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Writing Strategies

MOST writers, even professionals,
can�t write perfect, polished prose on
the first go-through. Maybe like you,
they find themselves struggling,
having to go back through their draft
several times before they get it right.
In fact, most writers will go through
their draft at least three times before
they�re happy.

Writing is a process of
rewriting, rewriting, and
rewriting.

The strategies that you use can be
critical to the quality of your writing.
This module gives you some strategies
to help produce well-written drafts
quickly. These are the same strategies
used by professional writers people
who have to write well everyday.

Some indications your writing
process is flawed:

•  Writing is a constant
struggle nothing comes out easily
and you don�t enjoy it.

•  You often have to go back and
reorganize your work.

•  Other people always want to
change what you�ve written.

•  You often make embarrassing
mistakes that you should have
caught.

•  It takes you too long to write.
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Write faster and better
Some people struggle over every word,
while others write quickly with little
apparent effort. Here are some tips to
help you be a more productive writer.

Tip 1: Prepare an outline

To write well, you need to know where
you�re going. Your outline (see page 23)
is your map. Without one, you�re lost.

Tip 2: Write, then edit

Don�t try to write and edit
simultaneously these tasks should be
done on different passes. If you�re
constantly going back to make changes
or correct errors, you�re editing as you
go, which can be disruptive to your
writing. Many writers find that it�s
better and faster to write first, without
trying to make it perfect, then go back
later to edit. That way you won�t keep
derailing your train of thought.

Tip 3: Write, revise, and edit

Plan to go through your document
three times before it�s ready. The first
pass is to draft it. Research and gather

the information you need, then get
started. Many writers find that they
write best when they write fast, so
don�t worry about making your
document perfect�you can clean it up
later.

The second pass is to revise your
document. Focus on the big
problems poor organization, missing
or incorrect information, problems of
clarity, and significant style faults.
You may want to rewrite sections or
reorganize information.

On the third pass, pay careful
attention to grammar, writing style,
usage, and punctuation. If all goes
well, this should be your final pass.

Tip 4: Give yourself a day or two
between rewrites

You may find that it�s difficult to edit
something that you�ve just written.
This relates to your short-term
memory. If you try to edit immediately
after writing, you�ve still got all that
information circling around in your
head. But if you give it a day or two,
you�ll have lost much of that short-
term memory, and you�ll find it easier
to revise and edit.

Tip 5: Read out loud

When you�re close to finished, read
your document out loud and listen to
it. Your ear will tell you if problems
remain. It�s also a great way of telling
whether it�s conversational or not.
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Design a hierarchy
If you�re writing a letter, memo, or
email, it won�t have a hierarchy. Even
if it has headings (which is okay if it
runs longer than a page or two), the
headings will simply identify the main
sections you won�t need subsections.

If you�re writing a longer document,
however, it will likely have a
hierarchy that is, you�ll probably
divide it into sections and subsections,
and maybe even sub-subsections.
Without a hierarchy, readers will find
it difficult to form a clear mental
model of the document, and will take
longer to find information. A clear and
logical hierarchy is essential for all
kinds of longer business documents.

Don�t be tempted to create more
complicated hierarchies most
professionally prepared documents
seldom go deeper than three or four
levels. Any deeper and you�ll start to
confuse the reader.

To make the heading hierarchy
apparent to the reader, you�ll want to
make the section headings look

different than the subsection and
sub-subsection headings. Readers
should be able to tell at a glance the
level of the heading by its typographic
attributes. Headings should be
formatted using your word processor�s
styles feature.

Heading hierarchy

Heading 1
Heading 2

Heading 3

Rules for logical heading
hierarchies:

•  Avoid single headings within a
section�always have two or more
headings.

•  Avoid having one heading follow
another without any intervening
text.

•  Don�t skip levels (don�t have a
Heading 1 followed by a
Heading 3).
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Paragraph frequently
Paragraphing visually organizes
related information together. This is
one of the ways writers chunk
information. When you move to the
next topic, start a new paragraph.

The average number of sentences in a
paragraph in a business document is
only three or four. Avoid long
paragraphs they intimidate readers.
And never have an entire page
consisting of one paragraph. If you
want to break up a paragraph, read it

through carefully, looking for a change
in the topic. You may have to move a
sentence or two.

Begin each paragraph with a topic
sentence. Place the most general
sentence first, then go into the
details most paragraphs have a top-
down structure.

It�s okay to let paragraphs break
across pages just avoid single lines at
the top or bottom of the page.

Exercise 7: Break up this long paragraph

Limit paragraphs to a single topic or idea. If you find yourself covering several
topics, you probably need several paragraphs. It�s better to have too many
paragraphs than too few. Don�t let paragraphs get too long. Most professional
writers will average only three or four sentences in a paragraph. Ones that span
large areas of the page intimidate readers. Make sure that the opening sentence
introduces or summarizes the content of the paragraph. This type of opening
sentence is often referred to as the topic sentence. The sentences that follow
should flow from the first sentence and provide supporting details. Organize
paragraphs into a logical sequence. This sequence might be broadest to
narrowest, most important to least important, or chronological, depending on the
nature of the information. If appropriate, replace paragraphs with bullet
lists they�re easier for readers to scan. Avoid including more than three list
items in a paragraph. If the items are steps in a procedure, use numbers instead.
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Use informative headings
Headings tell readers about the
information that follows. Particularly
for readers who are skimming and
scanning for information, having lots
of descriptive headings is important.

Use topical headings � Use headings
that describe the topic, not the type of
information. If the section relates to a
task, use the -ing form of the word (for
example, �Printing Your Document�).

Use lots of headings � Aim for two or
three headings on each page. It�s
usually better to have too many
headings than too few. If you�ve got a
page without any headings, go back
and see if you could insert some
headings to group and identify the
paragraphs. You may have to move
paragraphs around. The only exception
might be letters, memos, or emails
that are a page or two long.

Keep headings short � Limit the
number of words in a heading to four
or five if possible. Longer headings,
particularly ones that wrap onto a
second line, are difficult to scan
quickly.

Avoid numbering headings �
Authors will sometimes number
headings to make their place in the
document hierarchy more apparent
(for example, �6.2, Timing of
Reorganization�). This is only
appropriate when it�s important to be
able to refer to specific sections
exactly, such as in specifications or
standards documents.

Make headings parallel � Construct
similar headings in a similar way. For
example, if one heading starts with an
imperative verb, then make them all
start with an imperative verb (that�s
the way these headings are written).

Capitalize appropriately � Decide
how you�ll capitalize headings, then do
it consistently. You can use the
journalism convention of capitalizing
only the first word (the way most
headings are capitalized in this book),
or you can capitalize all of the major
words, except articles (such as �the �)
and short prepositions (such as �on,�
�in,� and �by�).

Headings to avoid
Avoid headings that describe the type of information rather than the topic, such
as:

•  Overview
•  General
•  More Information
•  Discussion
•  Results
•  Basics
•  Advanced Features

•  Miscellaneous
•  Policies
•  Procedures
•  Standards
•  Guidelines
•  Conclusions
•  Reference
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Present information graphically
Different types of information lend
themselves to different methods of
presentation. Don�t automatically
write paragraph after paragraph. Most
people prefer graphic information
instead of written information. Look at
your own preferences. Would you
rather look at a picture or read
paragraphs of text? Would you rather
read a paragraph or scan a bullet list?

Graphic information is usually:

•  less intimidating to the reader
•  easier to scan to find information
•  easier to understand and act on

Use photographs to show readers what
things look like.

As you�re drafting, decide which parts
of the information would be better
presented as a graphic. If you decide
that a bullet list, table, or numbered
procedure would be better, you can
probably create these yourself. If it�s a
graphic or icon, you might be able to
use clip-art. If it�s a technical

illustration or photograph, however,
you may need some help.

Think of yourself as a
communicator, not a writer.

Ways to present information:

•  bullet lists
•  checklists
•  text boxes
•  sidebar text (words pulled out into

a wide margin)
•  tables
•  numbered lists (usually a

procedure)
•  flow diagrams
•  decision trees
•  form or screen illustrations
•  clip art
•  graphics
•  warnings, cautions, and notes
•  photographs
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Use flow diagrams to outline a process.
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Edit for clarity
Editing is carefully reviewing a
document to verify that it meets
appropriate language, usage, and
formatting standards. While you can
edit your own work, it�s usually better
to have someone else do it we are
often blind to our own errors. Many
business writers have an arrangement
with another person to edit each
other�s writing.

The longer and more complex the
document, the more important and
more structured editing should
become. Editing someone�s letter may
take only a minute or two; editing
their manual could take weeks.

Things to check:

•  completeness and accuracy
•  appropriate organization of

information
•  information presented graphically

where appropriate
•  consistent point of view and

writing style
•  text written in plain English
•  clear and descriptive headings
•  correct spelling and grammar
•  accurate page references (such as

table of contents and cross-
references)

•  appropriate conventions for
numbers and units of measure

•  consistency throughout
•  conciseness, with redundant and

unnecessary words removed
•  proper formatting and word

processing

Tips:

•  Don�t try to catch everything on
one pass. Go through several
times, looking for different things
each time.

•  Once you notice a problem, look
specifically for that problem
elsewhere.

•  Use, but don�t rely on,
computerized spelling and style
checkers.

•  Don�t edit exclusively on the
screen some problems are easier
to spot in print.
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Editing etiquette: 

• Offer constructive suggestions—don’t criticize. 

• Suggest changes where possible—don’t just say “this is wrong.” 

• Only change errors or things that can be improved—don’t simply substitute 
your wording. Have a reason for every change. 

• Point out positive aspects of the writing too (Gee, I really liked the 
introduction!). 

• When you’re being edited, don’t take offence and challenge the editor. 

 

Exercise 8: Editing challenge 

Can you find the 12 errors in the following paragraph? 

If you don’t have a professsional editor available, you’re best writer will have to 
due. Or consider contracting the services of a professional editortheir services 
can we worth their wait in gold. Writer’s should not edit their own writing, 
because they are often blind to their own erros. After an edit, the editor and 
writer should review the changes together. This will help the writer understand 
reasons behind the changes. A styleguide should be use to sort out differences of 
opinion 

 

 
Signs and Notices From Around the World: 
Moscow Hotel (across from a monestary) 

 

Zurich Hotel 

 

Yugoslav Hotel 

 

Copenhagen Airline Ticket Office 
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Review and approvals
Most business writing is
collaborative that is, you work with
others to prepare, review, and approve
your documents. Having other people
review, edit, and approve your work is
part of the normal writing process in
business.

For letters, memos, and other short
documents, reviews and approvals may
be quick and simple. But for longer
documents, such as long reports and
manuals, the technical review and
approval process must be carefully
planned to ensure that it�s thorough
and doesn�t delay completion of the
document.

Review options

Think about the pros and cons of these
different approaches:

•  Send reviewers a print copy to
mark up and return.

•  Give reviewers access to the word
processor file and let them make
their changes themselves.

•  Invite reviewers to a meeting to
discuss their comments on the
draft.

•  Invite reviewers to a meeting to
introduce the draft and carefully
walk them through the contents.

Tips for successful reviews:

•  limit the number of reviewers
•  provide reviewers with clear

instructions
•  give reviewers a reasonable

deadline
•  follow up to ensure reviews are

done
•  keep the size of the document small

(large documents are seldom
reviewed carefully)

Longer documents should probably go
through at least three rounds of
reviews before they�re finalized:

•  initial technical review with
primary subject experts

•  section-by-section general review
with stakeholders

•  final review of completed document
with key staff
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