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Words That Work: How City
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Maria possessed a diminutive pollard
Its pelage was lactescent as crystallized precipitation
Andto every destination that Maria oriented
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The poliard was reliable io motivaie.
Planner’s Nurserv Rhyme

by Dennis O'Harrow

Former Michigan State University professor Steven Orlick
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teils the siory ofa uly pldnmng ucpal iment stall tnat wanica
citizen reaction t¢ a proposed revision to its comnrehengive
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plan. So the staff published an announcement that read, in
part:

In prescribing urban land uses, the land-use element defines
population distribution, residential density standards, and
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nonresidentiai mtensny or character for various calcgonca 01 use
which, collectivelv determine land-use canacity.
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Although the city, county, and region are rclanvely riiral and
appear capable of prowdmg ample room for new residents,
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commerce, and muuauy, €ach is confronted withi sOmE KnoOWn
and several undefined finite resources.
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How did the readers react? Orlick reporis that the pianning

ctaff earaivad inct nna racnance a nate fram a woman who
Stait reCCCIVEG JUSt ONC TCSPONST, & NUIC IITN1 & Womiean Wil

wrote, “I have just read your report. What's it say?”

Josenh McElroy is director of public relations for Taylor-Johnson, a suburban

Chicago marketing firm. He formerly served as dcputy director of planning
for Aurora, Iiiinois.

That piece of writing, and the response, are aii too typicai.
at nnncac tha neahlam? MNelisl cauva thara ara anm

A VY4
TV 1Al L.aUovd Uuic yl IUVIVELL S
themes:

v

UT1ICK 3aY5 ST arc sOme Commion

Tha anmmuninatinn nenhlam in nlanning ~ran ha tranad ¢4 tha
41V vuliuLuvativis Pl VUL ILE Bk yuuunus VAl Uw LI AVAAL LV IV

following general sources: 1) overuse of jargon; 2) verbosity;
3) illiteracy; 4) carelessness; and 5) lack of planning skills or
knowiedge.

Former APA researcher Duncan Erley cites the prime
cuiprits as poor organization, mixing facts with subjective

infarmatinn  and radindansuy Dlannine canenltant Dinhaed
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Dymsza cites clutter, lack of specificity, and trying to say too
much as the three worst problems. Dymsza considers clutter a
broad category that includes excessive jargon and the use of «
compiicaied words when simpie words wiil do the job.

Hrwavar tha nrahlame ara dacorihad tha imnnrtant thing ic
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to keep writing principles in mind, especially when writing for
the general public. The remainder of this Memo consists of
guidelines for writing more clearly, with a special emphasis on
editing. A bibliography is inciuded at the end of the Memo.

Guideline 1. Keep Jargon to a Minimum

Jargon is appropriate as a method of verbal shorthand used by
people who can understand each other. But jargon is seldom
keptin its piace. Here is a classic exampie of the wrong way to

reita o nlanming ramaete
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The appropriate concepts of cost and gain depend on the ievei of

ontimization and the alternative pnhr‘rpc that are admicscible The
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appropriate level of optimization and the alternatives that should
be compared depend on a general acceptance of suitable
criterion. !

1. This was cited as bad writing in Warren W. Jones and Albert Solnit,
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The list below contains unnecessarily difficult words that writers commonly use and 51mple words that you can use to replace them.
The list is by no means complete. Its purpose is to give you an idea of what unnecessarily difficuit words ook like. Notice that some
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DIFFICULT SIMPLE DIFFICULT SIMPLE
administer manage procure get

s . el 3.t menemnlanta mala icone
aliocare give, aiviac prommiuigac maxe, 155U
deem consider pursuant to under
enter (on a form) write render rnake, give
for the duration of during represents is
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heretofore until now submit send
implement carry out subsequent to ifter
indicate show to the exienti that if, when
in tha avant that if utilize use
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on behalf of for with regard to/respect to for

., Writing in the Professions (Washington, D. C.: American Institute for Research, 1981).
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The above passage could have read:
The notion of an optimum cost-benefit ratio really depends on

how one defines a benefit. The level of benefiis from various
alternatives depends on the standards accepted for use as a

comparison.

Planners can keep jargon to a minimum by having
somebody with a nonplanning background read their work. A
spouse or close friend is great for this. But remember that,
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some of the lingo. If family or friends can’t help, trv vour

organization’s pubhc information director, who probably isa
generalist with a background in communications. But planners
shouid teach themseives how to recognize jargon and translate
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infrastructure = public faciiities

faciiitate = heip

significantiy severe topography = steep siope or hiii
the subject parcel = this parcel

utilize = use?

Guideline 2. Prune Unnecessary Words
The test for unnecessary words is whether the sentence makes
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as miich sense withoiit a particular word as it does with it. If it
does. the word is unnecessarv. Qften entire exnressions_ such
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as “This is to inform you that . . .” or “It may be necessary

to . . .7, can be eliminated. If writers recognize these

cliches, they can eliminate them without too much difficulty.
The key to eliminaiing neediess words is praciice. Pt'anning
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that consists of readmg wordy sentences and then rewriting
them. One of her sample sentences is “One major area,
however, is notably devoid of easy, short-distance access to
recreationai faciiities; thai is the area immediaiely norih of the

Ficanhnwer Evnraccwav and immediatalv wact of Harlam
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Avenue.” This sentence could be rewritten as “Only the area
immediately north of the Eisenhower Expressway and Harlem
Avenue lacks nearby parks and playgrounds.”

Another reiated probiem is the compiicated word. A

thacanric ran nrava halnfiill hara Camatimac a caomnlinatad
uiCsaurus Lanl Prove Aipiun i, SUMTUNCS a TOMpalawcs

word is needed to say what the writer means. But there is very
little difference between the words “aggregate” and “total” or
between “effectuate” and “carry out.” The boxed material
comes from a book written for aii technicai writers, but

nlannare will caa manv familiar wnrde and nhracac nndar tha
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column headlined “Difficult.”

Guideline 3. Don’t Put Too Much Information in a
Sentence
Cantan~ns hannma tan AifFinnle far tha randae uwhan tha weitar
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tries to cram too much information into them. The problem
usually is caused by inserting too much explanatlon between
the subject, verb, and object of the sentence. Another cause
can be too much introduction before the main parts of the
Aanbtan~na e tan smainh avnlanatinmn at tha and Aftha cantannsa
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Here is a sentence with too much information between the

subject and the verb:

All the procedural steps from the first to the last, as well as the
policies, resources, structure, personnel, and organization
factors, which also impinge on the proposed system, must be

avaliiatad in tarmo Afthair affanto An annh ~Athae
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2. Ibid., 40.

3. This example was offered in Daniel B. Felker, et al., eds., Guidelines for

~

The subject ciause is “All th
clause is “must be evaluated.”
information between them. Se
and will discourage readers.
It is best to use just one idea per sentence. Explanations and
modifying statements, if more than a few words, can be
divided inio sentences of itheir own. Syivia Lewis has
developed an exercise to help writers learn to use just one

major 1dea in any sentence. One of her examples is: “The
planning director, long in favor of growth manazcment, who
risked public censure for opposing a large subdivision,
privately conceded that the development was well designed.”

Cha nninte ot that thic conld ha rewrittan ac: “Tha nlanning
SaT PUANS CUL uidn ulis COWG o0 IEWIndil as. 1418 Pralifiiiig

director privately conceded that the development was well
designed. Long an advocate of growth management, he had
risked public censure for opposing a large subdivision.”

the procedural steps ” and the verb
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ntences like thic are hard to read
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Planners work so hard on research that they often cannot resist
bombarding the reader with too much information. One way tc
address this problem is to write the text of the report in genera)
terms if the public wiii be reading it. The report can conciude
with annandivac that nrauvida mara tachninsal infarmatian
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This guideline is closely related to the preceding one but
addresses entire reports, not just sentences. If your report
consists of simple, one-idea sentences, but still contains too
much detaii, the writing project has not succeeded. Pianners

nftan nrawvida tha coma lavral Af Aatnil mracaedlace ~F el
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audience. The writer must know the audience—how much

detail will it want or need? Of course, the subject matter may
dictate the details that must appear in the report. As Duncan
Erley wrote, “The amount of detail required also depends on
tha tvrema ned cnala Afanalk Anoa Dastianlasles mncnelaw anoaos
i l]w allu dvailv Ul Calll Ladl. raltuvuial ly bUlllPlCA cadc
often reguire noi only more kinds of information but al

greater dcpth of information.” o
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Guideline 5. Don’t Mix Facts with Opinions
nnmn ahaild ane ¢thaie Fantn nnmnsnta fonea thhnde nacanleroa
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and recommendations. Often, in a staff report, information on
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location and adjacent land wnll not be separated from opinions,
such as what effect the staff thinks the project will have or

what the planning commission should recommend. Not only is
this bad writing, but it is bad politics, particularly if opponents
figure out what is happening. In the following staff report—an

example offered in Duncan Erley s report—-fact and opinion
have become blurred. The sentence in italics is opiniois w.d
shouid be identified as such and separated from the

e di e oAk e
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Adjacent Land Use. To the north is agricultural land. To the

conth anct and wact ara cinala_familuy hamae Thara ara o hoen
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and three smaller out-buildings on the agricultural land to the
north. The applicant should be required to remove all four
structures upon compietion of the new facility.

Guideline 6. Be Concrete
Planning is a very abstract field. Planners don't fight fires,
buiid roads, or perform any of the other easily comprehensibic

anvarnmantal fiinatinne Tnotand nlannare ctnnde  ranammand
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promote, and expedite. But that is all the more reason why
planners, of all people, should make sure their prose is not
loaded with abstractions. Richard Dymsza offers an example
of a paragraph that does not use concrete, easy-to-understand

lanonaoa-
1aliguagc.

Document Designers (Washington, D.C.: American Institute for Research,
1981), 45.



There are three basic dimensions io the housing pnuuncm

1) inadequate conditions; 2) affordability; and 3) locational
concentration due to price discrimination. These dimensions
combine to make housing one of the most significant problems in
our metropolitan area.

That isn’t terrible, but it could be rewritten:

In this county, many people live in dilapidated, overcrowded
housing. They live there not by choice but by necessxty, they
cannot afford nousmg that meeis act.cpuvlc auuuan ds. Furtl ulcx ’
they are denied the apportunity to live in most areas of the
county because these areas offer no low-cost housing.

Both paragraphs explain the same three housing problems:

bad conditions, affordability, and location concentration. But
the second is easier to understand because it uses specific
terms.

have avoided usmg the ﬁrst person smgular pronoun because I
felt it might bother some of my readers. But personal pronouns
clarify who does what in a sentence and are especiaiiy heipfui
for prescriptive, how-to-do-it writing projects such as this
Memo. That is why the word “vou” has been used so often.
Personal pronouns are especially helpful in giving
instructions. Here is a sentence in the impersonal, nominal
style: “A zoning variance will not be granted untii evidence is
submitted io show that the request will not negatively impact
adjacent land uses.” Using personal pronouns, you can write,
“We will not grant a zoning variance until you prove that the
request will not harm your neighbors.” If “we” is too casual,
substitute the name of the municipality or the words “Planning
Depariment.”

Guideline 8. Use the Active Voice

Planners often avoid the active voice in the quest for
impersonality. But active sentences help make it clear to the
reader exactly who did what to whoim. The voice of the
sentence explains the relationship between the subiect and the
verb. When the subject does the action described by the verb,
the sentence is active. When the action is done ro the subject,
the sentence is passive. “A $50 fee is to be paid by the

applicant” is a passive sentence, while “The applicant miist pay
a $50 fee” is active, The active voice is more action-oriented

and usually makes for better reading. For variety, in some
sentences, the passive voice is appropriate.

Guideline 9. Unstring Noun Strings
Noun sirings are long sequences of nouns in which the first

ones modify later ones. They are hard for readers to

understand, but they do give documents a bureaucratic tone. It
is another example of a writer choosing between sounding
important or being understood. Here is a noun string, along
with a transiation: iand-use uupdu. anal Yy sis {an aualySia of the
effect of a land use).

In most noun strings, the connecting words, such as “in” or
“of,” are missing. These connecting words clarify how the
nouns relate to each other. Most readers, researchers say, can
handie two-noun sirings {¢.g., planning office) without much
sroblem. But the longer they get, the harder it is for noun
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strings to be understood.

Guideline 10. Avoid “Whiz Deletions” :
Many subordinate clauses are iniroduced by the words “who
are,” “which is,” “that are,” etc. These words help the reader

nAdavctand hawr tha
unaersiana now uic

sentence. Removing these word: , W
deletion.™ This makes a sentence harder to read by making it
unclear. For example, consider the sentence, “The mayor
wants the land-use plan written by the Community

|, coma Al

Tawrnlacernnemt Thacen ccbone aan. -
Development Department.” Does this mean that he wanis the
denartment (as nnmqed to somebaodv plep\ to write a land-nge
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plan? Or does the mayor want somebody to bring him a land-
use plan that the department has already written? The sentence
should read either “The mayor wants the land-use plan that the

l,uuuuuuuy UCVCIUPH[CHI. Ucpdrum:m. wroie” or “The mayor
wants the Community Development Department to write 2

land-use plan.” Puttmg in the mlssmg words increases
readability and avoids ambiguity.

Editi "‘ng

The writing process does not end with the first draft. Many
technical writing researchers advocate “turning off the internal
editor” during the first draft in order to avoid writer’s block.’
If you follow this strategy, there is even more reason for
comsiriie mAdiel e oL el Lioca Ao O R oLl o 3talo

SCrious cunung daller {77 TTSLALdIL. Ividily DasIC CUlLLLE
nnnmnlf-c such ag ehmtnannn needless waords and nnctnnmno

noun strmgs were discussed above in the 10 guidelines. But to
write effectively, planners need at least a basic understanding
of edxtmg
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Researchers at the Document D ucmgn Center offer the

— ab
2
fnllnwrng snooections for writers who must edit their own

work, which is harder than editing another’s writing:

1. Put aside what yon have written for a dav or at least a few
hours. This wxll help bring a fresh perspecnve to your
reading and editing.

2. Read the document aloud, noting instances where you
stumbie or are forced to pause because you can’t foiiow what
you have written. This will give a good clue as to where the

audience will have problems.

3. Write a plan for revision before starting a second list. This
does not have to be anything elaborate—a simple checklist of
possible improvements wiil help a great deal.

4. Use a checklist, such as the one shown in Table 1, to focus

A crnanifia menhlams 6
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Another editing technique is key-word editing,” which can
be used in place of or in addition to the above suggestions.
This meihiod has five sieps:

1. Divide the sentence into meaningful units;

2. Identify the key words or phrases in each unit;

3. Cut out unnecessary words and build your statement
around the key terms;

4. Pack in more concrete words when possible;
5. Let the actors act.

g P ntan~a-
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The condition of excessive redundancy that exists to such a great
degree in writing assignments produced by members of the

4. Ibid., 39.

5. Linda Flowers, Problem-Solving Strategies for Writing (New York:
Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1981), 72.

6. Dixie Goswami et al., Writing in the Professions (Washington, D.C.:
American Institute for Research, 1981), 164.

7. Flowers, Problem-Solving Strategies, 175.



Table 1. Checklist for Language Problems

Paragraphs and Sentences
Document is impersonai {(doesn’t use “you”).

Paraaranhc ars tan lnno
L ALGRLIGIAS Gl WUV AVIIE

Paragraphs cover unrelated topics.
Main idea of paragraph is buried.
Writer changes focus within paragraph.

Transitions between paragraphs are unclear.
Passive is overused - sentences have no actors.
Sentences are too compiex to undersiand easily (too many

amhaddad nr relativa rlancac)
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Negative sentences could be stated positively.
10. Sentences are ambiguous.

Grammatical Errors

11. Dangling participles.
12. Misplaced modifiers.
i3. Senience fragmenis.
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(-
D.C.: American Institute for Research, 1981).
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and the example-setting capabilities that he at the disposal of
those who supervise such planners.

The firct etpp i< to divide the sentence into its natural nnits.
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The next step is to identify the key words or phrases in each.
Here is the same sentence, with the units divided by slashes
and the key words in italics:

The condition of excessive redundancy / that exists in such a
great degree in the writing assignments / produced by members
af tha nlannino nrafeccian / chanld he eliminated bv stricter

UL IV [reersrsersfy pravawouaal / Seiisweats Ve v - g Sea s

standards and the example-setting capabilities / that lie at the
disposal of those who supervise such planners.

The next step is to eliminate the unnecessary words and

write a scntence dominated by the key words:
Redundancy in planners’ writing should be eliminated by stricter

standards and the example set by supervisors.

Thia ia snninh hattar hnt tha fanrth otan ic tn incart cancreta
L IHID 1D HIAUVLIL ULV, VUL ULV 1UWE WL Sl 10 LUV AISWA L VViiva Wiw

information, replacing abstractions with more specific words.
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What does “redundancy mean? This sentence is more specific
if it reads:

Wordiness and repetition in planners’ writing should be
eliminated by stricter standards and the example set by the

SUPETVisor.

The final step is to let the actors act, which means the person
or thing that carries out the action of the sentence shouid also

R, i, P TSPy o commla cambanman ann ha

be the grdllmldubd.l supjeCu. So the Sampi€ SCiciice Caii o
imnraved acain bv writing:
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o b cron cbmiat cbnmdonds and thaie Awn avamnlac

aupcrvxburb should use sirict standards and their OWn eXampics
to eliminate wordiness and repetition in planners’ writing.

The key-word editing system and the checkiists are heipfui,
Lt shaes sxrman?® mvaan mnah wriithant tha mact imnartant
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prerequisite for successful editing—determination. Editing is

very hard work, especially for people rereading their own
prose. By the time writers are through with the first draft, they
are tired and find it hard to critique their own work. That is

2 ciente o e Pdan b sernie n emhila £ aditing
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editing, it is such a good idea to consider the final step inthe
wrmng process——evaiuation Does the writing project do what
——— o A & L 200 Zcmtom 2 P PR

it iS Supposed to do for iis intended audience? Have you met
your original planning goals and obiectives?

In many planmng efforts_, circumstances and time make it
difficult to keep the original goal in mind. The same thing can
happen with a writing project But if writers consider their
originai goais as they edii, they can see where they got
sidetracked and make the nececcarv chancec. Rv warkina har
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to write clearly and edit carefully and keeping the original
project goals in mind, planners can make great strides towards
improving their writing products.

incidentaiiy, the pianner’s nursery rhyme is a jargon version
nfFMarv Had al ittla T amk
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