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t here you sit at your computer, meeting deadlines, missing 
lunch. Whether you write to change minds, raise money, 
or stir citizens to action, your chances of success depend 

on how well you put one word in front of another. 

While the old principles of spelling, syntax, and punctuation 
you learned in grammar school have held firm, computers and 
hyperlinks have broken the old constraints of how quickly we 
can say how much to whom. The competition for a reader’s 
attention is stiff.

Why do graphic designers care how you write? The clarity of 
our work depends in part on the planning and writing you 
do before you ever meet with us. The sharper your prose, the 
crisper our images — and, ultimately, the more successful  
the publication we work together to create.
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define your audience
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w illiam Carlos Williams said he tried never to write 
a poem his great-aunt Millie wouldn’t understand. 
Whether you’re writing to influence Millie or Hillary, 

identify your readership before you start. Always ask:

What do they knoW? Put background information in  
a clearly labeled section experts can skim or skip. For novices, 
define any special terms throughout the text, or include  
a glossary.

What should they learn? Feed your readers a  
healthy diet of clear ideas and firm facts. If you can’t provide 
a piece of crucial information, explain why. Format your piece 
so they can easily locate and return to the key points.

hoW captive are they? Tune your piece to their 
attention spans. A restless or doubting reader may need 
colorful prose, whereas the diehard wonk will sniff out 
nuances down to the final footnote.
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clarify your message
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N ow that you know your audience, plot a strategy to win 
them over. Define the problem, propose a solution, and 
explain why it’s best. Use headings and topic sentences 

to guide the reader through your logic; prose, unlike underwear, 
often works best with all its structure showing.

outlines bring clarity to your prose like nothing else. Even if 
great instincts or years of practice enable you to craft crystalline 
paragraphs without planning first, consider making an outline 
from your draft. Think of it as a safety inspection. 

did you present the facts in the most logical order? 

does each sentence support or clarify the thesis of its 
host paragraph? 

have you made your thoughts clear to even the most 
harried reader?
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f or all his lacy oratory, even Shakespeare fell back on 
simple, Anglo-Saxon words when push came to shove. 
These tips will help keep your prose clean, if not poetic:

       

say it simply
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use the shortest, most precise words possible. Stubby 
little words stick better in a reader’s mind. One activist grew 
tired of explaining that the risks of nuclear testing outweigh its 
usefulness in assuring the reliability of the stockpile. “Look,” he 
finally said, “the least safe thing you can do with a nuclear bomb 
is blow it up!”

stick close to the original form of a word. As institute 
becomes institution, institutional, and then institutionalize,  
readers cease to match precise meanings with the increasingly 
abstract terms.

use strong, active verbs. Don’t let the agents of change 
wiggle out of your sentences. If the administration slashed funds 
for public housing, you let them off the hook by reporting, 
“Funds for public housing were cut.”

use simple sentences. When the concepts you’re grappling 
with grow complex, take care to state them plainly. Use noun-
verb-object constructions, keep your modifiers succinct, and 
limit the number of dependent clauses.

make numbers meaningful. When you add a fourth 
figure to a paragraph, it’s time to consider a table or graph. 
Whenever you include statistics in your text, give readers enough 
information to put the numbers in perspective. (Does a 40 
percent reduction in carjackings translate to 12 fewer or 200?)

cut extraneous information. As one weary editor 
advised, “Part with the notion that all your research  
must show.”
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vary your writing
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S implicity shouldn’t limit you to sameness. Vary the  
length and rhythm of your sentences, giving the reader 
a short, easy statement as a respite after a longer, more 

complex one.

avoid clichés. If everyone else in town is thinking 
outside the box, standing at a crossroads, or reaching 
fever pitch, it’s time for you to find some new — or simply 
plainer — phrases.
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use identical constructions to underscore 
changes in content. Items in a series and bulleted 
points should be verb phrases or noun phrases, not a mix.

check your antecedents. Use a pronoun (it, he, they, 
etc.) only when the noun to which it refers is irrefutably 
apparent. Exercise caution with modifiers; when they drift free 





write grammatically
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from the person or thing they modify, absurdity often ensues. 
“Disturbed by the air pollution, the governor’s statement called 
for cleaner cars,” is nonsense, since it’s the governor — not his 
statement — that’s losing sleep.

avoid split infinitives. To split an infinitive is to 
needlessly bother grammarians. Usually, you can find a better 
place for your adverb than the hapless space between the two 
teeth of an infinitive verb. If the alternatives are awkward, 
however, split and move on. 

Watch your usage. The English language is an ever-
changing organism, and the average speaker babbles phrases 
that don’t yet pass muster in print. What to do? Master the 
established distinctions between such pairs as affect/effect, 
that/which, and fewer/less. For finer points, consult the 
American Heritage Dictionary for the opinions of its usage 
panelists.

keep punctuation and capitalization correct 
and consistent. Decide whether to place a comma after 
the penultimate item in a series or not, then stick to your 
choice. Capitalizing “administration,” “congressional,” and 
other seemingly important words is unnecessary stylistically 
and has yet to be proven effective as a lobbying technique.

use spell-check. Then proof the old-fashioned way. 
Find a fresh pair of eyes to help ensure you have your words 
right. Confirm the spelling of any name or term beyond 
your computer’s ken. Whenever a word has two acceptable 
spellings, pick just one.
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write inclusively
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W hen studies conducted decades ago found that 
school-age girls did not consider themselves 
included in such words as “he” and “man,” the 

language of inclusion began to develop. The idea is simple: 
frame your phrases so as not to exclude any group by mistake.

bend the gender. Some writers use “she/he.” Others 
recast sentences in the plural, where English discreetly makes 
no reference to sex. Some go for equal time, alternating 
hypothetical male examples with female ones.

respect identity. When writing about groups defined 
by race, sexual orientation, etc., respect the labels they use 
for themselves. If your subject uses a term that discomforts 
you (“Indian” instead of “Native American,” or the other 
way around), you can use a direct quote to distance yourself 
from — and connect your subject with — the term.
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borrow and lend
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N ever reinvent the wheel if there’s a perfectly good 
one rolling around on the office server. When you 
use boilerplate (those stock phrases, sentences, or 

paragraphs that convey basic information), just remember to 
clean up after yourself. First, get the author’s permission to 
reuse the prose. Then make sure the recycled passages read as 
part of a seamless text; acronyms should be defined when they 
first appear, tone should stay consistent, and transitions between 
old and new text should withstand detached scrutiny.
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reread, revise, and let go



cutting edge design ��

w
ri

ti
n

g
 g

u
id

e   

w riting is usually a process of flailing, fidgeting, 
honing, then tinkering again. Read your work over 
and over and over. Read it aloud. Show it to a few 

friends and an enemy. Most of the time, you’ll find ways to 
improve your piece. If you’ve really gotten it right, you’ll have a 
chance to enjoy it — before your editor changes everything.

Writers range from those who feel insulted when an editor 
moves a comma to those who expect editors to clean up 
everything. To minimize heartbreak on either side, meet before 
you begin writing to agree on the tone, length, and direction 
of your piece. Then act as your own first editor, keeping a 
critical eye on style and substance. Let your editor catch what 
you missed and attend to “house style” issues that affect more 
than one publication. When you do contest an edit, make sure 
to reach agreement on the facts before wrangling over which 
words best express them.
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consult the experts
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t he more adventurous you become as a writer, the more 
prickly questions arise: Will the structure of your 
sentences bear the weight of your intent? Does mixing 

metaphors get you drunk faster? Here are a few sources for more 
information on the English tongue:

Karen Elizabeth Gordon’s The Transitive Vampire teaches you 
grammar while luring you upstairs to admire her etchings. In 
The Well-Tempered Sentence, Gordon plunges breathlessly into 
the romantic intrigue of punctuation.

Strunk and White’s classic The Elements of Style hardly makes 
thrilling reading, but it covers the basics and it’s cheap and brief.

Although thick, tricky to navigate, and bright orange to boot, 
The Chicago Manual of Style is the final arbiter of style for many 
publications. Buy a copy, but get your boss to pay for it. 

The Associated Press Stylebook is terse, but it’s your book if your 
organization writes by AP rules.

The American Heritage Dictionary provides all the expected 
information but also queries a panel of experts on the stickier 
wickets of usage. A sense of humor occasionally peeks through; 
see the example for “anticlimax.”

The Oxford English Dictionary gives you an exhaustive view  
of the English language from the blokes who invented it.  
The phonetic spellings won’t do you much good on this side of 
the pond, but the citations reach way back through history, and 
a few of the definitions wax exceedingly poetic.
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read good writing
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t he best way to improve your own work is to read the 
pros. Pay attention to what great writers say, but also note 
how they craft their sentences and advance their views. 

Here’s a short list of relatively quick but worthwhile reading.

Agha Shahid Ali  
The Half-Inch Himalayas

James Baldwin  
The Fire Next Time

Robert Olen Butler  
A Good Scent from a Strange Mountain

Rachel Carson 
Silent Spring

Michael Pollan 
The Omnivore’s Dilemma: A Natural History of Four Meals 

Adrienne Rich  
An Atlas of the Difficult World

Oliver Sacks  
Oaxaca Journal

Virginia Woolf  
A Room of One’s Own


