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Chapter 1


INTRODUCTION




“Easy reading is damn hard writing.”


Nathaniel Hawthorne, author





These are some of the answers workshop participants give when I ask them what they worry about when they write:


• “I’m too wordy.”


• “I’m too technical.”


• “I am too rushed, and I don’t have time to proofread.”


• “I am embarrassed to admit it, but I forget how to use a semi-colon.”


• “I’m boring.”


• “I set the wrong tone.”


• “I wish I could be more concise.”


• “People don’t think I’m authentic.”


Are any of these answers familiar? Do you identify?


I have asked that question in one form or another to high schoolers, undergraduates, graduate students, post-graduates, doctoral candidates and practicing managers. But no matter the group, the range of answers remains the same.


Many folks begin their responses with:


• “I forgot how to…”


• “I never learned to…”


• “I wish I could…”


• “I can’t…”


• “I’m ashamed to admit that…”


• “It’s embarrassing to say, but….”


No one should feel ashamed, inadequate, or guilty because they never learned or have forgotten how to string words together to form a sentence or to punctuate one. No surprise. We live in a world filled with instant and casual correspondence: texts, posts, and IMs. Spontaneously, daily, amazingly, we produce volumes of short phrases, half-thoughts littered with typos or grammatical errors. Wonderful as they are, these methods of communicating have in part undermined our ability to write more formally. We are rushed, and we forget. More and more documents can be e-signed, so when we need to write our names at a check-out counter, we draw a “swoosh,” or concentrate on signing in cursive.


Yet, we are the same people working in organizations in which we are required to write: mission statements, proposals, status reports, quarterly reports, annual reports, accident reports, evaluations, applications, emails, policy statements, correspondence, job descriptions, memos, cover letters, newsletters, brochures, websites, forms, agendas, etc., etc. – all of which involve stringing words together clearly and coherently.


While AI is increasingly available to write for us, it still has its limitations. ChatGPT, Bard, Hemingway and Grammarly are exciting and useful tools, and our brains use tools to accomplish a goal more efficiently – to do anything from chopping wood with an ax to writing with a pen or pencil on paper or typing on a screen. But thinking still matters, and reflecting on our message, analyzing our audiences, organizing our own thoughts, and writing them down remains important for our brains’ health.


Communication – both written and oral – is the life blood of any organization. Show Time! focused on presentations. This companion book is designed to help restore your confidence in another element of communication – your writing skills. Word Time! is intended to remind you of what you may have forgotten (or never learned) about selecting words and punctuation marks to create phrases, sentences, paragraphs, and ultimately some document or other.


To be clear, the book does not speak to specialized writing like business plans, dissertations, or press releases which may have particular requirements (whether by convention or organizational mandate); nor is it a comprehensive grammar book, style manual, or punctuation guide. Rather, it is a quick reminder of some of the basic elements of writing: from your message to the audience, to editing. It is based on years of coaching, editing, teaching, reading students’ papers, listening to questions, and reflecting on the answers to my earlier question about what worries you when you write.


The Structure of the Book


Part One of Word Time! is an overview of writing in general:


• Chapter 2 reviews the communication process and describes what we do intuitively when we communicate our ideas, our messages, to other people.


• Chapter 3 emphasizes the importance of clarity and the impact of ambiguity or fuzziness on our readers and encourages you to make educated assumptions about your audience.


• Chapters 4 and 5 offer some definitions of terms to provide us with a common language to talk about words and how we use them. They also include a few specifics about grammar and punctuation. A few specifics, NOT all. Again, this brief guide, employing American usage, was never intended to be a comprehensive grammar like those available online, in libraries, or bookstores. It simply offers you some ways to improve your writing.


• Chapters 6 and 7 list specific issues to look for when you edit and polish your work and provides an opportunity to identify “problem children,” like jargon and wordiness, spell-checking. and fact-checking.


These chapters should help you develop a more critical eye, thus enabling you to identify your own strengths and weaknesses as a writer. As a consequence, you should be able to work more economically, organize and draft your work more effortlessly, and proof-read more accurately. As your skills are enhanced, you should become more confident, and your writing and editing should become more efficient, which will help when you are under time pressure.


In Part Two, we focus on specific forms of writing:


• Chapters 8 to 11 examine specific forms of writing: the email, resume, cover letter, PowerPoint, and report.


• Chapter 11 also discusses brainstorming – a process that helps us refine our thinking, so we arrive at a clear, precise message (as discussed in Chapters 2 and 3).


• And Chapter 12: Conclusion summarizes what we have learned.


Summary


Like Show Time!, Word Time! is designed to be a practical guide to help build your confidence, reinforce your skills, and ultimately support you along your chosen career path.









Part One


WRITING IN GENERAL









Chapter 2


COMMUNICATING – IN THEORY




“I have learned that people will forget what you said, people will forget what you did, but people will never forget how you made them feel.”


Maya Angelou, author





Before we turn to punctuation marks, like semi-colons and commas, let’s take a step back to consider the big picture – communication theory – to remind ourselves what we are doing when we want to share an idea, a feeling, or a viewpoint with someone else or with multiple other people. Doing so keeps our objectives and constraints in mind. Look at this sketch which visualizes the process of communicating.
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The Communication Loop


It is an image of a playing field: a football field with goal posts. In the middle is the 50-yard line. The drawing shows a stick figure holding a football under the left upright and a group of empty-handed figures on the right.


Now imagine that you are the stick figure on the left holding the ball; you are looking at the group of folks waiting for you to hurl that ball down the field to them. Pretend the ball is a message, a concept that you want to send to one person or to many, whom you may or may not know.


Next, let’s have the folks receive the football you have thrown. They examine it, reflect on what you sent and throw it back to you.


This time, when the ball leaves their hands and is thrown to you, they are giving you their reaction. You can reflect on it again and throw it again, if you wish, but essentially that’s it – the communication process. Well, almost. Would that it was that simple.


Let’s alter the vocabulary. Let’s refer to the football you are holding as your message, an idea or ideas or feelings that you want to send to that expectant team under the far goal post. You, the sender, are all powerful; you are the one who decides on the content of the message – for example:


• “Good morning, have a great day!”


• “Here’s the agenda for the upcoming meeting.”


• “Let’s review the implications of the results of the audit on our current budget proposal.”


• “Please see my resume and cover letter for the program manager position.”


In other words, whatever the content of the message, you, the sender, are responsible for it – regardless of how simple or complex.


So, football in hand while thinking about and keeping your eyes on the people downfield, you decide what would be the best medium for your message. You encode it. That’s a fancy way of saying you decide how you might share your ideas. You decide that an email, a report, a presentation, or a postcard would be best. In other words, you determine if your message would be best understood as an image, as non-verbal language, a memo, a speech, report, blueprint, or video.


If your message is as simple as “Good morning”, you may have chosen to say nothing, to write nothing, and simply to use non-verbal language and wave your hand. If, on the other hand, your message is as complicated as the implications of the results of the audit on our current budget proposal, a thumbs up may be insufficient, so you may opt to write a short report. In this instance, you determined the content of the message, assessed the situation and the nature and receptivity of the audience, and committed to encoding your message in writing – in a report. Because you are in control, you make the decisions about the content of the message, and you pick the code.


While another decision might have resulted in sketches, videos, blueprints, hand or smoke signals, shouting or dancing, we are focused on the written word. So, let’s select a language: English? American usage? European usage? French? Arabic? Hindi? IT speak? Business jargon? Slang? A list of acronyms?


Once you pick the language, what vocabulary will you use? What type of sentence structure might you employ? How will you organize your ideas? Will you use bullets or paragraphs? Will you provide an outline? Will you use Roman or Arabic numerals? Will you include appendices or footnotes? Will you include charts and graphs, as well as words? Or only words? All decisions for you to make. You determine the content of the message and the code by which to express your thoughts.


Let’s assume you have opted to write a short report in English with your assessment of the implications of the results of the audit on your organization’s current budget proposal; however, once you have written it, you have one more issue under your control – the method of delivery. This time, the question for you is: what is the best way for that unique group under the far uprights to receive your written document? In other words, having determined the message and picked a code, you now need to select the best way to send it. It might be a fax, an email, or a document hand delivered by a courier. For our purposes, you think that attaching the report as a PDF to an email is most appropriate for your audience.


Look again at the sketch. Notice the 50-yard line. It is here that, as your email with the PDF report attached crosses the halfway mark, you lose control in the communication process. At that point, control shifts to the folks under the far goal post, the receivers, your audience. The process of creating the message, encoding, and sending now operates in reverse. Ideally your audience receives, decodes, and interprets the message as you intended, formulates a return message, encodes it, and sends it back to you as the receiver.


Next, let’s look at whether your audience received the message. You decided to write a report and attach it to an email. So, were the receivers able to open the attachment? Was the file too big or the computers frozen? Did it go to spam? Was the entire system down?


Or, for example, if you had chosen to shout, would they have heard you? If you had waved, would they have seen your gesture from 100 yards away? If you had sent a fax, would it have arrived intact or blurred? Had you sent a courier, did the package arrive at the correct location, or did a blizzard or strike delay its arrival? Had you chosen other methods for sending your message, like a painting, a song, or a mockup, was the audience able to interpret your art, hear the lyrics, or reassemble crushed paper or shattered plastic?


My point is that no matter how important and clear your message is, if your audience fails to receive it, then communication is unsuccessful.


Suppose that there are no glitches; the computers all work, and the email address is correct. The audience received your message. Great! But, at this point, the communication process moves to the next step: are they able to decode what you encoded? Do they understand what you wrote? You wrote the report in English. Does your audience read English or only Spanish or Mandarin? Did they know about the audit? Are they familiar with the budget? Were they able to follow your thinking, your logic, and your argument? Did they understand the terminology, acronyms, word choices, punctuation, grammar, or sentence structure? Are there emotions involved in any changes to the budget?


Let’s assume everything works. You controlled the message, you chose the code, you sent it; they received the email with the attachment and were able to decode the report and interpret your message.


But, as indicated earlier, it is a loop. So, we expect something back. We anticipate feedback.


Had you sent a simple message, for example, “Hi,” did you receive a “Hi” back either with a wave or a word? If you texted “Good morning,” did you receive a text with a similar message, or did you receive a request to let you know when the plumber arrives? Here, you sent a PDF about the implications of the audit on the proposed budget as an attachment to an email. Their feedback should indicate their reaction to what you wrote.


The ideal feedback should be thoughtful and clear. because now they rather than you are creating the message, encoding it, and sending it. In the case of your written report, you are hoping your decisions were good ones. While they may be unable to fund or support all the items in a revised budget, what you hope for is a return message indicating that they understood your intent:


• “We agree.”


• “We support it.”


• “We are in favor.”


• “No argument here.”


• “Unfortunately, in light of the audit, we agree not to fund item 3 at this time.”


• “Your points are well taken; let’s re-evaluate item 4.”


• “Let’s submit it to the board.”


What you don’t want is feedback that is time consuming, painful, and frustrating like:


• “Could you clarify your rationale for items 4 and 5?”


• “May I call you later because I didn’t understand the point you were making about…”


• “Let’s have a meeting to review…”


Or worse yet:


• “Why did you send this to me?”


• “What report about the implications of the audit?”


• “What audit?”


Barriers to Effective Communication


Would that it was easy to formulate a message, choose a code and send it so that your audience receives and decodes it as you intended. In the earlier simplistic set of examples, you can see some of the barriers to effective communication. You have experienced others.


Beginning with the message itself, if your thought is unclear, garbled, or waffly in your own mind, and you are unable to articulate your idea(s) well, it is unlikely that your audience will be able to make sense of it. On a more personal level, if folks are jealous or resentful of you, of your success, of your new title or promotion, they may read what you wrote with a jaundiced eye. If they know you have a political agenda with which they disagree, they may opt to delay reading what you wrote or put off reading it entirely.


So, what barriers prevent an audience from reading your message, interpreting it correctly and reacting to it? First, visualize the loop again, once the message crossed the 50-yard line, did your audience receive what you wrote? Is it physically in their hands or on their computers? Is it lying under a pile of folders on a desk or sitting unread in the junk folder on your computer? Their workloads, time constraints, and need to prioritize other obligations may affect your audience’s ability to read what you wrote.


If they received it, the next set of barriers is around the code, the words. If you wrote in French or Spanish, if you wrote in jargon, if you wrote in slang, if you wrote in tech-speak, if you wrote using awkward sentence structure, if you wrote using vocabulary that was unfamiliar, with slews of acronyms, if your punctuation or grammar caused ambiguity, could the audience interpret your meaning as you intended it? In other words, if your audience received your message, and decoded it, did they grasp what you wrote?


Did you use multisyllabic words when short ones would have been better? Were your pie charts or bar graphs too complicated to decipher? Did you define your terms? Was your choice of font too small? Was your email too chatty? Too technical? Was your point clear or buried in verbiage? Was your document’s organization logical? Did you anticipate reactions? Did you admit to limitations? Any one of those items might make it difficult for the audience to comprehend your message and give you the feedback you are hoping for:


• “We appreciate your efforts and agree with the proposed changes to the budget.”


• “Made sense.”


• “I agree with your recommendations.”


Even if the audience is unable to support what you are recommending, you want to know that what you wrote was comprehensible.


Suppose a document you send is an application for a position you want. If the organization has more than one opening, do your readers know for which job you are applying, and have you indicated the qualifications and experience you have that meet their requirements? Will your cover letter and resume meet their expectations, so you will get an interview, or will your paperwork be put in a “reject file” because you were unclear? Our constant challenge in business writing is achieving clarity.


Summary


Before we consider the importance of clarity and of understanding your audience, in Chapter 3, let’s restate in theoretical terms what we are doing when we communicate with another person or person(s).


Yes, I am browbeating you, but it is easy to forget what we are doing when we begin discussing nouns, verbs, commas, and semi-colons. So, one last time:


• You have a message that you want or need to share with a unique audience;


• You control the content, the encoding, and the method for sending it;
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