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Every year I lead writing courses for dozens of business people. Two things they all 
share are a desire to write well and a busy schedule. 

That raises a challenge. While we achieve a lot in our standard one-day course, real 
writing mastery only comes – in my experience at least – from sustained, focussed 
effort. 

How do you manage that when your to do list is already a seething mass of hissing 
snakes? The last thing you need are writing assignments thrown at you by some 
well-meaning but misguided coach.

This book is my answer. Most everyone I coach already does a lot of writing as part 
of their normal work day. So, rather than take on writing assignments, what if each 
week you chose one aspect of writing to pay special attention to for the next few 
days?

What if, this week, you focussed on removing unnecessary adjectives, and next week 
you focussed on varying the length of your sentences? If you did that for, let’s say, 
78 weeks, there’s a good chance you’d notice a distinct lift in the quality of your 
writing. 

You wouldn’t do any more writing than you do now. But your writing would steadily 
improve. 

And you wouldn’t have had to start work earlier, or finish later, to get it done. 

Welcome to 78 Paths to Sharper Writing. I had to find many extra hours in my 
schedule to get it written. With luck, you’ll only have to find a few to take advantage 
of all it offers.

Ken Grace
 

What if you 
could develop 

real mastery in 
your business 

writing without 
having to 

take time out 
of your day? 

That’s the 
question that 

led to this book.
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More psychic blood gets spilt from writer’s block than any other cause. Here’s how 
to make sure your blood stays ensconced inside.

Don’t try to write brilliancies. Instead, write anything. Then, when you’ve run out of 
things to say, start editing.

Editing is where the good stuff happens. Everything else is just creating something 
to work with. I liken it to potting, where the artist throws an ugly lump of clay onto 
the wheel and gets to work.

Your first draft is your ugly lump of clay. Stop worrying that it’s not beautiful. 
Instead, devote every ounce of love and care you can to editing, editing, editing. 

I’m not a very good 
writer, but I’m an 
excellent rewriter.

James A Michener

Don’t write, edit.

week 1
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Adjectives are devious little beggars. They sit in the recesses of your mind 
whispering: “I’m just what you need right now to describe that thing.” But often 
they’re lying.

Often, they dilute the impact of your writing. Here’s why.

A sharp blow is a long way of saying a blow. When was a blow not sharp?

A grumpy old man is a curmudgeon. One word instead of three.

You get the point. Adjectives are often either redundant or a poor substitute for a 
more vivid, precise noun.

That’s not to say that adjectives are bad. Just that it’s a good idea to double check 
any time you use one. Is it really necessary? If not, rip it out.

As to the adjective, 
when in doubt, 

strike it out. 

Mark Twain, 

Pudd’nhead Wilson, 1894

Never trust an adjective.

week 2
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Adjectives are not all bad. The ones to be most on the lookout for are adjectives of 
emphasis or degree – a major storm, a terrible disaster, a horrible rotten taste. Such 
adjectives add nothing to your writing and are to be avoided.

Adjectives of kind are different. They add specificity. While a terrible disaster is no 
different from a disaster, a maritime disaster is clearly different from a nuclear one.

Use adjectives to make your writing more specific, and avoid using them for emphasis. 
That will give your writing precision and power. 

The adjective is the 
banana peel of the 

parts of speech.

Clifton Paul Fadiman, US writer, 
intellectual and TV host

Distinguish adjectives of kind 
from adjectives of emphasis.

week 3

mailto:ken.grace%40departmentofwriting.co.nz?subject=78%20weeks


 |  front  |  email   |  info   | p 8

If adjectives should be used sparingly, adverbs should be used even less often. 

Adverbs modify verbs. He ran quickly. She told him off snappily.

Like adjectives, adverbs are often redundant. Rather than “he ran quickly”, say “he sprinted” 
or “he flew”. The second example is even less excusable. If she told him off snappily, then 
surely she simply told him off (or, if you’re after colour, snapped at him). 

Any time you’re tempted to use an adverb, look first for a verb that does the job. Bet you 
notice a difference in your writing.

The road to hell 
is paved with 

adverbs.

Stephen King, On Writing

Adverbs’ll suck the life 
out of you.

week 4
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One of the most common pieces of writing advice is to write as you speak. I don’t 
know about you, but if I did that my writing would be a mess. It would be repetitive, 
and full of false starts, half-baked thoughts and words that I wouldn’t dream of 
using in front of my friends, let alone my wife’s friends.

By all means write informally where appropriate, and avoid stuffiness at all 
costs. But don’t confuse informal writing with speech. They’re different – as any 
speechwriter can tell you.

Hard writing 
makes easy 

reading. Easy 
writing makes 
hard reading.

William Zinsser, author of 
the classic On Writing Well

Don’t write as you speak.

week 5

mailto:ken.grace%40departmentofwriting.co.nz?subject=78%20weeks


 |  front  |  email   |  info   | p 10

Vague statements never convinced anyone. “It rains a lot in London” means 
little. “London gets more rain than the Amazon rain forest” is both specific and 
meaningful. (Whether it’s true is another question, although I know some Londoners 
who wouldn’t dispute it.)

Specific claims are testable. Weak writers avoid them for fear of inviting readers’ 
disagreement. But that’s self defeating. If you don’t have the guts to be specific, none 
of your readers will trust you. 

Don’t confuse specific with precise. If you were being precise about London’s 
rainfall, you’d probably give figures; 600mm a year, for example. More precise 
would be 585mm, and more precise still would be 587mm. 

Whether you should be precise, and the degree of precision required, depends on 
the context. But if you’re out to convince your readers of something, you should 
always be specific.

By using stale 
metaphors, similes, 

and idioms, you save 
much mental effort, 

at the cost of leaving 
your meaning vague, 

not only for your 
reader but for yourself.

George Orwell, author of Animal 
Farm and Nineteen Eighty-Four

Be specific.

week 6
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Think you do your best work at the last minute? Think again. All that happens is you 
finally get the job done. How well you get it done is a moot point.

Writing and thinking are very nearly the same thing. And no one has more profound 
insights under pressure than they do with clear space. That’s why Einstein took a job 
at the Bern Patent Office – he knew it was a quiet little number that would give him 
time to think deeply about the structure of the universe.

How many Nobel Prize-winning theories do you think he would have come up with 
if he’d taken a job as Swiss Minister of Trade?

If it’s important, it’s worth making time for. End of story.

The great French Marshall 
Lyautey once asked his 

gardener to plant a tree. The 
gardener objected that the 

tree was slow growing and 
would not reach maturity 

for 100 years. The Marshall 
replied, ‘In that case, there is 

no time to lose; plant it this 
afternoon!’ 

Start now.

week 7
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There’s one thing I dislike about horses – their unpredictability. It turns out that 
many people feel the same way.

These sentences both begin with empty words. They leave the reader feeling tired, if 
not annoyed.

If you’re in the habit of beginning sentences with “there are” or similar, empty 
phrases, knock it on the head. Write like this instead:

I dislike horses for one reason – their unpredictability. Many people feel the same 
way.

It’s briefer, crisper and way more active. 

It has often been said
there’s so much to be read, 

you never can cram all those 
words in your head.

So the writer who breeds 
more words than he needs 

is making a chore for the 
reader who reads.

That’s why my belief is
the briefer the brief is,

the greater the sigh
of the reader’s relief is.

 Theodor Geisel, aka Dr Seuss

There are few reasons to 
start with “there are”.

week 8
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Next time you feel the urge to explain what you just wrote (Clue: you’re about to 
write “In other words…”), get your machete out and start hacking.

One of the quickest and most effective ways to bring clarity to murky writing is to 
delete every word, phrase, sentence or paragraph that does not have to be there. 

It’s not a cure all. You may have to also do some rewriting and reorganising. You 
may have to swap some obscure words for simple ones. But try deleting first – with 
a murderous attitude. 

It’ll work wonders.

The covers of this book 
are too far apart.

Ambrose Bierce

If something’s unclear, take 
the knife to it.

week 9
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In an earlier practice I recommended never leaving your writing to the last minute. 
But sometimes it’s unavoidable. So this week’s practice – which I still recommend 
you don’t take on, if you know what I mean – is about what to do when you’re 
confronted with a last minute panic.

The first rule, of course, is don’t panic. Then, when you’ve not done that, do this:

1. Collect any statistics and reference materials that you’ll include in your 
paper.

This will have you begin to organise your thoughts, and you’ll find yourself mentally 
starting to write the paper before you even fire up your computer. By the way, I find 
it’s much easier to print out hard copies of everything and put them in front of me. 
Having a bunch of electronic files on my hard drive is great for back-checking but 
hopeless for getting a “helicopter” view of my material.

2. Create a quick and dirty mind map of your main points.

Scan your materials and jot down the key points, as well as your own thoughts and 
conclusions. Roughly map out the connections between thoughts, but don’t get hung 
up on getting it right. Imagine at this point that you’re tidying up a messy teenager’s 
bedroom (really messy). All you’re doing right now is creating some semblance of 
order. The vacuuming, dusting and putting socks into pairs will come at the end.

I love deadlines. 
Especially the 

whooshing sound 
they make as they 

pass by.

Douglas Adams, author of The 
Hitchhiker’s Guide to the Galaxy

Stay calm.

week 10

continued overleaf
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3. Write your opening paragraph.

Your opening paragraph will define your argument and provide your way in to the rest of 
the paper. Spend time on getting this right and the rest of the piece will flow more easily. A 
lot of the struggle of writing is caused by a lack of clarity about what you’re actually out to 
say, demonstrate, prove or persuade your reader of.

4. Write, Forrest, write!

Nothing beats writing quickly with your internal editor sidelined. If it’s a long paper, write it 
in chunks and take regular breaks. But while you’re writing, then – dammit – write!

5. Edit, Forrest, edit.

Go back over what you’ve written. Reorder paragraphs, delete unnecessary text, replace 
awkward words with ones that better capture your meaning and start figuratively dusting, 
vacuuming and putting socks into pairs. Do a human spellcheck too. Your software may pick 
up misspelled words, but will it tell you when you’ve written “there” but should have written 
“their”?

week 10 continued
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When writing emails, don’t be afraid to use words like “please” and “thank you”. But 
don’t overdo it either.

When making requests, tell people what you need done, why you need it done (if 
appropriate), and by when, and have the grace to say “please” and “thank you” once. 

In fact, if you’re clear, you may not even have to use those words at all. Here’s a 
wonderful email that came our way recently. 

Subject line: The big office clean-up

What? We all need to pitch in and keep the office clean and neat. So, pens down, monitors 
off and let’s get tidying. 

Where? Your desk and nearby area. This includes cupboards.

Why? We want anyone who comes in to the office to be impressed by where we work. Plus, 
it’ll be nice for us to work in a clean and tidy haven.

When? Tomorrow, from 3.30 to 4pm.

To gild refined gold, to 
paint the lily, to throw 

a perfume on the violet, 
to smooth the ice, or 

add another hue unto 
the rainbow, or with 

taper-light to seek the 
beauteous eye of heaven 

to garnish, is wasteful 
and ridiculous excess.

Shakespeare, King John

Lay it on thin.

week 11

continued overleaf
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What makes this email work is clarity and approachability. Clarity’s achieved by 
a clear subject line and short, succinct sentences preceded by simple, one-word 
subheadings. The writer’s made it approachable by speaking conversationally – 
words like “pitch in”, “let’s get tidying” and “tidy haven” take it out of the stuffy 
realm of officialdom. 

You can also tell it came from a supervisor who’s assuming he or she has a 
good relationship with the recipients. If that assumption’s correct, no problem. 
If it’s wrong, a “please” and “thank you” could go a long way! Always put 
yourself in your reader’s shoes when writing.

Either way, remember that you never want to overdo the people pleasing bit.

week 11 continued
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Consider the seemingly innocent statement: “The cat which had been sitting on 
the mat got up and went outside”. Now answer this: What kind of situation are we 
talking about here?

1. One cat among many; or

2. A single cat sitting in splendid isolation?

Both interpretations are plausible. That makes the sentence ambiguous – a major 
sin.

Here’s a tip that will help you steer clear of ambiguity. Use “that” to identify one 
cat among many, and “which” if you’re simply providing extra information about 
a cat already identified. (If you’re interested in the technical terms, we’re talking 
restrictive vs non-restrictive clauses here.)

For example, if you’re faced with a bunch of cats and want to tell me which one went 
outside, say “the cat that had been sitting on the mat got up and went outside”.

I have found that all 
ugly things are made by 

those who strive to make 
something beautiful, 

and that all beautiful 
things are made by 

those who strive to make 
something useful.

Oscar Wilde

‘That’ vs ‘which’.

week 12

continued overleaf
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On the other hand, if you simply want to add information about a cat that’s already 
identified, write “the cat, which had been sitting on the mat, got up and went 
outside.” (The two commas in this sentence create a parenthetical clause. If you 
were speaking rather than writing the sentence, you’d naturally pause where you 
see the commas - try it for yourself.)

And what happens if we remove the commas? We end up where we started today’s 
column, with the potential for confusion.

Isn’t this all a bit complicated, though? How are you supposed to decide in full 
flight whether to use “that” or “which”? My own inclination is to always prefer 
“that” to “which” unless doing so would sound outrageously wrong. It’s a policy that 
not only aids clarity, but also keeps my feet on the ground. “That” is a good, solid, 
unpretentious word. Using it frequently helps me keep in check my tendency to go 
fancy and high-falutin’. And that’s no bad thing.

week 12 continued
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One of the hardest things to do authentically is apologise. But it’s also one of the 
most important times to be direct.

If the other person smells even a whiff of BS, your apology will not make any 
difference – and may even perpetuate whatever you’re apologising for.

A powerful apology:

•  Speaks plainly. It says “I’m sorry for making that mistake”, not “apologies for my 
error”.

•  Uses the active voice: “I made a mistake”, not “a mistake was made”. 

•  May include what you’re doing to remedy the situation and by when: “I’ll stay late 
tonight and correct the report”, for example. 

•  May also make a promise for the future: “From now on, I’ll proofread documents 
before sending them to clients.”

Never ruin an apology 
with an excuse.

Kimberly Johnson

Know how to say sorry.

week 13

continued overleaf
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There are also things that a powerful apology does not do:

• It doesn’t dramatise the situation. You know the kind of thing. “I’m such an 
idiot”, “I’m always doing this”, and so on. Such statements deflect responsibility 
away from you by making it look like you couldn’t help it. People know it’s a 
smokescreen.

• It doesn’t try to place responsibility on anyone or anything else. That is, you 
don’t say “I’m partly responsible for what happened” or even “the traffic was 
really heavy this morning”. That’s weasel talk for “I’ll say I’m responsible but 
really I’m not.”

Years ago I was in a media conference with a leading advertising agency. At 
one point, someone asked the General Manager why they’d recently lost a big 
account. The GM began fudging about “the wrong chemistry” between agency 
and client, and other meaningless concepts. Then his Managing Director stepped 
in and said, “We lost it because we stopped listening to them.” Guess who got the 
respect of those listening, and gave those working in the agency a way to ensure 
the same thing didn’t happen again?

That’s how a powerful apology works too. No excuses. No blame. Full 
responsibility. All with a few, simple words.

week 13 continued
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Business emails have different demands than other kinds of business writing. 
They’re often taken personally (no one ever got upset by a white paper), they tend 
to be brief and to the point, and they’re easily misinterpreted. Writing effective 
emails is a real skill.

Here are some tips for making sure your message always gets across clearly.

1. Make the subject line specific and useful to the recipient. “Report” is vague; 
“Report: Important” is loud but still vague. “Deadline for your report” is specific 
and helpful. 

2. Get to the point immediately. Working up to the point irritates people. 

3. Eliminate ambiguity. Phrases like “This needs to be done by Tuesday” can come 
back to bite you. If there’s the slightest chance of ambiguity, state exactly what 
this is. 

4. If you want the recipient to take an action, say so clearly. “Your report is due 
Tuesday” leaves room for the recipient to choose whether to act or not. Adding 
“please have it on my desk by 5pm Tuesday” leaves no room for doubt. 

I don’t believe in email. 
I’m an old-fashioned 

girl. I prefer calling and 
hanging up.

Sarah Jessica Parker

Write effective emails.

week 14

continued overleaf
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5. Avoid ALL CAPITALS. No explanation needed for this one, right? 

6. Don’t assume that spelling and grammar are less important than in a formal 
report, say. In that vein, avoid the cute abbreviations that u mite use when 
txting. 

7. Never hit ‘send’ when you’re angry or irritated. Even if you’ve avoided outright 
rudeness, your irritation will still probably show. 

8. Don’t write a novel. If you have a lot of information to convey, include it in an 
attachment. 

9. Add a signature block with your name, business address, and phone number. 
It’s helpful. 

week 14 continued
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No one likes criticism, especially from those we regard as less able than ourselves. 
But as a writer, it’s one of your best pathways to improvement. 

I come from an advertising background. Most of the time, my instinctive response to 
clients’ criticism was to think “what would you know – you’re not a writer”. 

But they didn’t need to be. They were responding not as writers, but as consumers. 
And from that perspective their opinions were not only valid, but mighty useful. 

At first, I bit my tongue because I had no choice. But over time, I learned to really 
listen to my clients’ feedback – to regard it as a valuable contribution.

These days, I am virtually un-offendable when someone criticises my writing. The 
freedom it gives me is enormous.

Here are some useful principles to guide you:

1. Remember, no one is criticising you. They’re criticising your writing. Two weeks 
from now (possibly even two minutes from now), no one will remember it or care.

When I am abroad, I 
always make it a rule to 
never criticise or attack 

the government of my 
own country. I make 

up for lost time when I 
come home.

Winston Churchill

Welcome criticism.

week 15

continued overleaf

mailto:ken.grace%40departmentofwriting.co.nz?subject=78%20weeks


 |  front  |  email   |  info   | p 25

2. Don’t dismiss your critics as plebeians. Most of what you write will be read by 
people just like them. 

3. Don’t ask yourself whether you agree with the criticism or not. Instead, look 
for the gold in it. 

4. Dig deeper. If someone says “this is boring”, ask where it was most boring for 
them. If you’re defensive or dismissive, you’ll never learn anything (and you’ll 
lose respect).

5. Seek criticism. Have your colleagues test your writing and tell you: a) what 
they think you’re saying (you may be surprised how often what you write is 
ambiguous or unclear); and b) whether they think you’re saying it as well as 
you could.

6. Finally, you be the ultimate judge. It’s your name at the top of the report. 
Don’t sign off on anything that you can’t “own”. 

week 15 continued
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One of the first rules of writing that we’re given is “avoid the passive voice”. 

Most of the time, it’s sound advice. But why? After all, scientific papers use the 
passive voice all the time. “A beaker of kryptonite was placed over a 2cm flame for 
67 seconds. The beaker was then placed near a male subject wearing glasses and 
red and blue underwear ...”. 

All good, clear, passive-voice stuff. And, in the world of scientific papers, more or 
less compulsory.

But what makes the passive voice so useful in science is also what makes it a 
problem in your writing. See, when you look at that passage above, you have no 
idea who placed the beaker over the flame, or who put the radioactive material into 
it, or who did anything at all. (Well, OK, you have a clue who had the beaker placed 
near him, but that’s only because I planted that clue on purpose.) 

The passive voice emphasises the recipient or outcome of the action, rather than 
the agent who caused it. Given that scientists are more interested in the former 
than the latter, the passive voice is very useful in their world. You could say it strips 
away unnecessary and distracting content.

There is such a thing as 
the poetry of a mistake, 

and when you say, 
‘Mistakes were made,’ 
you deprive an action 
of its poetry, and you 
sound like a weasel.

Charles Baxter, Burning Down the House: 
Essays on Fiction 

Don’t just sit there - get active.

week 16
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But we’re not scientists engaged in science. We’re business people, and most of 
our readers are not only interested in the action, but also in who performed it. 
Imagine your company has messed up a customer order and you’re apologising. 
If you write in the passive voice (“mistakes were made”), you’ll just annoy them. 
Write in the active voice, however – “we made mistakes” – and you’ve got a shot 
at repairing the relationship. 

There’s a lot more we could say about the passive versus the active voice, but 
let’s not. Hold onto the thought “my readers want to know who did the doing”, 
and you’ll rarely go astray.

That doesn’t mean never use the passive voice. But it does mean use it sparingly. 
Anything else will have you write like a scientist. And in your world – the world 
of human to human discourse – that’s a cold place to come from.

week 16 continued
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Any time you have the thought “I know there’s a better word for what I just wrote”, 
stop and find that word. In writing, close enough never is.

Don’t assume that “real” writers have no trouble finding the precise word they’re 
after. On the contrary, a real writer struggles where others can’t be bothered or 
give up. The thing to master is knowing when to struggle. Here are 10 techniques 
for nabbing that elusive prey:

1. Write down a handful of choices for the word you’re after; for example, difficult 
/ challenging / problematic. Then pick the word that best fits your intended 
meaning. 

2. Don’t feel you have to avoid repetition. Repetition for emphasis can actually be 
powerful. 

3. If you’re not 100% sure of a word’s meaning, look it up in the dictionary. Don’t 
delude yourself. 99% sure means you’re not sure. Look it up, soldier. 

4. The right word isn’t necessarily the smartest sounding one. It’s the word that 
says what you have to say most clearly and precisely. 

5. Be brutal with yourself. Don’t tolerate vagueness in your writing. It irritates 
readers and has them switch off. 

Any word you have 
to hunt for in a 

thesaurus is the wrong 
word. There are no 

exceptions to this rule.
Stephen King

Find the right word. 

week 17
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6. When you know in your bones that there’s a word for that phrase you just used, 
hunt until you find it. Use Google. Use the person sitting next to you. 

7. Watch for words that look like they might be synonyms, but aren’t. ‘Mitigate’ and 
‘militate’ are far apart in meaning. So are ‘imply’ and ‘infer’. There’s no cast iron 
method for avoiding this kind of mistake, other than using your dictionary often, 
especially at those dangerous times when you’re fairly sure you know a word’s 
meaning. You can also check out the list of frequently confused words at the 
end of this book. 

8. Set your copy aside for a day if you can, then reread it. You’ll often notice words 
that don’t adequately capture your meaning. 

9. Never trust your thesaurus. It groups words that are related, not the same. 

10.  Enjoy the moment. Finding the right word is one of life’s pleasures. It 
transforms writing from a chore to an act of creation – even in business writing. 
And it creates a happy experience for your reader. 

week 17 continued
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In my view mastering the “rules” of grammar doesn’t make that much difference 
to the clarity of your writing. That’s because you already have all the grammar you 
need, bar a few fine points useful in writing. Put another way, the self-appointed 
grammar police frequently talk through a hole in their hats.

Here’s a famous example from linguist Steven Pinker. In Canada, there’s a hockey 
team called the Maple Leafs. More than once, they’ve received letters chiding them 
for their misguided use of the plural. Surely, the writers point out, the name should 
be Maple Leaves.

But Maple Leafs is correct for the same reason that in painting, one still life plus 
another still life adds up to two still lifes. Not two still lives.

You already know this instinctively. Now I’m going to tell you why you’re right.

Still life is a headless compound. It’s a compound because it’s made up of two 
words. It’s headless because the meaning is not made up of the sum of its parts – a 
still life is not made up of a life that is still. (Contrast this with the phrase crooked 
politician, which does refer to a politician who is crooked.)

When a thought takes 
one’s breath away, a 

grammar lesson seems 
an impertinence.

Thomas W. Higginson, US author

Trust yourself on points of 
grammar. 

week 18
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Because a still life does not get its meaning from the word life, nor can it get its 
pluralisation from the word life. This is not a rule of logic, but a comment on 
how English works. Therefore, instead of being pluralised according the rule that 
makes life - lives, it gets pluralised in the usual way that English words do – by 
adding an s.

Same with Maple Leafs.

And that’s where we come to the moral of this story. The fundamental reason I 
spend little time teaching or talking about grammar is that there’s actually not an 
awful lot to say that you don’t already know. 

I’m not saying ignore grammar entirely. If you’re not sure whether to write its or 
it’s, I’d do some work. Same with your vs you’re.

But don’t get your knickers in a twist over things you shouldn’t oughta. You really 
do have a good grasp of English grammar. Really. Stop fretting about the fine 
nuances. Put your attention on delighting your readers, not the grammar police.

week 18 continued
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Winston Churchill gave a speech just after the Blitz in which he told his audience: 
“Never give in. Never give in. Never, never, never, never – in nothing, great or small, 
large or petty – never give in, except to convictions of honour and good sense.”

You can imagine the impact. Those words must have reverberated through the hall 
like a peal of thunder.

Repeating words to emphasise a point can have a similar effect upon your readers. 
For example: “We must never allow a customer to leave our store dissatisfied. 
Never.”

Repetition breaks with the usual business convention of using logic to persuade, 
and shifts you into rhetorical mode. Rhetoric is all about persuading your reader 
using emotion. Great speechwriters rely on it heavily. You can use rhetoric to 
breathe life into your writing.

I have a dream that one day this 
nation will rise up and live out the true 

meaning of its creed: “We hold these 
truths to be self-evident, that all men 

are created equal.”

I have a dream that one day on the 
red hills of Georgia, the sons of former 

slaves and the sons of former slave 
owners will be able to sit down together 

at the table of brotherhood.

I have a dream that one day even the 
state of Mississippi, a state sweltering 
with the heat of injustice, sweltering 

with the heat of oppression, will be 
transformed into an oasis of freedom 

and justice.

I have a dream that my four little 
children will one day live in a nation 

where they will not be judged by the 
color of their skin but by the content    

of their character. 

Martin Luther King, Jr

Use repetition for effect. 

week 19
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Repetition of form can also be powerful, especially when used to contrast one 
thing with another. For example, let’s say you’re writing an email to the accounts 
department regarding the budget for a new office. You may calmly write, “We need 
printers, phones, stationery, furniture and signage.” If that missive goes ignored, 
you may then write – for emphasis – “We need printers, we need phones, we need 
furniture, we need stationery and we need signage. What we have is an empty 
office.”

I say may because you can hear the shift in tone, from calm to forceful and 
emphatic – haranguing even. Obviously, this may annoy the recipient, especially 
if your note is read by others. But if you want to provoke a response, the second 
approach is more likely to deliver.

week 19 continued
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Do you ever have a great idea when you’re in a meeting, or in a taxi, or – dare I say 
it – on the loo, and think “I must write that down before I forget it”? And of course 
by the time you have the means to write it down, you’ve forgotten it!

Many professional writers never go anywhere without a notebook for this very 
reason. You just never know when a thought, a line, a word – a something – will 
occur to you. And you want to capture it at that very moment or risk losing it 
forever.

What’s more, those random thoughts often turn out to be not random at all. Have 
you noticed that when you’ve been toiling away on a problem for some time, often a 
solution will occur to you at a moment when your attention isn’t on the problem at 
all?

Neuroscientists have discovered that unconscious problem solving and decision 
making are way more common than we think (not surprising, perhaps, given that 
both are unconscious!). 

Arnold Bennett was a 
writer I admired. He was 

actually taking notes at 
his father’s deathbed.

Hugh Leonard

Carry a notebook – always.

week 20
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This week’s practice is designed to take advantage of the unconscious work our 
brain does for us. The practice: Always, always, always carry something with 
which to capture your thoughts. It could be a small notebook, a diary or even 
your smartphone. Smartphones have the added benefit of allowing you to capture 
thoughts in multiple ways – as typed notes, as voice memos, or even as snapshots 
of things that inspire you.

If necessary, be willing to interrupt what you’re doing to record a thought.

Of course this practice isn’t just good for writing. It’s also a great way to capture 
any idea you have. But if you don’t already have the habit, be prepared for it to take 
some practice before the habit really becomes second nature.

week 20 continued
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If you want to become a masterful musician, you listen to a lot of really good 
musicians. Want to become a great football player? Watch as many players in the 
Premier League go about their job as you can. And so on.

So this week’s practice is to get your hands on at least one decent book on writing 
and/or editing – and more than that if you can. Here are three books near the top 
of my list.

1. On Writing, by Stephen King. Written with novelists in mind, this is also an 
excellent book for business writers. Part memoir, part meditation on writing, 
and part advice from a master, it’s a compelling read that’s both informative and 
deeply enjoyable.

2. The Complete Plain Words, by Sir Ernest Gowers. You might think that a book 
written soon after WWII, by a Knight of the Realm no less, would have little 
relevance today. But this little volume is a gem. As the title suggests, it was 
written as an antidote to the overblown bureaucratic language so prevalent at the 
time – and still common today. The book has been through numerous reprints 
and revisions and is as vital today as it was in 1951.

One of the really bad 
things you can do to your 

writing is to dress up 
the vocabulary, looking 
for long words because 

you’re maybe a little bit 
ashamed of your short 

ones. This is like dressing 
up a household pet in 

evening clothes.
Stephen King, On Writing

Buy a good book on writing. 

week 21
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3. On Writing Well, by William Zinsser. This masterpiece rails against all the bad 
practices that Zinsser despises, and proposes simple, workable ways to avoid 
them. Clutter, cliché, hackneyed phrases, overblown prose – all come in for a 
blast. Yet it’s the man’s love of writing and plain good sense that you’re left with 
in the end.

One last piece of advice. Excellent as the best style guides are, they’re no substitute 
for reading outstanding prose – whether it’s fiction or non-fiction. Find a book you 
enjoy and study how the writer holds your attention. If they don’t, find a writer who 
does. It may be harder and slower than reading style guides, but the lessons you 
draw from such authors will become part of your very being. 

week 21 continued
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We live in a multicultural world, and it’s a fair bet that some of your readers won’t 
speak English as their first language.

One solution to this has been the development of “international English”. It’s not 
dumbed-down in any way, but it does keep sentence structure simple by:

• Avoiding the use of several clauses and phrases in the same sentence. 

• Breaking long sentences into shorter ones if their length makes them harder to 
understand. 

• Using transition phrases such as “what this means”, “let’s now look at the next 
point”, and so on. 

International English also tends to:

Use simple words: Simple words are generally better known. In any case, using long 
words tends to make you sound stuffy.

Provide time cues around tense: For example, if you say “we will do x”, expand the 
phrase to “we will do x next week”. Adding the time cue (when something will or did 
happen) means your reader doesn’t have to keep track of whether you’re speaking 

I speak two languages, 
Body and English.

Mae West, actress

Write for non-English speakers.

week 22
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about the past, present or future – one of the more complicated things to manage 
when reading a language that’s not your first.

Prefer the active voice: Not “it will be delivered” but “we will deliver it”. Not 
“mistakes were made” but “we made mistakes”.

Avoid slang and colloquial phrases: It’s easy to slip into colloquialisms even when 
writing formally. Think of seemingly innocent phrases like “lift sales”, “shot in the 
arm”, “pick me up (from the airport)” - all of which can be interpreted in unexpected, 
and not necessarily positive, ways.

Provide plenty of bulleted and numbered lists: They make it easy to digest large 
chunks of information and make the text look less daunting.

week 22 continued
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The great writing commentator William Zinnser deplored the overuse of words 
like somewhat, very, a bit, rather and in a sense. These qualifiers – and there are 
a gazillion more, among which will be your own favourites – suck the life out of 
language by leaving your reader wondering what you really believe. You end up 
sounding like a politician trying to avoid answering tough interview questions.

Qualifiers have their place. But when you edit your first draft of any piece of 
writing, they’re an obvious target for removal. Only leave in those that demand to 
be left in. All the others, hunt em down and shoot em.

Your writing will improve dramatically.

He was a bold man 
that first eat an oyster.

Jonathan Swift, satirist

Be bold.

week 23
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However comes in many flavours. Because it always looks the same, it’s easy to 
not recognise the sense in which it’s being used and, as a result, the right way to 
punctuate the sentence in which it sits. So let’s look at its different meanings and 
the appropriate punctuation.

Meaning nevertheless or but.

Good: We wanted to go to the beach; however, it was raining.

Also good: We wanted to go to the beach. However, it was raining.

Bad: We wanted to go to the beach, however it was raining.

Note the semi-colon in the first sentence and the comma after however. Never use 
this construction with a comma before however – it’s called a comma splice and it’s 
ugly. If you’re not comfortable using semi-colons (and for most practical purposes, 
you don’t need to be), breaking the sentence into two, as in number 2 above, is a 
good alternative.

Meaning in whatever manner or to whatever extent.

Good: However you look at it, English is a tricky language.

Also good: English is a tricky language, however you look at it.

There’s nothing out of the ordinary here. We’ll come back to the comma in each 
sentence at the end of this article.

I like them — they are a 
three-quarter beat to the half 

and full beats of commas 
and full stops. Prose has 

its own musicality, and the 
more notation the better. I 

like dashes, double-dashes, 
comashes and double 

comashes just as much. The 
colon is an umlaut waiting 

to jump; the colon dash is 
teasingly precipitous.

Will Self (on semi-colons). 

However you look at it.

week 24
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Meaning on the other hand.

In Breakfast of Champions, Kurt Vonnegut wrote, “The chief weapon of sea pirates, 
however, was their capacity to astonish.” When you put however in the middle of a 
sentence like this, it should have a comma either side of it, as Vonnegut has done 
– and as you would do if you were writing on the other hand instead of however. 
These are called parenthetical commas.

Complicated? It is a bit, isn’t it? My recommendation: re-read the examples above a 
few times until you’ve got it down pat.

And trust your ear. If you read the sentences above, you can hear that the 
punctuation closely reflects the natural pauses that would occur in each one if you 
said it out loud. Those pauses help us keep our meaning clear when we’re talking - 
and they do the same job in writing.

If you want to develop mastery with commas, full stops and even semi-colons, learn 
to listen to writing – especially your own. Then insert punctuation in those places 
that you want the reader to pause, or think they would naturally pause.

week 24 continued
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One of the deeper mysteries of writing for many people is punctuation. Full stops, no 
problem. But commas, semi-colons, colons – forget it!

My advice is to get masterful with full stops and paragraphs, and don’t worry so much 
about anything else. Sure, masterful writers are also masterful with punctuation. But as 
a business writer, you’re more interested in clarity than sparkling virtuosity.

That said, if there’s one piece of punctuation worth struggling over, it’s the 
parenthetical clause. Consider the sentence: Brendon McCullum, who dismantled the 
Indian bowling attack, is the first New Zealander to score 300 runs in a test innings. 

Clear writing demands two commas: one after McCullum and another after attack. The 
first comma signals that you’re about to temporarily diverge from the main thought 
(that Brendon McCullum is the first New Zealander to score 300 runs in a test innings), 
and the second comma alerts the reader that the sentence is about to get back onto the 
main track. 

If you tend to forget one of the commas (chances are it’s the second one), then I 
recommend you read and re-read this week’s practice until you’ve got it. The principle 
is not difficult - you’re simply telling the reader “hey, I’m about to diverge for a 
moment”, followed by “okay, back to the main action again.”

As a tool for helping the reader follow your line of thought, parenthetical commas are 
mighty useful, if not compulsory. 

I suppose this is a trivial matter 
but I do want to object to the 

maddening fuss-fidget punctuation 
which one of your editors is 
attempting to impose on my 

story. I said it before but I’ll say 
it again, that unless necessary for 
clarity of meaning I would prefer 
a minimum of g***amn commas, 
hyphens, apostrophes, quotation 

marks and f****** (most obscene 
of all punctuation marks) semi-
colons. I’ve had to waste hours 

erasing that storm of fly**** on 
the typescript. [Regarding “The 

Monkey Wrench Gang”]

Edward Abbey, Postcards from 
Ed: Dispatches and Salvos from an        

American Iconoclast

Master the parenthetical comma.

week 25
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How important are hyphens? Not very. 

That said, if you want to be a masterful writer, it’s worth paying them some 
attention. So next time you’re grappling with whether or not a hyphen belongs in a 
given word, here’s what to do:

1. First, look the word up in the dictionary. If you can’t find a clear answer there, 
follow the remaining steps.

2. Hyphens may be needed when an adjective that comes directly before a noun is 
made up of more than one word. For example, a well-made suit. 

3. The hyphen isn’t needed when the adjective comes after the noun. This suit is 
well made. Why the different rules? Consider the phrase man-eating shark. 
The hyphen provides one meaning; the absence of hyphen provides another (a 
man eating a shark). 

4. You don’t need a hyphen after an adverb (-ly words generally) that comes before 
a noun. For example, a beautifully made suit. 

If you take the hyphen 
seriously, you will 

surely go mad.
The Oxford Guide to Style

Don’t hyperventilate 
over hyphens.

week 26
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5. Use a hyphen when a word would look weird without one. For example, krill-like. 

6. Use a hyphen to help avoid mispronunciation. Co-worker is preferable to 
coworker, on more than one level.

7. Use hyphens to distinguish words that have different meanings depending on the 
presence or absence of a hyphen. Re-creation is different from recreation (and is 
also pronounced differently). 

Too much to remember? I understand. So here’s a rough rule of thumb that will serve 
you well. If you can avoid using a hyphen, leave it out. If you think there’s any risk of 
ambiguity, stick one in. Either way, relax. Hyphens are useful, but not worth losing 
sleep over.

Trivial fact: Hyphens are disappearing from written English. In 2007, the sixth edition 
of the Shorter Oxford English Dictionary removed the hyphens from 16,000 entries 
including ‘fig-leaf’, ‘pot-belly’ and ‘pigeon-hole’.

week 26 continued
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A good analogy is like a beam of light, illuminating a dark space. It’s also like a whack 
on the head – something the reader will remember.

“I am to dancing what Roseanne is to singing and Donald Duck to motivational 
speeches. I am as graceful as a refrigerator falling down a flight of stairs.” That’s 
Leonard Pitts, an American journalist and music critic, in an article he wrote on 
rhythm.

He could have said “I’m awful at dancing”, but that wouldn’t have been nearly as vivid. 
Rather than just describing his dancing, he uses an analogy to paint a clear, vibrant 
and funny picture. That’s the power of a good analogy.

Like dynamite, analogies should be treated with care, however. Strong as a rock, 
quiet as a mouse, annoying as nails on a chalk board have lost the surprise value that 
makes analogies powerful. The best analogies are memorable. 

Put time and effort into finding powerful analogies and avoiding clichés. Make sure 
your analogies are truly, clearly illuminating your subject further. The more you 
practice this, the more you’ll find analogies naturally and easily pop into your head. 
Your writing will be more vivid, more accessible and more energetic. 

And writing will become more of a pleasure.

A good analogy does not 
just invoke some chance 

resemblance between the 
thing being explained and 

the thing introduced to 
explain it. It capitalizes on 
a deep similarity between 
the principles that govern 

the two things ... the 
more you ponder it, the 

better you understand the 
phenomenon.

Steven Pinker, linguist

Use analogies to illustrate 
your point.

week 27
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My first ‘real’ job (you know, the kind your mum and dad approve of) was as a copy 
editor with a medical publishing company. My role was to take copy written by 
medical researchers and whip it into some semblance of decent English, all the while 
taking care to retain their intended meaning. As a non-scientist, I was forced to give 
up the idea that technical stuff was beyond me or that I needed to grasp every detail 
of the author’s meaning in order to be a useful editor.

Along the way, my supervisor, David Britten (now with Auckland’s Stardome 
Observatory – say “hi” from me if you see him) gave me the best proofreading tip 
I have ever had. “When you’ve finished scouring the page word by word,” he said, 
“scan the page from top left to bottom right, then top right to bottom left, without 
letting your eye rest on individual words. Any typos [mis-spelled words] you missed 
previously will probably jump out at you.”

He was right. The trick, I’ve learned, is to focus not on the words, but on the surface 
that they’re printed on as you let your eyes wander across the page. 

Scanning is not a replacement for careful proofreading. But as a final check it’s hard 
to beat. And as a last resort when you don’t have time to proofread as you should, it’s 
a useful standby. There’s something about switching off the intense, purposeful part 
of the brain and allowing the relaxed, near subconscious side to take a look. Try it. 
You’ll be surprised.

In the first place God made 
idiots. That was for practice. 
Then he made proofreaders.

Mark Twain

Proofread by not reading.

week 28
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One of the first thing junior newspaper reporters learn is to put the most important 
information in a story first.

That’s good advice. But funnily enough, the most important information in a sentence 
should generally come last. That’s where the natural stress lies. Readers place special 
emphasis on the words at the end and take them to be the most significant.

That’s a powerful insight if you’re interested in being a persuasive writer. In fact, 
this single piece of information may be the clue to why people don’t always grasp the 
points you’re trying to make.

Here are three easy ways to make your sentences work hard. Notice how after each 
revision the key information ends up at the very end of the sentence. And notice for 
yourself the difference that makes.

1. The tail chop: Remove peripheral detail from the end.

ORIGINAL: Mr Jones boldly asserted that certain sectors of our society receive 
preferential treatment year after year.

REVISION: Mr Jones boldly asserted that certain sectors of our society receive 
preferential treatment.

Every sentence has a truth 
waiting at the end of it and 

the writer learns how to 
know it when he finally gets 

there.
Don De Lillo, American writer and recipient 

of the 2010 PEN/Saul Bellow Award for 
Achievement in American Fiction

Important stuff last.

week 29
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2. The tail shift: If you can’t chop it, move it to the left.

ORIGINAL: Mr Jones’ view of the world is based on fantasy, in my opinion.

REVISION: In my opinion, Mr Jones’ view of the world is based on fantasy.

3. The right shoe shuffle: Shift important ideas to the right.

ORIGINAL: Whether other people agree with Mr Jones is more important than what he 
thinks.

REVISION: More important than what Mr Jones thinks is whether other people agree 
with him.

week 29 continued
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Hands up who wants to sound smart in their writing? We all do, right?

How do you do that? Easy. Stop trying to sound so smart, Einstein.

In 2005, researchers ran a series of experiments to test readers’ reactions to certain 
kinds of writing. In one experiment, they discovered “a negative relationship between 
complexity and judged intelligence”.

In other words, the more complex the writing, the dumber readers assumed the 
author to be. 

In previous practices, we’ve looked at a number of ways to keep your writing simple 
and clear. They’ve included being a ruthless editor, being specific, and sticking to a 
simple sentence structure. 

If you master nothing else but simplicity, I promise that you will be a clear, effective 
writer. 

Never use abstract nouns 
when concrete ones will 

do. If you mean ‘More 
people died’ don’t say 

‘Mortality rose.’
C.S. Lewis, Letters to Children 

Sound smart by not 
sounding smart.

week 30
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If your mum’s struggling to change a light bulb, you might say to her: “Here, Mum, 
I can manage that.” But if you’re writing a business proposal, notice how that simple 
construction wants to become: “Our firm is skilled in the management of x,” or, 
alternatively, “... the administration of x.”

We think that a long noun, like management or administration sounds more learned 
than the simple verb manage or administer.

Uh, uh. It sounds verbose and pompous. Here are four reasons why.

1.  It’s longer than the alternative. Where two words convey the intended meaning 
equally well, for all practical purposes the shorter word is always more appealing 
to readers.

2.  It demands a more convoluted sentence structure. “Rely on us for the management 
of...” takes seven words. “Rely on us to manage...” takes five.

3.  Verbs are active. They create an image in the reader’s mind of something 
happening. Nouns don’t. Nouns are couch potatoes watching the game; verbs are 
players creating the game.

I believe more in the scissors 
than I do in the pencil. 

Truman Capote

More on simplicity: 
Avoid -ent and -ion words.

week 31
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4.  Management, administration and the gazillion other such nouns that populate your 
typical business proposal are abstract nouns. That is, you can’t detect them with 
your senses – they exist only as ideas or concepts. Unlike concrete nouns such as 
horse, desk, planet or village idiot, which can be seen, touched, smelt, heard and 
tasted. Abstract nouns are to writing what treacle is to wading. They make the 
going tough. 

Now here’s a promise. If you spend the next week ruthlessly removing all the 
unnecessary -ent and -ion words throughout your writing, you’ll start to notice other 
important sounding words that don’t need to be there as well. You’ll notice more 
simplicity and clarity in your writing, and your readers will notice it too.

week 31 continued
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Google has introduced changes in recent times to weed out lower quality websites.

Named Panda and Penguin, the changes target two kinds of website: those that 
provide little fresh, original or substantial content for readers; and those that try to 
rank artificially high in search results by buying links with other, frequently unrelated, 
websites.

Our concern here is the former. Google now punishes websites that deliver:

1.  Stale content.

2.  Content that lacks conviction or original thinking.

3.  Content that’s copied from other websites, even if it’s edited.

Is that bad news? Not really! Look at this from the opposite viewpoint and it’s clear 
that Google is out to reward sites that reward their readers. 

Isn’t that what any good website does?

Panda is watching.
Evan Britten, Business Insider, Australia

Obey the Panda.

week 32
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But here’s the question: even if you’re regularly updating your website, is your content 
of a professional standard? If you’ve been leaving content creation to whoever within 
the organisation is available to write it, read the checklist below (from Google and 
abridged by us), and ask yourself whether that approach is still good enough.

•  Would you trust the information presented in this article?

•  Is this article written by an expert or enthusiast who knows the topic well?

•  Does this article have spelling, stylistic, or factual errors?

•  Does the article provide original content or information, original reporting, original 
research, or original analysis?

•  Does the page provide substantial value when compared to other pages in search 
results?

•  Was the article edited well, or does it appear sloppy or hastily produced?

•  Would you expect to see this article in a printed magazine, encyclopedia or book?

None of this means you necessarily need to pay a professional writer, but you should 
definitely be aiming for fresh, insightful content written to a high standard. That makes 
content creation a serious task that demands time, effort and a degree of skill.

There are no shortcuts.

week 32 continued
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Great radio occurs like a conversation between just two people – you and the person 
at the other end.

Great blogs have a similar quality. They’re intimate, informal, and invite interaction 
between you and the blogger.

Achieving that effect takes work. That may come as bad news if you thought 
blogging was easier and quicker than, say, writing thoughtful reports. Here are eight 
techniques to develop if you want to write the kind of blog that people will keep 
coming back for:

1.  Ask rhetorical questions. “Windows Vista was a dog, wasn’t it?” “John Key’s our 
best Prime Minister ever, isn’t he?” By putting your statements in the form of a 
rhetorical question, you invite your reader to respond – perhaps strongly – to what 
you’ve just claimed.

2.  Be prepared for strong reactions to what you say – and welcome them. You want 
engaged readers, not uninterested ones.

3.  Make your blogs “scannable”. It’s harder to read text on screen than on paper. Use 
sub-headings and bulleted or numbered lists to break text up and make it look less 
daunting. Format your headlines bold so they ping off the page.

My blog is a collection of 
answers people don’t want 

to hear to questions they 
didn’t ask.

Sebastyne Young

Write blogs carefully.

week 33
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4.  Be brief. 

5.  Keep it focussed. A blog shouldn’t try to cover a lot of territory. One argument 
per blog, as a rule.

6.  Get your facts right. Few things will turn off readers faster than discovering 
you don’t know your stuff. Be prepared to back up your claims with robust 
evidence.

7.  Take care with spelling and grammar. “Blog” is not a synonym for 
“unimportant”. In fact, you’re fighting with dozens, if not hundreds, of others 
for your readers’ limited time and attention. Respect that.

8.  Be thick skinned. If you’re worth reading, you’ll get negative as well as positive 
comments. As Oscar Wilde said, the only thing worse than being talked about 
is not being talked about. Negative comments mean you’re being talked about. 
Congratulations!

week 33 continued
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1. Dull content. People don’t care about you or your company. They do care what 
you can do for them. This has always been true. What’s brutal about the web is 
that analytics allow you to see how long (or short) people stay on your site. Go on 
about yourself and watch those “time spent on site” stats plummet.

2. Dull tone. Keep it lively. Share your opinions. Use vigorous language, short 
words, and don’t be afraid to use humour (but not lame jokes). By the way, you 
can be serious and lively at the same time. Just listen to Barack Obama or Martin 
Luther King.

3. Wordiness. Get to the point. Once there, make your point quickly. Then move on.

4. Content obviously written for search engines. You know the stuff. The 
company name or industry segment mentioned five times in the opening 
paragraph. There’s a robotic, repetitive quality to such writing. While it may raise 
your profile in search rankings, what have you achieved if you turn your visitor 
off by dishing up self-serving content?

5. Bad design. Write short paragraphs and plenty of sub-headings. Lay the page out 
with plenty of white space. Reading on screen is harder than reading off paper. 
Good design takes care of that. Bad design will send people running for the hills.

Quality, relevant content 
can’t be spotted by an 

algorithm. You can’t 
subscribe to it. You need 
people – actual human 

beings – to create or 
curate it.

Kristina Halvorson, 
Content Strategy for the Web

Web content’s seven 
deadly sins.

week 34
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6. An unloved website. If you don’t regularly update your website, you have little 
reason to expect people to make repeat visits. Yet the easiest profits in business 
come from existing customers. Refresh your website frequently. 

7. Telling, not showing. Few things turn readers off more than unsubstantiated or 
unmeasurable claims. “Market leader”, “cutting edge”, “state of the art” all tell, but 
don’t demonstrate anything. “The highest selling brand in the market” shows me 
that you’re the market leader. Guess which statement I’m most likely to believe?

week 34 continued
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If you want to add energy to your writing, make a habit of starting sentences with the 
subject + verb construction.

It’s the most common sentence construction in English. The dog (subject) ran (verb). 
The government (subject) messed up (verb). And so on.

As we grow up and become more “sophisticated”, it’s easy to drift away from that 
approach, which can seem a little childlike. The danger is that your writing may 
become stuffed with constructions like this:

ORIGINAL  Never before has a government (subject) acted (verb) so irrationally.

While there’s nothing wrong with this construction, which places the subject and verb 
some way away from the start of the sentence, it should be used sparingly. To keep 
your writing lively, keep the subject and verb at the start of the sentence most of the 
time.

REVISION 1  No government has acted so irrationally before.

Then, to avoid putting peripheral detail at the end of the sentence (see Practice 37, 
“First things last”), delete the word “before” or move it, or the appropriate equivalent, 
to the middle of the sentence.

REVISION 2  No government has ever acted so irrationally.

Easy, eh?

The main thing is to 
keep the main thing the 

main thing.
Stephen Covey

First things first.

week 35
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Here are four occasions where a well-chosen passive sentence is just the right tool for 
the job:

1. For dramatic effect

“Now is the winter of our discontent / Made glorious summer by this sun of York.” 

- You-know-who, Richard III

2. To avoid directly accusing someone of something

“I don’t oppose all wars. My grandfather signed up for a war the day after Pearl 
Harbor was bombed.” 

– Barack Obama, diplomatically avoiding naming names

3. When who’s doing the doing is unimportant or irrelevant.

“Halley’s comet can be seen in the sky soon after dusk.”

4. When you don’t know who did the action.

“A pedestrian was knocked to the ground yesterday by an unidentified assailant.”

This doesn’t mean use the passive voice with gay abandon. But neither do you need to 
fastidiously shy away from it.

Many a tame sentence of 
description or exposition 

can be made lively and 
emphatic by substituting a 

transitive in the active voice 
for some such perfunctory 
expression as “there is” or 

“could be” heard.
Elements of Style (4th edition, 2000, p. 18) 
by Strunk & White. Note their (supposedly 

unintended) use of the passive voice in a 
passage that discourages the passive voice

The passive voice has its place.

week 36
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Want to write faster? Then learn to touch type, fool. 

There are two elements to touch typing. One, you use all your fingers. That puts you 
way ahead of the game already.

Two, you keep your eyes on the screen, not the keyboard. You’d be amazed how much 
time you lose glancing back and forth between the two right now. 

That’s well and good, but how do you break the habit of a lifetime? For a non-touch 
typist, NOT looking at the keyboard is only marginally less terrifying than closing 
your eyes while driving in traffic.

But I tell you, it’s worth the effort.

The first and obvious advantage is that words will get from your fingers to “paper” 
faster. It could save you hours a week. Literally.

People who know about these things also say touch typing is less tiring than non-
touch typing. I believe it.

Touch typing also allows me to type my notes when I’m interviewing people, which 
means I hit the ground running when it comes to writing them up into some order. 

Dear Customer Service: 
First of all, you should 

know that I’m typing this 
with my middle finger.

Anonymous

Learn to touch type.

week 37
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Now you might think that’s a skill whose usefulness is restricted to reporters, but 
think again. How often do you take handwritten notes in meetings? Instructions 
from a boss? What difference would it make if you could type them rather than 
scrawl them out in freehand only to transcribe them later?

The only obstacle to learning to touch type is your resistance to making mistakes. 
Get over that, and you’ll get proficient really fast.

There’s plenty of good, cheap software that you can use to train yourself. Or you 
could just force yourself to look at the screen rather than the keyboard. Then, each 
time you make a mistake, look for the key that you missed – and start again. That’s 
how I taught myself, and if it was good enough for me, etc.

Set aside 15 minutes a day for this so it doesn’t interfere with your work. Then 
start trying it for a minute or two when you’re doing real work. Before you know it, 
your hands will be flying and you’ll be ploughing through your work like a hot knife 
through butter.

week 37 continued
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Writing coaches often emphasise the importance of planning before you begin 
writing. But if you really want to get through your next significant project quickly, my 
advice is to plan well before that even – in fact, you should plan your research.

What do I mean by plan your research? First, schedule enough time to do enough 
research. While that may sound simple, it’s not necessarily easy if you’re pressed for 
time. The temptation can be to do minimal research (to save time) and then begin 
writing, doing any remaining research as you go, and as gaps in your knowledge show 
up.

That’s a false economy. The problem with it is that new information rarely slots into 
a neat gap. More likely, it’ll require you to amend statements you’ve already made or, 
worse, completely rethink some of the things you’ve said elsewhere. That’s a horrific 
waste of time.

Rather than approach research as a chore, then, approach it as an opportunity to 
reduce your writing time – by a lot.

The way to keep your research time to a minimum is to focus. Don’t try to read 
everything you can get your hands on, but selectively read content that relates only to 
what you’re writing about. Just as you want to be brutal when editing your first and 
subsequent drafts, also be brutal when choosing what material to dive into as part of 
your research. 

Give me six hours to 
chop down a tree and I 
will spend the first four 

sharpening the axe.
Abraham Lincoln

Plan your research.

week 38
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If you’re like me, it’ll probably also work best to actually schedule research time in 
your diary, otherwise it’ll become a “when I can find time” phenomenon (code for “a 
few minutes here and there”).

Most of the time, you’ll still have plenty of research material to wade through. But it’ll 
be relevant and useful. Now you can become expert on the subject before you start 
writing.

Do that, and notice how much easier the actual writing suddenly becomes.

week 38 continued
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You’ve undoubtedly heard that in the realm of writing, short is better. Well, in the 
immortal words of Ira Gershwin, it ain’t necessarily so.

In fact, one of the most reliable methods of irritating your reader is to write 
consistently short sentences and paragraphs. It lends writing a childlike, sing-song 
quality that can feel patronising and predictable. 

Paragraphs of equal length also look dull. This is no trivial matter, especially in online 
writing where readers tend to scan the page before reading. Your job, in this world, 
includes creating a visually appealing page that draws the eye in.

When writing for adults, vary the length of your sentences and never be afraid of 
writing even a very long one when it is justified. Likewise, don’t be timid with long 
words. They, too, can add variety and spice to your prose when used judiciously. 

None of this is a justification for overwriting. As always, say what you need to say in 
the fewest words possible. Just don’t feel compelled to break up perfectly good long 
sentences and paragraphs for the sake of keeping them short. 

This sentence has five words. Here 
are five more words. Five-word 
sentences are fine. But several 
together become monotonous. 

Listen to what is happening. The 
writing is getting boring. The sound 
of it drones. It’s like a stuck record. 

The ear demands some variety. 
Now listen. I vary the sentence 

length, and I create music. Music. 
The writing sings. It has a pleasant 

rhythm, a lilt, a harmony. I use 
short sentences. And I use sentences 
of medium length. And sometimes, 

when I am certain the reader is 
rested, I will engage him with a 

sentence of considerable length, a 
sentence that burns with energy 

and builds with all the impetus of a 
crescendo, the roll of the drums, the 

crash of the cymbals–sounds that 
say listen to this, it is important.

Gary Provost

Vary sentence length.

week 39
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Just as varying the length of sentences adds flavour, so does varying their structure.

The familiar subject-verb-object order We sell sausages will always be the mainstay of 
your writing. But if that’s the only way you structure your sentences, a certain monotony 
will set in, as the following paragraph demonstrates.

We sell sausages. We also sell frankfurters. We make them from the best quality 
ingredients. We deliver our products throughout the world. Our company has been 
making meat-based products since 1935.

You get the point. Now look what happens when we vary the sentence structure: 

We sell sausages. If it’s frankfurters you want, we sell them too. All our products are 
made from the best quality ingredients and are delivered throughout the world. We 
launched in 1935 and have been making meat-based products ever since.

Those four revised sentences use the following techniques to provide variation on the 
SVO word order.

• Sentence 1 uses the standard subject-verb-object word order. 
• Sentence 2 begins with an introductory phrase (and rearranges the SVO order).
• Sentence 3 adopts the passive voice.
• Sentence 4 begins with an intransitive verb (a verb that is an action in itself, as distinct 

from a verb that needs an object that the action is done to).

In the early days, we just 
wore black onstage. Very 

bold, my dear. Then we 
introduced white, for 

variety, and it simply grew 
and grew.

Freddie Mercury, lead singer, Queen

Vary sentence structure.

week 40
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My friend John is an accomplished musician and we share a love of jazz. But each of 
us listens to it differently.

How do I know? Because when I’m at his place he’ll put on a piece of music for me, 
and I’ll be letting it wash over me when he’ll say, “Isn’t that bass great!”

But I won’t even have noticed the bass. Unless I make a conscious effort, what I hear 
is a largely undifferentiated river of music, or perhaps the lead instrument but not 
those in the background.

The difference between me and John is that whereas I automatically listen for 
enjoyment, he naturally listens for enjoyment and understanding (which, for him, are 
inextricably linked). In a real sense, John gets more enjoyment from music than I do.

If you want to become a masterful writer, try reading in the same way that John 
listens to music. Whether it’s a book, magazine article, blog or website, look for what 
makes the writing work or not work. When you find a piece of writing you admire or 
enjoy, study the techniques and devices the writer uses for clarity and impact.

Don’t worry about getting it right, or seeing everything there is to see – just get 
interested in what’s going on. What makes this writer different from that one, yet has 
both hold your attention and leave you wanting more?

I must say that I 
find television very 

educational. The minute 
somebody turns it on, 
I go to the library and 

read a book.
Groucho Marx 

Be like John.

week 41
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Better still, imitate your favourite writers. At first you might feel like a fraud, but 
in reality, conscious imitation has you add to your “vocal” range – not swap it for 
someone else’s.

Finally, read more widely. If you like Dan Brown novels, read a science book or 
two. If you like business books, read fiction from time to time. And don’t worry 
about whether it’s “quality” or “literature”. All writing is grist to the mill for 
someone interested in how writing works.

As you develop your ear for prose, you’ll not only get better at noticing what 
makes writing work, you’ll also find yourself incorporating new techniques and 
devices into your prose – and naturally eliminating those that don’t work.

What once seemed difficult and mysterious will become easier and more natural.

What’s more, you’ll have the same experience John does with music: the pleasure 
you get from reading will only increase. Not a bad bonus, is it?

week 41 continued
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Robert Louis Stevenson famously observed that “to travel hopefully is a better thing 
than to arrive.”

Now when was the last time you used hopefully in that sense? More often than not, 
it’s used to mean something like “I hope” – to the despair of many, who feel that this 
is glaringly incorrect and yet another example of how Standards Are Going To The 
Dogs.

The critics are wrong. Hopefully in the “I hope” sense is a particular kind of adverb 
called a disjunct. Disjuncts allow you to succinctly comment on what you’re about 
to say, as opposed to describing the action itself. When Rhett Butler (kids, ask your 
parents) told Scarlett, “Frankly my dear, I don’t give a damn,” he was employing a 
disjunct. When you say “unfortunately, it rained during the picnic”, you’re doing the 
same. 

Rhett Butler was not describing his manner of failing to give a damn (“Not only do 
I not give a damn, my dear, but I fail to do so in a frank manner”) and you are not 
describing the manner in which the rain fell. Frankly and unfortunately indicate a 
stance, an attitude, to what is about to follow. 

I’m looking for backing 
for an unauthorized 

auto-biography that I am 
writing. Hopefully, this will 

sell in such huge numbers 
that I will be able to sue 

myself for an extraordinary 
amount of money and 

finance the film version in 
which I will play everybody. 

David Bowie 

Why hopefully is just fine.

week 42
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If Margaret Mitchell had written: “Speaking frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn,” she 
would have broken one of the fundamental rules of good writing – be brief. 

That’s also why native English speakers reject the allegedly correct alternatives to 
hopefully: namely, it is to be hoped that or I hope that. Besides being long-winded, 
the first is pompous (another writing sin) and the second doesn’t fully capture the 
sense of hopefully, which generally suggests a shared attitude, not just that of the 
speaker.

When we say hopefully, it’ll be fine tomorrow or unfortunately, it rained or sadly, I 
only won the second division prize in Lotto, we’re doing a Rhett Butler and indicating 
our attitude towards the weather or our paltry winnings. Anyone who claims that 
you’re really commenting on the manner in which the events will or did take place 
simply hasn’t done their research. Feel free to invite them to pack up their disjunctive 
ignorance and, runningly, take a jump.

week 42 continued
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One way to train yourself as a writer is to gain the permission of others to edit or 
critique their writing. 

You may think that doing so is arrogant. Who are you, a non-expert, to tell someone else 
what works or doesn’t work about their writing?

Put such thoughts to the side. Instead, give validity to your responses to your colleague’s 
writing. If you find it dull, say so. If something’s unclear to you, report on that. 

In doing so, you will sharpen your eye and ear for writing. And you will be compelled 
to look beyond your initial gut reaction to the reason for it. Why does this passage bore 
me? What might make this paragraph clearer? 

Be as specific as possible, but don’t fear making general observations. “I found it heavy 
going” is a valid and useful response. You don’t have to offer suggestions on how to 
make it not-heavy – but nor should you be timid about making recommendations either. 

Here’s the point: editing your own writing is difficult, not least of all because it’s almost 
impossible to be objective. Editing someone else’s writing is also difficult, but at least 
you won’t be attached to their style, choice of words, favourite phrases, and so on. 

If my critics saw me 
walking over the Thames 

they would say it was 
because I couldn’t swim.

Margaret Thatcher

Critique other people’s writing.

week 43
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That makes editing others’ writing a great training ground for discovering for yourself 
how writing works, and how to make it work even harder. The more you thoughtfully edit 
others’ writing, the more skilled you will become at editing your own. 

Finally, all feedback on writing – whether from an expert or not – is useful. That’s 
because everyone is a reader, and that makes your opinion valid. If you enjoy a piece of 
writing or find it spectacularly convincing, chances are others will too. Conversely, if you 
struggle to understand it, that really is a sign that there’s a problem with the writing. By 
critiquing others’ writing, you’re serving them as much as they’re serving you.

week 43 continued
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By and large, numbers don’t pose many problems for writers. That said, there are a 
handful of conventions worth knowing. Mostly they’re more about aesthetics than 
clarity. Observing them won’t make you a better or clearer writer, but it will mark you 
out as someone who knows what they’re doing, and that’s always good for a writer’s 
credibility.

For numbers 1-9, write the number out. Otherwise, use numerals.

In other words, “This class has nine pupils, but that one has 18.” 

Don’t start a sentence with a numeral. 

“Eighteen pupils were in the room” is the custom. Sometimes you might need to 
rewrite a sentence to make it work. “250,000 screaming fans lined the street” is out. 
“Two hundred and fifty thousand screaming fans lined the street” is painfully long. 
Try “The street was lined with 250,000 screaming fans” instead. 

In formal writing prefer “percent” to “%”. 

“Over 20 percent of people have ears of differing sizes.” Formal. 

“Over 20% of people have ears of differing sizes.” Informal.

Failure to observe this “rule” is not wrong; it simply adds a note of informality to your 
writing. If formality is not important, you can gaily ignore the rule.

I’m writing a book. I’ve got 
the page numbers done.

Steven Wright

Write by the numbers.

week 44

continued overleaf
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Avoid writing two numbers next to each other. 

If a classroom has 15 13-year-olds in it, write it as “fifteen 13-year-olds” (or “15 thirteen-
year-olds”). Trying to make sense of two numerals butted up against each other can be 
confusing. 

Write ordinal numbers in full if they form part of a narrative. 

In other words, “this was the second time she’d done this” (not “this was the 2nd time 
she’d done this”). Observe this rule even if the number is large - “It was our thirty-fifth 
year together”.

week 44 continued
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Good writers trust not only themselves, but also their readers. Weak writers tend to 
say more than necessary to ensure their meaning gets through. 

One giveaway that you’re in the latter camp is what I call word extensions – sneaky 
little words tacked onto the back of perfectly adequate words to ensure your readers 
get your meaning. Examples (with the unnecessary words italicised) include:

returned back
raised up
continue on
repaid back

Seen in isolation like this, the redundancy is obvious. It’s less obvious when the two 
words are separated as in, “He lent me ten dollars, but I repaid it back to him the next 
day.”

It takes discipline to leave the unnecessary word out, but it’s a discipline worth 
mastering.

Be sincere, be brief, 
be seated.

Franklin D. Roosevelt

Trust your readers, 
trust your words.

week 45
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It also takes a finely-tuned ear to know when this practice doesn’t or may not apply. 
For example, most English speakers now draw a distinction between “meet” and “meet 
with”. The first suggests an encounter (“I met him at the airport and drove him into 
town”), whereas “meet with” suggests a structured meeting, often with a particular goal 
in mind (“I met with him to negotiate a new contract”). On that basis, “meet with” is 
defensible because it allows us to express a different shade of meaning from “meet”.

Compare that with “repaid” versus “repaid back”. Can you hear a difference in meaning? 
Me either. That makes “repaid back” bad writing. 

week 45 continued
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Well, which is it? Login or log in? Setup or set up?

The answer is, it depends. You log in to your computer by entering your login. You 
set up new software via a setup. (If you hang out – not hangout – with criminals, you 
might also get set up via a setup.) 

Log in and set up are verbal phrases. Login, and setup, on the other hand, are nouns. 
Verbal phrases are always two words, never one.

English is full of verbal phrases. You load up the car, put in your two cents’ worth, 
pick up the groceries and may turn over your passport if you’re ever given bail on a 
serious charge. 

Just as you would never write any of those last four examples as a single word 
(“loadup the car, will you?”), nor should you ever tell anyone to login to their 
computer or backup their data. 

The word “good” has many 
meanings.  For example, 

if a man were to shoot his 
grandmother at a range of 

five hundred yards, I should 
call him a good shot, but not 

necessarily a good man.  
G.K. Chesterton

Login vs log in.

week 46
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So far, so simple. But then what about this: you don’t in put an input, you input it. 
Doesn’t that break the rule?

Not at all. Input (the verb, made up of the preposition in and the verb put) reverses 
the order of login, which is verb first followed by preposition. English speakers treat 
the two differently. If the verb was put in, it would be natural to break the word into 
its component parts – and of course that’s exactly what we do when we say put in 
(which is actually a verb phrase) your two cents’ worth. Likewise with upload versus 
load up. Or upscale / scale up, overturn / turn over. 

One last point. When you tell someone to log in via their login, you can hear the 
difference. Log in has a slightly longer o than login. As is so often the case, the ear is 
a powerful ally for a careful writer. 

week 46 continued
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Science fiction master Robert Heinlein once said: “You must finish what you write.” 
His point: endless revisions are just that – endless. Somewhere, you have to say “this 
is finished”.

So you can’t be a perfectionist. Sorry.

How do you know when you’re done? When your last revision made little difference. 

At this point, your piece may still be far from perfect. But here’s what. It’s got as good 
as it’s going to get.

Stop revising and do a proofread-slash-spell check. Remember, proofreading is not 
revising; it’s what you do to pick up errors, not to seek opportunities to finesse your 
prose. 

Once your proofread is done, hit “print” or “send” or whatever else is appropriate. 
Then move on to the next task. 

You got to know when 
to hold ‘em, know when 
to fold ‘em, know when 

to walk away and know 
when to run.

Kenny Rogers

Know when to stop.

week 47
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Remember when your school teacher said “one thought per paragraph”? She was 
suggesting that paragraphs should be used as a kind of signal. New paragraph equals 
new topic or thought. She may also have told you that each paragraph should have a 
beginning, a middle and an end.

But if that’s the only way you use ’em, you’re limiting your options. Paragraphs are 
also a great way to give your reader a chance to draw breath. 

When you look at paragraphs from that viewpoint, it’s liberating. Sure, keep using 
them to indicate a new topic. And if you’re so inclined, give them a beginning, middle 
and an end. But don’t get stuck with that. Use them, too, simply to break up your text; 
to let your reader draw breath. 

Use them to vary the size of each block of text by writing short paragraphs, like this.

It’s a considered and considerate way to write, and your readers will appreciate it.

A paragraph is to a writer 
what a quick intake of 

breath is to a singer – a 
little interruption that 

makes possible refreshed 
continuation.

William Safire

Give your reader a breather.

week 48
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This piece of advice comes from Ernest Hemingway, who knew a thing or two about 
writing. His advice, offered to readers of Esquire magazine in 1935, went like this:

The best way is to read it all every day from the start, correcting as 
you go along, then go on from where you stopped the day before. When 
it gets so long that you can’t do this every day read back two or three 
chapters each day; then each week read it all from the start. That’s how 
you make it all of one piece.

As a business writer, you won’t do this unless you’re writing a book. But when you 
come back from lunch, re-read your morning’s work before continuing. Or the last 
section of the document. Enough – however much you read – to re-engage with the 
tone, rhythm, pace and logic of what you’ve been writing, and maintain its continuity. 
And, with a bit of luck, also pick up opportunities to correct and improve what you’ve 
already written.

If you’re like me, it’ll also help you find the next thing to say. A common cause of 
writer’s block is not being clear where you are in your train of thought. Re-reading 
solves that problem – and can clear the blockage faster than a bottle of Drain-o.

It is the quality of our 
work which will please 

God and not the quantity.
Mahatma Gandhi

When it’s time to work again, 
read what you’ve written so far.

week 49
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When you write for an “audience”, you risk writing for no one, and having your copy 
end up bland and forgettable. An audience doesn’t read your writing. A person does. 
Write for him, or her.

That may mean doing the thinking to figure who that person is. If I’m writing CVs for 
a bid document, for example, I generally assume my reader is an expert in the subject 
area, intelligent, and pressed for time. I don’t necessarily see an actual person in my 
mind’s eye – and nor do I need to. Those assumed attributes have me write concisely, 
only occasionally spelling out why the subject’s career experience is relevant. If my 
reader’s knowledgeable, intelligent and pressed for time, they don’t need me to spell 
that out, nor will they appreciate it.

In my mind’s eye, that person is in front of me, listening to the words I’m typing. I’m 
having a conversation with them.

That has me anticipate their concerns and questions. It keeps my writing from 
becoming too formal or stiff. And it takes the heavy significance out of writing, 
freeing me up to talk like a human being. 

You can also imagine you’re writing for someone who really does exist – like your 
mum, or your boss, or James in accounting, as long as they’re representative of the 
people who’ll read your piece.  

The important thing is to somehow create for yourself the experience of writing for 
one person. The clearer and more distinct you make them, the more likely it is that 
your writing will engage and interest your readers. And the easier writing will be.

I’m always pretending that 
I’m sitting across from 

somebody I’m telling them 
a story, and I don’t want 

them to get up until it’s 
finished.

James Patterson

Write for your mother.

week 50
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George Orwell once said “never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of speech 
which you are used to seeing in print”.

If you’re not a confident writer or you’re pushed for time, this advice may be hard 
to follow. It can be tempting to lean on the familiar to make sure you’re at least not 
screwing up.

But one of the deadliest writing sins is to be hackneyed and cliched. 

Stop reaching for the cold, dead, empty phrases that you know so well. Deny yourself 
permission to say “going forward”, “outside the box”, “new paradigm”, and keep looking 
until you’ve found a phrase that says the same thing newly. It may take time; do it 
anyway. 

It’ll force you to think. It’ll force you to take risks. It’ll force you to discover your own 
voice.

It’ll force you to be a writer.

I refuse to believe that 
Hendrix had the last 

possessed hand, that Joplin 
had the last drunken 

throat, that Morrison had 
the last enlightened mind.

Patti Smith

Be fresh.

week 51
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As you write your first draft and are busily ignoring that internal editor, you don’t 
want to be then distracted by another, external one. So turn off your word processing 
app’s automatic grammar and spell checker – you know, that officious little 
schoolteacher that underlines your “errors” in squiggly red and blue lines for you.

Much of the time, what it calls “wrong” is fine anyway. So that limits its usefulness. 
More to the point, the last thing you need is someone – even a machine – correcting 
your first draft. 

Turn it off and get writing. Freely, distracted only by the smell of that freshly brewed 
coffee and the combination of fine and not-so-fine words springing forth before your 
eyes as you type.

Nanny Ogg knew how to 
start spelling ‘banana’, 

but didn’t know how 
you stopped.

Terry Pratchett, Witches Abroad

Turn off spelling and 
grammar checker.

week 52
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I know, I know. One of the things I always tell my students to avoid is writing an 
outline before they start. So why am I now contradicting myself?

Although I say writing an outline creates a set of handcuffs that restrict my ability to 
think as I write, I can only speak for myself. Some people find writing an outline first 
frees them up. So why not see which approach works best for you? 

Writing an outline shouldn’t be time consuming, and nor do you want to overthink it. 
Jot down a main heading followed by sub-headings, or chapters if it’s a sufficiently 
long work. Underneath each subheading, note the main points that will be covered in 
that section. Don’t worry about making it word perfect – the outline is for your use 
only.

If you’re technically minded, check out the web for mind mapping software, which can 
also double as a tool for mapping the structure of a document. 

Once you begin writing, don’t let your outline dictate terms. You created it to get you 
started and to help you think – and now that you have started and your thinking is 
evolving, feel free to reorder, delete or add sections as needed. 

Well, I outline fanatically. 
I am a long thinker and a 

slow writer, though I am 
trying to get faster.

William Landay

Write an outline.

week 53
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This week’s practice is an almost direct steal from author Neil Gaiman. It’s one of the 
best pieces of writing advice you’ll ever hear. 

Judging your own writing is a bitch. You’re too close to it, my friend. Passages 
that you think are crystal clear will be totally murky to others. Sentences that 
in your mind sparkle with wit and vibrancy will have others turning up their 
noses from their overwhelming stench. 

That’s just how it goes.

As a writer of fiction (as Gaiman is), you could – if you were bloodyminded – say “the 
heck with it, I’ll write as I damn well please and the public can conform to my ideals.” 
But as a business writer, that would be worse than bloodyminded; it would be suicidal. 

So when someone tells you they don’t understand that sentence, or they think that 
passage is dull, or they’re not convinced by your argument, make them right. Because 
they are right. They really don’t understand that sentence, they do find that passage 
dull, and they really are unconvinced by your argument. And your job is to have them 
understand, be interested and be convinced.

But don’t listen to a word they say about how to fix it. Unless they’re a skilled writer, 
their advice will be random at best. What’s more, they have nothing at stake here, so 
their advice will also probably be shallow. 

No, you figure out how to fix it. Then fix it. 

Advice is what we ask for 
when we already know the 
answer but wish we didn’t.

Erica Jong

When people tell you it doesn’t 
work, they’re right. When they tell 
you how to fix it, they’re wrong.

week 54
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It’s smart to run your copy past another person, unfamiliar with the project you’re 
working on, before unleashing it on an unsuspecting world. That person will often 
spot glaring errors, clunky passages and unclear statements that you totally missed.

But simply asking someone “what do you think of this?”, then thrusting a handful of 
pages under their nose, invites a glib response. Typically, people will say “I like it” or 
“I don’t like it” or some version thereof. 

Try this instead. Think about the most burning question you want an answer to. Do 
you want to know if the piece is as clear as it can be? Then ask your recipient what 
they think its main points are (or some version of this). Are you concerned that it’s 
too wordy? Then ask them to tell you, on a scale of 1-10, say, how much of a page 
turner they found it.

Note that with both these examples, you’re not asking the recipient if they think your 
piece is clear or overwritten. Never ask your beta tester what they think of your 
writing – they’ll either give you the answer they think you want or they’ll give you 
advice about how to make it better. Both useless responses.

The key is to ask your tester a question that reveals what they’re getting (or not) from 
your writing, which is distinct from what they think of the writing itself. It’s like a 
chef asking someone if they can taste the salt in their soup. That’s more useful than 
someone stating whether they like the soup or not, or even if they think the soup is 
salty enough, because it gives information uncoloured by opinion, which the chef can 
act on.

He was too good. I 
would suggest to his next 
opponent that he doesn’t 

look to me for advice.
Andre Agassi

Don’t ask people what they 
think of your writing.

week 55
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Our local cinema sent me an email newsletter recently describing an upcoming film 
as “a generous, ponderous story about love, life and getting older”.

I have an idea what the writer meant by “ponderous”. If “ponder” is another word 
for “think”, then surely a ponderous movie is one that is either thoughtful or thought 
provoking.

But that’s not what ponderous means – at all. It means heavy, clumsy, slow. The writer 
made the classic mistake of reaching for a word without being crystal clear on its 
meaning. My reaction: I found myself questioning their judgement as a movie critic.

I’m not recommending that in your writing you therefore stick only to the words you 
already know. My recommendation is that you use a dictionary to check the meaning 
of words that you’re not totally confident of. There’s no shame in using a dictionary 
frequently – in fact, doing so allows you to use more words than you otherwise might, 
giving your writing a greater range of expression. 

Not using a dictionary, on the other hand, risks having you thought of as lazy and 
ignorant. And who’s to say that a reader making that judgement wouldn’t be right?

If a word in the dictionary 
were misspelled, how 

would we know?
Steven Wright

Use a dictionary.

week 56
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Do you use a thesaurus when you’re struggling for just the right word? When you want a 
synonym for a word you’ve just used so you can avoid repeating it?

Nothing wrong with that. But a word of warning: the words a thesaurus throws up as 
substitutes to the one you keyed in are not necessarily substitutes at all: they’re simply 
related.

For all that it does well, one thing a thesaurus doesn’t do is explain nuances of meaning. 
For example, the online thesaurus I’m using as I write this article offers the following 
related words for “intelligent”: quick, ready, precocious, searching, trenchant, scintillating, 
agile, nimble, apt, clever, bright, smart, brainy, brilliant, smart as a whip, natural, innate, 
smart, prehensile, reasoning, thinking, rational, healthy, level-headed, well-informed.

Now, think about which of those words you’d use to describe Einstein and which you’d use 
to describe the four-year-old Mozart. To call Einstein “precocious” – to take one example – 
would be weird. Not so the young Mozart, though.

So simply substituting your first choice word for the one you find in the thesaurus will 
have your writing sound strange, like a singer who’s always slightly off key.

Where a thesaurus can be mighty useful is when you’re trying to recall a word that just 
won’t come to mind. But if you want to expand your vocabulary, choose a dictionary that 
explains the differences in meaning among related words. 

That said, a wide vocabulary is not the most important attribute of a good writer; clarity 
and concision count for way more. Or, should I say, limpidness plus pithiness signify 
considerably further.

What’s another word for 
Thesaurus?

Steven Wright

Beware the thesaurus.

week 57
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Every statement you make has the potential of provoking a question from your 
reader. You tell me your company grew by 20 per cent last year; now I’m wondering 
how you did that and whether it was a oncer. You say you guarantee your products’ 
performance, and I ask myself how long that guarantee is good for.

Good writers anticipate readers’ questions. But how?

First, you take it as a given that your reader will have questions. This is something 
that fiction writers not only understand, but use to hold the reader’s attention for the 
length of the story.

In Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn, for example, one burning question is whether 
Huck will betray the slave Jim to his owner, Mrs Watson. Later, the question becomes 
will he and Jim escape Jim’s would-be captors? Twain doesn’t ask these questions 
outright, and nor does he need to. The reader does that job.

When writing a report, email, proposal or any other business document, it’s easy to 
get so caught up in making your points that you forget to see things from the reader’s 
viewpoint. Step back, frequently, and ask yourself what questions your statements are 
likely to provoke, and which would damage your case if left unanswered. 

Then answer them.

The scientist is not a 
person who gives the right 
answers, he’s the one who 

asks the right questions.
Claude Lévi-Strauss

Anticipate your readers’ 
questions.

week 58
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I don’t know about you, but I find it easier to read writing that sounds pleasing. Awkward, 
jarring phrases, even where the meaning is crystal clear, somehow make life more difficult.

Business writing is, at heart, rhetoric. More often than not, its job is not simply to state things 
clearly, but also to persuade the reader of something. So while clarity is a prerequisite, it’s not 
necessarily enough to carry the day.

If you want to win your reader over, listen to your writing. The best way to do this is to 
actually read it out loud to yourself. If that’s not feasible, then read it “out loud” in your head. 
And listen not only for the sense of it, but for the rhythm, cadence, and ebb and flow of it. 

You’ll notice awkward sentences and phrases; ones that make good sense, but just sound ugly. 
Case in point: I wrote that previous sentence originally as two sentences. But to my ear, the 
pause between them was too long. Replacing the full stop with a semi-colon takes care of that.

Here’s the other benefit. The more carefully you listen to the sound of your writing, the more 
your own, distinctive voice will emerge. That’s a big deal. Ordinary writers tend to occupy a 
no-man’s-land which, while not incompetent, is not memorable either – like those singers on 
talent shows who can hit all the notes but still, mysteriously, leave you cold. 

As you gain confidence in writing the way you write, you may find that your words begin 
having a greater impact than before. You may not be the most talented writer on the block 
(however such things are measured), but you’ll have a style that draws people in and holds 
them. 

Achieve that, and you’re halfway there.

I’m always relieved when 
someone is delivering a 
eulogy and I realize I’m 

listening to it.
George Carlin

Listen.

week 59
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One of the first principles of being in a comedy duo is that you can’t have two funny 
guys or women. Someone has to be the straight person, feeding lines that allow the 
other one to crack jokes.

This principle also applies to writing. If you’re reporting on something dramatic, play 
it straight and let the facts speak for themselves. Adding drama to drama only creates 
melodrama – which is no drama at all. Understatement, on the other hand, actually 
heightens the drama. Here’s the opening sentence of John Hersey’s classic nonfiction 
book Hiroshima:

At exactly fifteen minutes past eight in the morning, on August 6th, 1945, 
Japanese time, at the moment when the atomic bomb flashed above 
Hiroshima, Miss Toshiko Sasaki, a clerk in the personnel department at 
the East Asia Tin Works, had just sat down at her place in the plant office 
and was turning her head to speak to the girl at the next desk.

On the other hand, if what you have to say is not dramatic, feel free to create drama 
with your language. Read the glorious passage on the left and note the wonderful 
image at the end.

Oh! but he was a tight-
fisted hand at the 

grindstone, Scrooge! a 
squeezing, wrenching, 

grasping, scraping, 
clutching, covetous old 

sinner! Hard and sharp 
as a flint, from which 

no steel had ever struck 
out generous fire; secret 
and self-contained, and 

solitary as an oyster.
Charles Dickens, A Christmas Carol

Use understatement for drama.

week 60
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Writing is the ultimate in democratic skills. Everyone can do it and, thanks to the 
internet and social media, everyone can be heard. You can express your thoughts in 
minutes and in even less time have them available to the world.

The implications for small business owners are immense. Historically, marketing 
has been expensive. But today, the cost of marketing can be dramatically reduced if 
you’re willing to do your own website design and copy. Add in a smartphone and you 
can even create your own video. And when you don’t want to do it yourself, you can 
crowdsource it and have it done for peanuts. 

Sounds like nirvana, right? Not necessarily. Notice the sameness, the dullness, the 
uninspiredness and predictability of most business websites. Notice the lack of 
originality of so many blogs; the absence of a strong, confident voice or point of view. 

There’s nothing wrong with doing it yourself. But that doesn’t mean doing it well is 
easy. In fact, in a world that’s drowning in information, I say it’s phenomenally tough.  

“Poirot,” I said, “I have 
been thinking.” 

“An admirable exercise,  
my friend. Continue it.”

Agatha Christie, Peril at End House

Think.

week 61
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Here are four principles to be guided by:

1. A logo does not equal a brand.

2. A website does not equal a digital presence.

3. A Facebook page does not equal an engaged community.

4. A press release does not equal press coverage.

Principle five – which is actually the great kahuna of all these principles – is that 
strategy trumps tactics every time. Your only chance of creating a distinctive, 
authentic voice that others will be drawn to is to do the thinking up front.

Technology can’t help you here. Fast, cheap, and easy can’t help you. Strategy 
will provide you with direction, discernment, and differentiation.

Do you want to fit in, or do you want to stand out? If the latter, you have some 
serious work to do. There are no shortcuts. 

week 61 continued
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One of the gravest writing sins is wordiness. But how do you judge such a nebulous 
concept? Is Hamlet overdoing it when he takes 276 words (count ’em) to weigh up 
whether it’s better to live or to top himself? In lesser hands than Shakespeare’s, he 
certainly would be. But To be or not to be is unarguably a jewel of English literature. 
Abbreviate it at your peril, sirrah.

Other instances are clearer cut. For example, when a radio reporter updated the 
status of the Fukushima Daiichi nuclear plant in 2012 with the words it’s worse than 
what authorities thought, she committed a sin that justifies severe punishment. The 
word what in that phrase is redundant and, to many listeners, beyond ugly. Worse 
than they thought does the job with infinitely more elegance.

While picky, the example above demonstrates one of the dangers of wordiness. It may 
not just tire your readers, but also have them regard you as a dunce.

If you would be thought intelligent and perceptive, take a steely look at your prose 
then take a knife to anything that does not have to be there. It’s not a guarantee of 
success, but it’s a damn fine start.

A designer knows he has 
achieved perfection not 

when there is nothing left 
to add, but when there is 

nothing left to take away.
Antoine de Saint-Exupery

How much is too much?
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There’s nothing wrong with abstract words like efficiency, productivity and service. 
Concrete words are also your friends: widgets, employee, water cooler. Here’s where 
you don’t want to get stuck – halfway between concrete and abstract.

That’s the place where layoffs are called employee redeployment and an airplane 
crash is called involuntary conversion of a 727 (I’m not making this up; it actually 
happened).

It’s the place where concrete things and actual events are expressed in abstract terms. 
It’s the place that leaves readers neither seeing nor understanding what you’re talking 
about. 

Good writers are adept and moving instantly between the top of the ladder (where 
words are abstract) and the bottom (where they’re concrete). Here’s an example from 
Jonathan Bor on a heart transplant operation: 

A healthy 17-year-old heart [concrete] pumped the gift of life 
[abstract] through 34-year-old Bruce Murray Friday, following a four-
hour transplant operation that doctors said went without a hitch.

Don’t mess with 
Mr In-Between.

Harold Arlen and Johnny Mercer, 
Accentuate the Positive

Don’t get stuck in the middle 
of the ladder of abstraction.
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This rule is not as daunting as it may look. A compound sentence has two 
independent clauses joined by a conjunction (and, but, or). For example: The business 
was launched in 2000, and the couple who launched it are now billionaires. Note the 
two (independent) subjects in this sentence, business and couple. 

A compound predicate, on the other hand, has two clauses that share the same 
subject, and it does not require a comma. For example: The business was launched in 
2000 and it flourished for over a decade. 

This is one of those fine points of writing which, if ungrasped, will not irreparably 
damage your reputation. But for anyone committed to being a masterful writer, it’s 
well worth grasping. Careful readers will notice it, and less careful readers will just 
find your writing that little bit easier to follow. 

The rule is: Don’t use 
commas like a stupid 

person. I mean it.
Lynne Truss, Eats, Shoots & Leaves

Use commas in compound 
sentences and omit them in 
compound predicates.
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This week’s tip comes from author and Partisan Review editor Dwight Macdonald, 
who novelist Norman Mailer called “one of the best teachers of writing in the world.”

Macdonald said he got the tip from an editor at Fortune magazine, and he describes it 
as “the great basic principle of organization.”

“I remember when an editor, Ralph Ingersoll I think, casually explained this trick 
of the trade to me, that my first reaction was ‘obviously’, my second ‘but why didn’t 
it ever occur to me?’ and my third that it was one of those profound banalities 
‘everybody knows’ – after they’ve been told.”

Of course, many writing techniques are obvious. Their power lies not in their 
obscurity but in the freedom they bring when you’re struggling with a piece of prose. 
For example, if a passage feels overblown, try eliminating adjectives and adverbs. 
(Obvious.) Likewise, if an article simply isn’t hanging together as it should, this 
technique may provide a solution. Look and see if a little reorganisation, placing 
things on the same subject in the same place, would make a difference. 

Bring to the act of 
writing all of your craft, 

care, devotion, lack of 
humbug, and honesty of 

sentiment. And then write 
without looking over your 

shoulder for the literary 
police. Write as if your life 
depended on saying what 
you felt as clearly as you 
could, while never losing 

sight of the phenomenon to 
be described. If something 
feels bad to you, it is bad.
The Spooky Art: Thoughts on Writing. 

Random House, 2003

Put everything on the same 
subject in the same place.
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If you have trouble writing powerful emails that say exactly what you want, here’s a 
simple technique that could save your bacon.

It starts with not worrying about trying to get it right. Instead, start by writing what 
you think you are trying to say. Don’t worry about whether it’s really what you’re 
trying to say. 

As you write, you’ll probably feel that you’re producing rubbish. Good. That’s the idea.

Keep writing. 

Keep writing until what you really want to say emerges. Don’t try to force it. It will 
happen - promise. Now make that the start of your email. If you’re lucky, it may even 
be all you need to say. 

Here it is in five steps:

1. Write what you think you want to say.

2. Notice how bad it is. 

3. Don’t worry about how bad it is.

4. Keep writing, while looking for the words that capture what you want to say.

5. When you see them, make them the start of your email.

Please figure this out and 
get back to me asap, even 
though it would take me  
less time to do it myself 

than to write this email.
Unknown

Five steps to writing killer emails.
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You’ve probably heard that the word you is potent, and possibly know that the only 
word that sounds more magical to your readers is their actual name.

I certainly recommend you use the word freely, especially in one-on-one 
communications. But simply bandying it around without any thought to why you’re 
doing will probably have you sounding false and smarmy. 

So here’s the real tip: Master seeing things from your reader’s point of view. When 
you do that, you’ll be more likely to say you’ll receive your order on Wednesday than 
we’ll send your order out on Tuesday. More likely to say can you please have the 
report to me on Thursday than I need the report by Thursday. 

Notice the different tone in both cases. Where “you” is present, the tone is inclusive 
and warm. Where it’s not – especially in the second case – it’s distant and pushy. 

It’s harder to be rude, negative, distant, cold or vague when you’re addressing a you. 
You pulls for clarity and courtesy. It forces you to see things from your reader’s 
viewpoint. And it’s a heck of a lot more interesting for your reader than hearing about 
you all the time!

If you want to be a persuasive writer, get off your high horse and look your reader in 
the eye.

I can’t write without a 
reader. It’s precisely like a 

kiss - you can’t do it alone.
John Cheever

Get yourself out of the picture.
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In 1965, Terry C. Smith published How to Write Better and Faster. One of his tips – 
and a mighty fine one at that – was the one you see here.

One of the ironies of life is that the harder you try to impress others, the worse 
the outcome will probably be. The way to do a great job is to focus on doing what’s 
required, rather than what will look good.

As a business writer, what’s required above all is that you write clearly. Keep your 
attention on that and everything else will take care of itself.

In my experience, writers who write to impress end up drawing attention to their 
style and detracting from the message itself. It’s irritating and never, ever persuasive.

Abraham Lincoln’s Gettysburg Address is 268 words long, takes two to three minutes 
to read, and 150 years on is still one of the greatest demonstrations of simplicity and 
brevity you could hope to read.

Lincoln was preceded at Gettysburg by Edward Everett, considered one of the 
foremost orators of the time. Everett’s speech ran to 13,607 words, took two 
hours, and was full of grand words and high falutin’ phrases. Today, hardly anyone 
remembers a word of it.

Four score and seven years ago our fathers brought 
forth on this continent a new nation, conceived in 

Liberty, and dedicated to the proposition that all 
men are created equal.

Now we are engaged in a great civil war, testing 
whether that nation, or any nation so conceived 

and so dedicated, can long endure. We are met on 
a great battlefield of that war. We have come to 

dedicate a portion of that field, as a final resting 
place for those who here gave their lives that that 

nation might live. It is altogether fitting and proper 
that we should do this.

But, in a larger sense, we cannot dedicate – we 
cannot consecrate – we cannot hallow – this 

ground. The brave men, living and dead, who 
struggled here, have consecrated it, far above 

our poor power to add or detract. The world will 
little note nor long remember what we say here, 

but it can never forget what they did here. It is 
for us the living, rather, to be dedicated here to 

the unfinished work which they who fought here 
have thus far so nobly advanced. It is rather for us 

to be here dedicated to the great task remaining 
before us – that from these honored dead we take 

increased devotion to that cause for which they 
gave the last full measure of devotion – that we 

here highly resolve that these dead shall not have 
died in vain – that this nation, under God, shall 

have a new birth of freedom – and that government 
of the people, by the people, for the people, shall not 

perish from the earth.

Abraham Lincoln

Write to express, not impress.
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As you know, the principle purpose of this book is to help you write more clearly and 
elegantly.

In that vein, today’s tip is to never, ever completely trust the spellchecker on your 
word processor. While it’s a handy tool indeed, and has certainly saved me from 
countless embarrassing typos, it can’t save you from the kind of error in the first 
sentence of today’s post.

That word principle should be principal. 

The only way to avoid such mistakes is by rote learning or referring to a dictionary 
whenever you’re not sure. 

To help you, I’ve included a list of the more troublesome confused pairs of words in 
an appendix at the end of this book. 

Spell check will not fined 
words witch are miss used 

butt spelled rite.
Love2Edit

Don’t trust your spellchecker.
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The worst time to edit your own work is immediately after you’ve written it. 
Whatever had you write the way you did is still present, and your chances of looking 
with a fresh pair of eyes are low. 

I know what you’re thinking: “Does he seriously think I have time to do it any other 
way?” Well, yes, I do. It might take being more organised – for example, by not leaving 
the writing to the last minute or by training the people around you to accept that you 
do not rush important writing jobs. 

So here’s my advice. When you have an important writing job before you, schedule 
time – overnight at a minimum – to simply do nothing with it after you’ve got it to a 
point you’re satisfied with. 

Then review it one last time. You’ll be surprised how many opportunities you discover 
to say what you’ve said more succinctly, more elegantly and more persuasively.

I’m a slow walker, but I 
never walk back.

Abraham Lincoln

Let it marinate.
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A well-chosen simile or metaphor can do wonders for what may otherwise be an 
unmemorable argument. An American judge, Mark Painter, cites the following vivid 
example: 

In one recent case, the issue was whether a pizza delivery driver was an 
employee or an independent contractor. The appellant argued that because 
he paid for his own gas, used his own vehicle, and could use whatever route 
he wished, he was an independent contractor. The appellee stated that 
servers in the restaurant, admittedly employees, also were not told which 
way to go between tables to deliver their orders—the driver was simply a 
“waiter on wheels”. That phrase found its way into the opinion.

You can hear for yourself that up until that phrase “waiter on wheels”, the entire 
argument, while clear and coherent, is hardly striking. Somehow, though, “waiter 
on wheels” not only brings the argument vividly to life, it also makes it much more 
convincing.

Great similes and metaphors also have an element of surprise and, sometimes, 
humour, both of which are disarming. “Waiter on wheels” is a winner on both counts, 
and as a result it’s hard to resist the point that it’s being used to make.

All slang is metaphor, and 
all metaphor is poetry.

GK Chesterton

Use similes and metaphors to 
bring your argument to life.
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Commas don’t inherently muddle meaning, of course. But when they’re used 
inappropriately, as in this week’s headline, they do.

If you say the cat, which had been sunning itself on the window ledge, suddenly ran 
off when it heard a dog bark, your reader knows that the clause beginning with which 
is a relative clause. That is to say, it tells you something new about the cat under 
discussion.

If you’re in the habit of plonking down a comma before every which that you write, 
however, you’ll end up in trouble. They believe there are things, which one should 
never talk about doesn’t make sense, unless the writer’s saying one should never talk 
about things.  

I gave her a love letter and 
she returned it back to me 
by correcting spelling and 

punctuation.
MF Moonzajer, 

A Moment with God; Poetry

Beware the bogus comma, 
which muddles meaning.
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As you develop mastery in any craft it’s tempting to rest on your laurels. Don’t.

Certainly you should celebrate your successes and the ground you’ve taken by dint of 
hard work and effort. But the moment you assume you’ve “arrived” as a writer, you’re 
in danger of falling into bad habits and worn out ways of doing things that’ll have you 
become as ordinary as stale white bread.

Here are two tips for keeping yourself fresh:

1. Don’t believe everything you think

What you learned in school ain’t necessarily the truth any more – assuming it was 
even then. The so-called rules shift continuously, albeit slowly. When I was a little 
nipper, it was mandatory to end a formal letter with yours faithfully and a personal 
letter with yours sincerely. Now, not only are personal letters almost a thing of the 
past (email anyone?), but how you sign them off is entirely up to you. While there’s 
less wiggle room with formal communications, yours faithfully is certainly no longer 
your only choice, and in fact the “rule” today is more like “the words you sign off with 
are less important than hitting the appropriate tone”.

 

There is nothing more 
deceptive than an 

obvious fact.
Arthur Conan Doyle, 

The Boscombe Valley Mystery

Don’t get stuck in a rut, 
Part 1.

week 73

mailto:ken.grace%40departmentofwriting.co.nz?subject=78%20weeks


 |  front  |  email   |  info   | p 107

As you develop mastery in any craft it’s tempting to rest on your laurels. Don’t.

Certainly you should celebrate your successes and the ground you’ve taken by dint of 
hard work and effort. But the moment you assume you’ve “arrived” as a writer, you’re 
in danger of falling into bad habits and worn out ways of doing things that’ll have you 
become as ordinary as stale white bread.

Here’s the second tip for keeping yourself fresh.

2. Check

When in doubt, look it up. Even if you’re pretty darn confident that the word is spelt 
that way, look it up. You only have to be wrong once in an important document to 
damage your chances of winning the contract, or gaining the agreement of your 
reader. In my experience, too, many exceptionally competent writers are weak 
spellers. That’s no crime, but failing to check your spelling is.

While I’m at it, don’t blindly trust your grammar- and spell-checker – it’s like bringing 
a kitchen knife into surgery. Yes, it’ll pick up a lot, but it will also miss a lot or make 
recommendations that are just plain dumb. And it won’t help you get the names of 
people, towns, cities and other places right. Nor will it help you much with colloquial 
expressions. Ultimately, you’re responsible for everything that ends up on the page. If 
it’s wrong, no one’s at fault but you.

 

If you could kick the 
person in the pants 

responsible for most of 
your trouble, you wouldn’t 

sit for a month.
Theodore Roosevelt

Don’t get stuck in a rut, 
Part 2.
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If you’re ever struggling to figure out what to say next, you might have forgotten why 
you’re writing what you’re writing in the first place.

A useful practice here is to remind yourself of the intention behind your writing. 
What’s the point you’re making? What’s the action you want someone to take? What 
is it that you want to persuade someone of, and who is that someone?

You will often find that getting back to the reason you’re writing removes the struggle 
to find the right words, and that the words begin to spill forth with ease. Couple this 
practice with a willingness to write rubbish (remember, write first, edit second), and 
you’re on your way to ploughing through your task.

 

Lack of direction, not 
lack of time, is the 

problem. We all have 
twenty-four hour days.

Zig Ziglar

Remember why you’re writing.
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Business writers can get addicted to long sentences. While there’s nothing wrong with 
long sentences, one after another after another can get tiresome. And if you’re on a 
roll, making a series of profound points, it’s easy to not notice that your writing is 
getting - well - tiresome.

This week’s practice is to take on sprinkling your writing with ultra short sentences 
of one to four words, max. Like this one. It breaks up the regularity – which can easily 
become monotony – of long, complex sentences with big words. 

I’m not saying long sentences are bad and short sentences are good. I’m saying a little 
variation is a good thing. 

 

The first sign 
of maturity is 

discovering that the 
volume knob also 

turns to the left.
Jerry M Wright

Master the one-to-four word 
sentence. 
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If you ever look at what you’ve written and despair of ever being a “real” writer, take 
heart. It could be a sign that you are a real writer.

Vladimir Nabokov submitted Lolita to Knopf and received a harsh rejection letter. His 
novel went on to sell over 50 million copies and is considered a classic.

When Sylvia Plath submitted The Bell Jar to publishers, the first rejection letter she 
got back read, “There certainly isn’t enough genuine talent for us to take notice.” 

Marcel Proust received a rejection letter telling him all the reasons he should give up 
writing all together. 

Worst of all, real writers tend to be their harshest critics. In my experience, the 
dullest, most predictable, least inspired writing comes from people who think their 
writing is flawless. 

The moral – I think – is that you should not let dissatisfaction with your writing 
dissuade you. Keep practicing the craft, and keep being dissatisfied. The day you’re 
satisfied – that’s the day to despair.

 

If you have any young 
friends who aspire to 

become writers, the 
second greatest favor you 
can do them is to present 

them with copies of The 
Elements of Style. The 

first greatest, of course, is 
to shoot them now, while 

they’re happy.  
Dorothy Parker

Persist.
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Oh, great. Now I tell you to ignore everything I’ve written. What a waste of 77 weeks.

Of course I’m not saying ignore ignore. I’m saying don’t treat anything in this book 
like it’s the gospel truth. Because it isn’t – at least as far as I can tell.

You’ve just finished reading a series of tips, suggestions, and pieces of advice. None 
of it carved in stone. Whatever’s proved useful to you, hang on to it and keep doing it. 
What hasn’t been useful – well, ignore it and move on. It’s your name at the top of the 
report, not mine.

I’m assuming of course that before you throw out any of these pieces of advice, you 
will at least try them for yourself. That’s the real job of a student – not to believe 
what his trainer says, but to try it out and see what difference it makes.

Thanks for giving me your attention. I hope this book has been useful. Feel free to let 
me know, one way or the other. I can be reached at ken.grace@departmentofwriting.
com

 

Ignore my advice.

week 78

An expert is someone 
who has succeeded in 
making decisions and 

judgements simpler 
through knowing what 
to pay attention to and 

what to ignore.
Edward de Bono
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How’s your vocabulary? Test yourself against this list of commonly 
confused words and see how many you’re at home with.

Abdicate / Abrogate
To abdicate is to relinquish a position of power (eg, the king 
abdicated the throne). To abrogate is to formally abolish an 
agreement or law.

Accede / Exceed
To accede is to agree to something – you might accede to a request, 
or to the terms of a contract. To exceed is to go beyond a limit or 
boundary. It’s better to exceed peoples’ expectations than it is to 
exceed the speed limit.

Accept / Except
To accept something is to agree to it. Except means ‘with the 
exclusion of’ – everyone accepted the idea, except me.

Accurate / Precise
Accurate is a rough synonym for “true”. It’s accurate to say the sun is 
millions of kilometres from Earth. If you want to be precise, though, 
you’d say it’s 150,000,000 kilometres away. Precision does not make 
a statement accurate - “I am 4.567m tall” is a precise statement, 
but clearly false. Scientists are pedantic about the difference in the 
meaning of accurate and precise, with good reason. 

Adjacent / Adjoining
Being adjacent to something means being close to it; adjoining 
something means being connected or attached to it.

Advice / Advise
Advice is a noun (let me give you some advice); advise is a verb (I 
advise you to).

Affect / Effect
Affect is usually used as a verb, to refer to something having an 
influence (how will the upcoming election affect the economy?). 
Effect is generally used as a noun to describe the result of something 
(the recent election had little effect on the economy).

Afflict / Inflict
You are afflicted by something bad, whereas you inflict something 
bad on someone else.

Annoy / Aggravate / Exacerbate
To annoy is to cause frustration or annoyance; to aggravate or 
exacerbate is to make an already bad situation worse. Avoid using 
aggravate to mean annoy. Although this sense is becoming accepted, 
that acceptance is far from universal just yet.

All ready / Already
All ready is the same as all prepared – “we are all ready to leave”. 
Already refers to something that happened in the past tense – “we’ve 
left already”.

All right / Alright
All right literally means everything right – as in “I think I got the 
test answers all right”. Alright is an adverb meaning not bad, but 
probably not great either – “I think I did alright in the test”.

Appendix: Commonly confused words.
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Altar / Alter
An altar is a structure at which religious ceremonies take place. To 
alter something is to change it.

Ambiguous / Ambivalent
Ambiguous means unclear, open to more than one interpretation. 
To be ambivalent is to be unsure about something, or to have mixed 
emotions about it.

Amiable / Amicable
Someone who is amiable is friendly and easy to get along with. 
Amicable also means easy going and friendly but refers to 
relationships between people rather than individuals themselves.

Amoral / Immoral
Someone who is amoral has no morals, while someone who is 
immoral has low morals.

Antagonist / Protagonist
An antagonist is similar to an adversary or enemy. A protagonist 
is the hero or main character in a story, and can also be used to 
describe someone pushing a particular agenda or viewpoint.

Assure / Insure
To assure is to assert confidence when faced with uncertainty. To 
insure is to guarantee against loss or damage.

Astronomy / Astrology
Astronomy is the scientific study of stars and planets, while 
astrology is the belief that stars and planets influence our lives.

Atheist / Agnostic
An atheist believes God doesn’t exist; an agnostic is undecided.

Aural / Oral
Aural is what we hear, while oral is what we say.

Bale / Bail
A bale is what you make out of hay on farms. Bail is the payment 
someone makes to the court to stay out of jail until their hearing.

Beside / Besides
Beside is “next to”. Besides is “in addition to”.

Burned / Burnt
Burned is a verb used in the past tense – “I burned my toast this 
morning”. Burnt is an adjective used to describe something – “Look 
at this burnt toast”.

Cannon / Canon
A cannon is a weapon that fires cannonballs; the word canon has 
several meanings. It can relate to Christianity, formal rules or laws, 
collections of literature or a type of choral music.

Canvas / Canvass
Canvas is a type of strong cloth. To canvass votes is to approach 
people to vote for a political party. To canvass opinions is to ask 
people for their view on specific topics.

Carat / Carrot
Carat is a measurement for gold or diamonds. A carrot is a 
vegetable.

Censor / Censure
A censor is someone who examines material (usually media) to 
decide if it is socially acceptable. Censure is the strong expression of 
disapproval.

Cereal / Serial
Cereal is a food made from grains. A serial is something published 
or broadcast in short instalments at regular intervals, such as a TV 
miniseries.
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Chord / Cord
Chord is a musical term meaning a combination of notes; cord is a 
type of thick string or rope.

Cloths / Clothes
The first is pieces of cloth such as you’d use to wash a car; the 
second is what we wear on our bodies.

Complement / Compliment
To complement something is to add to it or enhance it. A 
compliment is an expression of praise or approval.

Council / Counsel
A council is a ruling body, committee or other group of 
representatives. Counsel means advice or the act of giving advice.

Credible / Creditable
Credible is similar to believable. His excuse for not coming into work 
was not credible. Creditable means an action that deserves credit or 
praise.

Credulous / Incredulous
A credulous person is extremely gullible. Someone is incredulous 
when they’ve seen or heard something they’re shocked by or find 
hard to believe. They were incredulous when they found out how 
long it would be until their meal was served.

Crevice / Crevasse
A crevice is a small crack in rock or ice, etc; a crevasse is a much 
larger crack - one you could fall into.

Criterion / Criteria
The former is singular and the latter plural. Also phenomenon/
phenomena.

Currant / Current
Currants are dried grapes. Currents are flows, usually to do with 
liquids, gases and electricity. The current carried the swimmer out 
to sea.

Deduce / Induce
To deduce something is to consider evidence and draw a conclusion. 
To induce is to cause something to happen.

Definite / Definitive
A definite answer refers to a choice or decision which we are 
absolutely sure of and will not change. A definitive answer is one 
that is authoritative.

Defuse / Diffuse
Bombs are defused to keep them from exploding. Diffuse light is 
spread so that it produces a soft glow rather than a bright light.

Dependent / Dependant
Children are dependent on their parents; a child is a dependant. In 
other words, the former is an adjective and the latter is a noun.

Desert / Dessert
We cross the desert on a camel; we eat dessert after dinner (whether 
on a camel or not).

Device / Devise
A device is an object for doing something. Devise means to produce 
or create something with a specific goal in mind.

Discreet / Discrete
Someone who is discreet won’t spread information you tell them in 
confidence. Discrete means separate and distinct from others.
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Disinterested / Uninterested
A disinterested person – such as the referee in a sports match – 
has no specific involvement and gains no advantage, whatever the 
outcome. An uninterested person may be involved, but certainly 
doesn’t care. While many authorities, including the Oxford English 
Dictionary, accept that this distinction between disinterested and 
uninterested no longer carries the force of law, it’s still a useful one 
to keep - and will certainly keep you on the right side of careful/
pedantic readers.

Draft / Draught
The first is a rough sketch or outline; the second means cold wind 
blowing under doors or through windows.

Dual / Duel
Dual means consisting of two – dual engines on an airplane for 
example. A duel used to describe a fight to the death, usually with 
guns or swords. Nowadays it’s used to refer to less deadly forms of 
combat between two competitors.

Dying / Dyeing
The first is a life ending and the second is colouring hair or cloth 
with dye.

Elder / Older
Elder refers to a member of a family or other group of people who 
has seniority over most of the other members. The word older is the 
comparative form of old; I’m ten years older than you.

Emigrant / Immigrant
An emigrant is someone who left this country to live in a different 
one. An immigrant is someone who came from another country to 
live in this one.

Eminent / Imminent
Eminent people are well known and well respected. Something that 
is imminent is about to happen.

Expunge / Expound
If you expunge something, you delete it or strike it out. Expounding, 
on the other hand, is when you explain something in detail. After 
five years, his conviction for assault was expunged from the official 
record. Einstein expounded a whole new theory of gravity.

Flare / Flair
A flare is something that produces a burst of bright light, often kept 
on boats or in planes for safety reasons. Having a flair for something 
is a lot like having a talent. James has a flair for photography.

Flaunt / Flout
To flaunt something is to show it off. Claire flaunted her new haircut. 
To flout something is to show disdain for it or ignore it. It’s usually 
used in reference to someone breaking a rule or law.

Formally / Formerly
Formally means officially. You are formally invited to our wedding. 
Formerly means something that used to be, but isn’t anymore. He 
was formerly a police officer but has since retired.

Hangar / Hanger
Planes are kept in a building called a hangar. A hanger is what you 
use to hang your clothes on. We hope.

Hanged / Hung
The word hanged refers specifically to someone who was executed. 
Hung is the past tense form (past participle) of the verb to hang.

Horde / Hoard
A horde is a large group. Every autumn a horde of noisy tourists 
descends on the town. Hoard means to stockpile items in a safe 
place for future use.
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Idle / Idol
Someone who’s idle is inactive, lazy, not doing much. An idol is 
something that is worshipped and admired – a religious figurehead 
for example.

Illegal / Illicit
Illegal means against the law. Illicit is a more broad term that can 
include anything considered generally unacceptable by societal 
norms.

Illusion / Delusion
An illusion is something which deceives and produces a false 
impression of reality. A delusion is an idea or belief which is illogical 
and ignores evidence to the contrary.

Imply / Infer
To imply is to suggest something without saying it outright. To infer 
is to deduce the meaning without hearing it outright.

Ingenious / Ingenuous
The former means clever or creative; that’s an ingenious way to 
solve the problem. The latter means innocent and unsuspecting.

Lie / Lay
Lie is the present tense (I think I need to lie down); lay is past tense 
(I was so tired that I lay in bed for an extra hour).

Lose / Loose
If you have a wobbly tooth, then it is loose. If it falls out and you 
don’t pick it up then you may lose it.

Militate / Mitigate
Militate means count or work against; mitigate means to ease or 
lessen. The rain may militate against your going to the movies 
tonight; discovering there’s an even better movie on TV may mitigate 
your disappointment. Lawyers are also fond of talking about 
mitigating circumstances when they hope to achieve a merciful 
sentence for their client.

Moral / Morale
The moral of a story is the lesson learned from it. Morale means 
confidence, or spirits. Often refers to soldiers in war – the troops’ 
morale is at an all time high!

Motive / Motif
A motive is a reason for doing something. A motif is a recurring 
theme or subject or idea.

Naval / Navel
The word naval relates to seafaring. The word navel means belly 
button.

Notable / Noticeable
If someone or something is notable, they are important in some way. 
If something is noticeable it is hard to miss, likely to be one of the 
first things you see when you walk into the room.

Passed / Past
Passed is a verb and behaves in the normal way that verbs do. I’m 
afraid the years have passed me by. The word past relates to a time 
before now. In the past I was a young man.

Perfunctory / Peremptory
The first word means done without feeling, going through 
the motions. He gave them a perfunctory greeting. The word 
peremptory means imperative, leaving no opportunity for denial or 
refusal.

Plane / Plain
Planes fly (mostly). A plain is a flat area of land. A plane can also 
describe a carpenter’s tool, while plain can describe something 
commonplace and ordinary.

Pray / Prey
We pray to religious figures for spiritual guidance (or stuff we want). 
Prey is the unfortunate animals that predators kill and eat.
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Principal / Principle
A principal is the head of an institution, usually an educational one. 
It can also be used for important people. He is one of the principal 
engineers on the project. A principle is a rule or standard which is 
important to someone and which they are guided by.

Role / Roll
Role describes a position or job or post. People sometimes roll down 
hills for fun.

Sew / Sow
People sew with needle and cotton, and sow seeds in a field.

Stationary / Stationery
If you are stationary, you are not moving. Stationery is what you 
kept in your pencil case at school.

Story / Storey
We tell a child a story to help it get to sleep. The word storey relates 
to the levels of a building. American spelling uses story in both 
cases. (Note that the plural of story is stories, and the plural of 
storey is storeys.)

Wave / Waive
Waves are the things surfers like to ride. We also wave to someone 
when we see them from a distance. When the bank waives a 
payment that you were supposed to make, it means you won’t be 
charged. (But the surprise may kill you.)
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