document leading to a renaissance of news and public information. This requires a rededication to plain language as a means and civic clarity as an end, to responsible storytelling as a way to get the public to pay attention, and to a clearer understanding of when a report should be neutral and when the engaged reporter needs to find a distance from neutrality. As I write this, there is an algae bloom called red tide polluting the Gulf of Mexico and Tampa Bay, killing countless fish and wildlife, filling the air with foul-smelling toxins that burn the eyes. It threatens the health, economy, and very essence of what it means to live in West Florida. What will we do about it? Who can help? What can we learn so we can lessen its effects now and over time? Journalists are working hard on the story. But so are scientists, public health experts, environmentalists, and officials at every level of government. Thank you, public writers. Keep it up. We need you. You are champions of the public good, of a healthy community, of what has become a fragile democracy. My future, our future, is in your hands. The hands holding a notebook and pencil. The hands moving across the keyboard. The hands holding this book.
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[image: image]








Civic Clarity


Most of the writers I have worked with over the last half century have longed to be powerful storytellers, not just better explainers. That reveals why narrative writers get so much of the juice. They have more status. Their stories get better play. They win the more glamorous awards.


But literary grace has an equal partner in the work of public writing. I call it “civic clarity.”


To balance the scales in the hearts and minds of writers, I have spent my career studying the best practices of the most influential public scribes. I read their prose as closely as if it were poetry, coming to understand how rhetorical moves and elements of news judgment combine to make things clear in the public interest.


The first twenty-four chapters of Tell It Like It Is share those moves as strategies you can use, as tools you can put on your workbench. We begin with the power that comes with identifying as a public writer and with imagining your readers not as customers but as members of a community who are trying to make sense of the world.


Public writers face dangers and temptations. We don’t know enough. Or we know too much and forget what readers do not yet know. We learn the jargon from experts and veer from plain language. In frustration, we pack tough information and numbers into dense paragraphs. But we have tools to clear the clutter and smooth over the rough patches. And we have countless good examples, from a wide variety of writers, to inspire us to perfect our craft as writers.















1







[image: image]








Embrace the role of public writer.




A phrase I use a lot in this book—“public writers”—deserves careful attention. Who is a public writer? What does a public writer do? Where can we find public writers? When do public writers step forward in the public interest? Why should I think of myself as a public writer? If I want to be a public writer, how should I proceed? OK, I’m playing with questions that have been at the heart of the reporting process since the invention of the telegraph and the wire services, summed up as who, what, where, when, why, and how.


Four decades of my life have been devoted to the care and nurturing of writers, editors, and other workers who identify as journalists. They are the archetypal public writers, and their best work—their mission and method—constitutes the substance of this book. But it is well known that the enterprise of journalism is under great pressure. The business model of journalism has been depleted during the digital age. Thousands of journalists have left the business. Newspapers have disappeared, shrunk, or lost their news resources. Political partisans have worked to decertify the press, to cast doubt upon its credibility, even to call journalists enemies of the people.


Even if journalism were healthier, more profitable, and more energized, there still would not be enough reporters and editors with what it takes to create good governance and healthy communities. That’s why we need more public writers than journalism can provide, more communicators helping to support responsible institutions, more writers—of every age and background—working in the public interest. More writers like you.


Many reporters and editors have left downsized news organizations. Many have joined the ranks of public writers. They now represent hospitals, universities, governments, airports, businesses, nonprofits, and other key institutions, doing their part to support the public interest. Their job is not to provide cover for higher-ups when things go bad. Quite the opposite. Their primary job is truth-telling for the common good.


If you are holding this book, chances are you are a public writer or aspire to be one. But who is a public writer? Isn’t anyone who publishes anything a public writer? After all, the word publish holds the idea of the public inside it. By my definition, a public writer is any scribe who seeks a broad and diverse audience for stories or information in the public interest.


Public writers are champions of the common good. They make words like democracy, self-government, public safety, social justice, and public health come to life. When public writers do their job well, we all benefit. We learn more as citizens or members of a community and can take better actions. We vote. We help clean up a public park. We care about the education of children.


HIGHLIGHTS




• Wear the title public writer as a badge of honor.


• Pay attention to the news, even from information sources that you distrust.


• Use your writing craft with a sense of mission and purpose, focused on the common good.


• Before you write, jot down some notes about what you are trying to accomplish—e.g., “My friend just got a concussion falling off a motorized scooter while riding down Main Street without a helmet. I want to remind riders of the dangers.”


• Sharpen your skepticism without falling into the pit of cynicism. Especially in dark times, shine a light on the hopeful and uplifting.
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Study good public writing—wherever you find it.




In shaping my opinions about public writing, I have leaned on the work of reading and writing scholar Louise Rosenblatt, who spent most of her hundred years making people smarter. Her key insight went something like this: At times the writer wants the reader to notice the crafty work of the writer; and at times that is the last thing the writer wants.


The message in a text may be so important that the writer wants the reader to see it with no distractions about how smart the writer is or how the work was created. George Orwell offered this simile: “Good writing is like a window pane.” We look through a window without noticing the pane—or the pain it took to achieve such clarity.


As a formative example, Rosenblatt offered the text on the label of a poison bottle. If we drink from that bottle—for whatever reason—the antidote on the label may save our lives. The last thing the poisoned reader needs is a nice metaphor, or a clever turn of phrase. The reader needs language they can use—right now. The writer who created the clear message on that label has earned the title of “public writer.” Few will understand the skill it took to create it.


It was Rosenblatt’s distinction that came to mind as I administered to my wife in January of 2022 a COVID-19 antigen self-test “for infection detection.” Hmm. That rhyme on the box is kind of clever, but I am more interested in the text that offered directions on how to prepare and deliver the test. My wife was recovering from the effects of chemotherapy for breast cancer, and she had a cold—or was it something more, such as COVID-19?


We acquired a product called BinaxNOW, produced by Abbott. At the time, it was considered among the more reliable self-tests. Early in the pandemic, we were tested twice at drive-through clinics, where we were told what to do every step of the way. This test would be different. It would take place in our kitchen. I would administer it, based on a set of directions with small illustrations. I read the directions on a four-page foldout. I read them a second time. Then I administered the test to Karen, following the nine steps described in the brochure.


After the test showed no evidence of COVID, I turned my attention back to the directions. Having experienced countless poorly written and organized directions attached to a variety of products, from children’s toys to adult electronics, I was most impressed by what these writers had created to guide me through the process. I doubt that anyone would consider the directions “good writing.” But that is how I saw it, and here is what I noticed.




1. The structure of the direction sheet was coherent. That is, the big parts fit together. They proceeded, of course, in chronological order: Do this, do this, do that. Stop! Did you do that? Big parts are labeled, white type over a black band:




A. Prepare for the Test


B. Collect Nasal Sample


C. Perform the Test




2. It is often said that if readers can perceive the global structure of a piece early on (say, problem and solution), they are more likely to comprehend and remember.


3. Under those categories are steps to follow, a total of nine. Slowing down a complicated process, breaking it into practical steps, is a sure path to learning.


4. The layout offers lots of white space, sending the message that the directions will be easy to follow. I argue that white space is a form of punctuation, guiding lights that reveal the parts. To change the metaphor, white space also ventilates the page and releases the pressure of concentration, leading to a more inviting response from the user.


5. Words—not many—appear on the left, with clear illustrations on the right. The marriage of words and images—or WED: writing, editing, and design—creates a binary structure in which two disciplines of expression harmonize and reinforce each other.


6. Typography supports the message, from regular typeface to a few boldface words, strips of white type on black background, even red type for crucial cautions.




These elements of craft should illustrate how important it is for the writer to collaborate with designers, copy editors, illustrators, and others so that words find the most effective way to deliver an important message.


As for the language itself, let’s examine a sample, the fifth step of nine:




Swab both nostrils carefully as shown.


Insert the entire soft tip of the swab in a nostril (usually ½ to ¾ of an inch).


You do not need to go deeper.


Using medium pressure, rub the swab against all of the inside walls of your nostril.


Make at least 5 big circles.


Do not just spin the swab.


Each nostril must be swabbed for about 15 seconds.


Using the same swab, repeat step 5 in your other nostril.





Let’s do the math: seventy-eight words in short paragraphs, fifty-three words of one syllable. Most of the verbs are imperative; that is, they tell the reader what to do. That might create a voice that is too bossy for some, but it is the one we need at this instant. An expert teaches me how to proceed with a lot on the line.


Verbs include swab, insert, rub, make, repeat.


Think, for a moment, of the implications of getting something wrong. The key is that the directions are a document that was created by writers and scientists who had a specific audience and a specific mission in mind. They have achieved civic clarity in the public interest. They are public writers.


It is helpful here to note that Abbott does not always express itself with such clarity. True, its website contains many clearly written reports in support of its products and services. But also included near the bottom of the site is a statement in smaller type labeled IMPORTANT SAFETY INFORMATION.




The BinaxNOW™ COVID-19 Antigen Self Test is a lateral flow immunoassay intended for the qualitative detection of nucleocapsid protein antigen from SARS-CoV-2 from individuals with or without symptoms or other epidemiological reasons to suspect COVID-19 infection when tested twice over three days with at least 36 hours between tests.





This forty-nine-word sentence, compared to the language in the test directions, lacks the feel of public writing. I am not the intended audience. It has been produced for a different language club or “discourse community,” the technical medical team and the legal team that build protection for the company against legal action. Maybe we should call it “small-print writing,” the kind most people ignore when they are agreeing to the terms of a new digital service or legal contract. If certain texts require a degree of technical language, so be it, as long as the set of directions on how to take or administer a test are as clear as the set that guided me through the testing process.


There will be many more examples in this book of effective public writing, of writers using their craft to achieve civic clarity in the public interest. I offer this one first to send a clear message: In some ways, the anonymous authors of these directions are as important a group of public writers as the investigative team whose work appears on the front page of the New York Times. They may not know it, but they are all members of the same club.


HIGHLIGHTS




• In his book On Writing, Stephen King encourages writers to read bad writing so they can learn to avoid it. I work the other side of the street. Develop a keen sense of the kind of good public writing you would like to accomplish. Begin this process by collecting and then studying examples that work for you.


• When you are trying to describe something in the public interest, remember that every process has parts. To inspire action, you can turn those parts into steps.


• Here’s a party game for public writers: Each person writes down an explanation of a common practice: making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, pouring beer into a glass, eating an Oreo cookie. It’s fun, and you can learn from the steps you leave out.


• Think of a time you gave or were given bad directions. What were the consequences?
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Ask yourself these questions to achieve civic clarity.




Now that I have given you a taste of what civic clarity looks like in the directions of an at-home COVID test, I am going to share the techniques I believe all good public writers use. These strategies are well tested. I have shared them not just in newsrooms and university classrooms, but in organizations of all kinds with professionals who want to improve their writing in the public interest. These include the World Bank, IBM, HHS, NOAA, Disney, AAA, Microsoft, and the United Nations, just to name the most prominent. “We write about so many important and complex things,” goes a common question, “but how do we make them clear and interesting?”


Questions are important to public writers, as we shall see throughout this book. Some of the best questions are the ones writers ask themselves while they are planning or working on a text. I often ask myself questions about the purpose of my story, the kind of tone I want to set, what I hope readers will take away at the end. What follows, then, is a list of the most important questions public writers ask themselves when they are trying to achieve civic clarity. This list will give you a sense of the full landscape of writing strategies. In subsequent chapters, we’ll dig into individual tools and offer telling examples. Get ready, writers. Open your toolbox.




1. How would I explain this to someone I know who is not an expert?


2. What have I learned about my technical topic that I now have to unlearn to avoid the temptation to start my text with what I know, rather than with what my readers do not yet know?


3. Where are the points of greatest complexity so that I can slow down the pace of information there?


4. Have I used shorter words, sentences, and paragraphs at the points of greatest complexity?


5. Which are the necessary numbers? Which ones are unnecessary and can be omitted?


6. Is there heavy cargo—technical data, statistics, etc.—that can be lifted from the text and placed in an illustration, an informational graphic, or a list?


7. Is there jargon, technical language from experts? What jargon can be avoided? Which terms need to be translated?


8. Do I need to find an expert who can explain things in plain English and who can be quoted without sacrificing technical accuracy?


9. Can I say with certainty that I have found my focus—the one key piece of knowledge I want to impart? If so, do all elements of the report support it?


10. Can I discuss a microcosm or small world that represents a larger reality: an intensive care unit rather than a whole hospital complex, a kindergarten classroom rather than an entire elementary school?


11. Is there a scene I can observe directly that would allow me to create a telling experience for my readers?


12. If I am writing about a policy, have I explored its impact and the effect a change might have on key stakeholders?


13. Can I explain something by focusing on the experience of one human being? A small group?


14. Are my sources diverse enough so that I can reveal all of the key stakeholders and several points of view?


15. What story elements—character profiles, dialogues, scenes, anecdotes—offer context for the information in my report?


16. If I were to give my readers a pop quiz on my story, would they be able to pass the test based on the information I have provided?


17. Is my story so clear that a reader could pass along the most important information to another person?


18. Can an analogy help me take an unfamiliar or complex concept and make it familiar?


19. Is there useless information I can delete from my report, so that readers are left with only the most useful?


20. Even though my work is clear, have I made it interesting enough so that readers will care?




HIGHLIGHTS




• This is the kind of list you might want to share with other public writers and editors, with students and teachers.


• Keep a copy close by so you can coach yourself through the challenges of achieving civic clarity.


• Put the list aside, and make another list of the kinds of questions you ask yourself at different stages of the writing process.
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Slow down the pace of information, especially at points of complexity.




A child calls a parent on the phone and blurts out that they are in trouble, talking at the speed of sound. What does the parent say? “Slow down, honey, slow down. Now tell me what happened.” The great writing teacher Don Murray taught me this lesson, and I have passed it along to countless writers: “Use shorter words, shorter sentences, and shorter paragraphs at the points of greatest complexity.”


I borrow my most reliable illustration from my book Writing Tools. Here is a single sentence from an old editorial about state government. It is titled “Curb State Mandates.”




To avert the all-too-common enactment of requirements without regard for their local cost and tax impact, however, the commission recommends that statewide interest should be clearly identified on any proposed mandates, and that the state should partially reimburse local governments for some state-imposed mandates and fully for those involving employee compensations, working conditions and pensions.





The writer of this sentence is working hard, but not hard enough. The writer suffers from what Steven Pinker calls the “curse of knowledge.” He has forgotten what he did not know. And now he knows so much, he makes the mistake of thinking the reader can keep up.


So how would you slow down the pace of “Curb State Mandates”? Here is my best try:




The state of New York often passes laws telling local governments what to do. These laws have a name. They are called “state mandates.” On many occasions, these laws improve life for everyone in the state. But they come with a cost. Too often, the state doesn’t consider the cost to local governments, or how much money taxpayers will have to shell out. So we have an idea. The state should pay back local governments for some of these so-called mandates.





The differences in these passages are worth measuring. The original writer gives us one sentence. I give the reader eight. The original writer gives us fifty-five words, while I deliver eighty words in about the same amount of space, including fifty-nine one-syllable words. My words and sentences are shorter. The passage is clearer.


To the point, the pace of my version is slower.


Since it’s easier to read, why don’t I say the pace is faster? In a sense, yes, it feels faster because the path is smoother. But a sentence is a sentence. There is a period at the end. The Brits call the period a “full stop,” and that’s what it is, a stop sign.


The pace of longer sentences—well written ones, anyway—is fast because we are speeding along toward the period that completes the thought. A series of shorter sentences—with lots of stop signs—offers a slower pace, allowing readers more time to grasp a piece of information and then use that piece to get ready for the next sentence.


This is so important I want to repeat it: Too often, the reader gets sprayed with long, complicated sentences and just can’t keep up. Think of the period as a stop sign. The more stop signs, the slower the pace, which is good if you are trying to make something clear.


Let’s see how this might apply to coverage of a public health crisis. I found this brief description at cnn.com:




The coronavirus is actually not one type of virus; it is a large family of viruses that also includes SARS and other minor to major respiratory illnesses. Coronaviruses can be spread between animals and people, as we have seen with this current strain. The term “corona,” which is from a Latin root meaning crown or ring of light, refers to the shape of the virus under a microscope.





This feels like the right pace for helping readers learn. No need to resort to Dick and Jane sentences. Let’s count the number of words in each sentence: 27-16-25. The pace is fairly easy, and the variation of sentence length gives the reader an agreeable rhythm.


That said, consider the effect of slowing down the pace even more:




The coronavirus is actually not one type of virus. It is a large family of viruses. That family includes SARS and other minor to major respiratory illnesses, ones that affect your breathing. Coronaviruses can be spread between animals and people. That’s what happened with this current strain. The term “corona” comes from a Latin root meaning crown or ring of light. It refers to the shape of the virus under the microscope.





You can decide if that’s clearer. The word count is 9-7-16-8-7-14-11. I have revised three sentences into seven. Perhaps defining “respiratory illnesses” is a step too far. Reading the two passages again, I believe that mine is a little more comprehensible. There is still variety in length, but with a slower pace. That slower pace is created by those seven periods—seven stop signs.


This next example shaped my thinking about pace when I first read it years ago:




When the price of sugar was plummeting last year, the federal government tried to help.


Things didn’t work out as hoped.


What emerged is a complex struggle involving an interplay of governments, sugar producers, Third World economies, corn farmers and two grain milling giants based in Decatur.


At stake are the price of sugar, the marketability of corn and the future of high-fructose corn syrup.





That passage may have been written decades ago by Jim Ludwick, an agricultural business writer in Illinois, but it continues to impress me with the way the writer shows concern for readers by easing them into what is going to be a complicated subject. Notice also the white space created by the decision to keep the paragraphs short.
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