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Chances are the people who hold title to much of Cochise County aren’t hanging
around Railroad Avenue in downtown Willcox (page 19).
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ENGLISH

Legions of report readers will thank you
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colleagues. the behavioral scientists,
who by use of a proliferating jargon
have painted themselves into a cor-
ner—or isolation ward—of unintel-
ligibility. They know what they
mean, but no one else does. . . . Their
condition might be pitied if one did
not suspect it was deliberate.”
Barbara Tuchman

winning historian, could have been
talking about those of us who are
practicing planners. Indeed, our

plight might be more serious than
that of behavioral scientists. Qur
writing is aimed at the public more
than our profession, yet we are apt
to write in a way that can be under-
stood only by other planners.

We have ta view this cituation with

VYT Aiay e vi VAT VY sadaS Savnadasial vvail

alarm. The planning message gets
out mainly by writing. Our failure
to write clearly to legislators and to
the general public can only mean
that nur ideac will not take hn]r] :n_d

CitdT Ui AMTAS Yyaas sV v vEALT aiVale Gs

will not be put into effect.

Tuchman suggests that the behav-
ioral scientist’s unintelligibility might
be deliberate. Some planners, too,

mioht chooce to make their writing
migane CNeese ¢ Mmaxe Ineir writing

obscure to give it an aura of expertise
and to conceal the simplicity of their
concepts. But most practicing plan-
ners, 1 believe, make an honest effort

tn urrite far hraad nohlic andarcband_
O WIS 107 OrCad pucil unGarsiand

ing. They simply are not sure how to
go about it and can find few good

Tuchman, a Pulitzer Prize-

<

profession.
To make planning reports more

readable, three guidelines must be

tollowed:
a M. 1.1 Mot w2 A€ ot
¥ OO UIUCIHIIIT 1) OUtCL 1IG U Gk,

e Guideline 2: Be concrete

® Guideline 3: Do not try to say
too much.

Journalists interpret these guide-
lines very resirictively when they
write for the general public. But
planners write for a more narrowly
defined and better educated public,
and their reports must often convey

hnical information. Planners,

ee t annlv thege

- o~
b s 4

s ’ * bt 3 Yt St
guidelines as restrictively as a jour-
nalist would, but they should adopt
some of the qualities of a journalistic
style to make their reports more

Ewt-L0-1-1 85 Lol

Get rid of clutter

A planning report that [ recently
read begins like this: “The most sig-

nificant and imnartant innavatinne
AliliLAliv Aailu xxxly\u LQAILL LIUIV VALIVILD,.

"

.. .”" This is clutter. The writer has
used two words where one would
have done as well. Perhaps the subtle
distinctions between “significant”

and Yimnartant’’ ara imaartant (aric
allua llllyul rai aic lllltl\ll Ttaiit \vi 10

it significant?) to the writer, but they
are not to most readers.

Two words instead of one may
appear to be a small matter. But in

cn many nlannine ranarte the emall
o2V lllally Plallllllls ICPUI LD LiII\C Dliiail

matters, like bricks, get piled up
until an impenetrable wall is built

| P S
peLween

€ pianner

Clutter is not only

words where one would do as well.
It is also the long, loosely constructed
sentence that bewilders the reader,
and it is the use of a long word
where a short one

ter is contagious; it spreads into all
of our writing—even when we try
our best to keep it out.

L
i

mem AL
4l Ut
J 1

T
se of two

will serve Chit-
e, Llut
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Long paragraphs. You were
probably taught that paragraphs
must be constructed around a given

tonic or idoa Rut if in mootine thic
P OF 1G8a. DUl I, IR TRASUNE t(isS

rule, a paragraph gets too long, break
it down anyway. A paragrc-' s
probably too long for the lay reader
if it goes beyond 10 typewritten lines.

I ong comtonroe Writa chart can
LONE senenies. vvri? snlrc sehni-

tences rather than long sentences,
but do not overreact by using only
short sentences. Good style requires
sentences of varying lengths to create
rhuvthm and flow

rhythm and flow.

If you must use a iong sentence,
make sure that it is under very tight
grammatical control. Here's an
example of one that's not: “Consider-

inag tha hich valiima Af teaffin An
g ol nign voiume Or ramil on

north-south arterials such as Lamont
Highway, which have been ob-
structed by unrestricted access to
abutting land uses and have resuited

nat anly in Aonoactinnm bt alea mmaias
11VL ULlAy a1k MUAIBCDLIUAI UL aidv ula]\u

traffic hazards, improvements to
these must be given a high priority




in the county capital program aiong

ER TN N T U
Wllll Dlllllldl luéuvvaya Wlllull LT \.ll-y
limits.”

Strung-together nouns. These are
series of nouns used as adjectives.
Some pianners think that the ionger
shn onmd thn Lattio. sthao .....:L:.u-.
it dXi CD, LI vl (%91 llllls
The planner who wrote this designa-
tion for a transportation planmng
project thought so: “Northwest

corridor transportation improve-

project. i

Indirect expressions. "It is t
that,” “it should be noted that,” “it
must be emphasized that,” “it is safe

to say that”"—indirect expressnor\s

Vel o oab ot s I P S
like these are epidemic in pilanning

renorte. Most of them should be

Spesis. YA © =110

wiped out. Usually the indirect
expressions are not needed for mean-
ing, or if they are, the same idea often

can be conveved through the use of
appropriate adverbs (e.g., “prob-
ably,” “certainly”) in the main clause
of the sentence.
Jargon. Some ja
reduced. It convevs
meanings that mxght take several
paragraphs to put into lay language.

Most planmng )argon however 1s

There is no reason to use such j largon‘
Beiow are a few examples of
.................... =l

i PR
swollen lauguasc and tneir buupu-:x,
more graceful and more forthright

..... o-attiid, |l ialc 101 15

eq_uxvalents:

Nacricinan_.maling neacace “Chir nure
ASGSITIFIanalg Protess. wur pul

pose is to facilitate the legislative
decision-making process.” Transla-
tion: “Our purpose is to help legis-
lators in making decisions. "

Ecosystem. “Environment,” or a
more specific term like “plant and

animal lifa’ ar it 7
CAARAAARGAR RiLW ~a s

Educational facilities, transporia-
H on facilitioc

ASavazanan sy

£ AT
cowroraoco acrilitioc
STYTLiiapmy AAMIAALICT.

“Schools,” “highways,” “sewers.”

iz

1 cloge proximity to, “Near,
Toafo nbsscnbacaen "Cleannts ' Yonssynwe
AIRIAdDUI ULLULT,. JULITTLD, DCYVCT1IDO,
“water mains.” If you must use a

general term, publlc facilitie
would be an improvement,

Input. Borrowed from the argot of
computer programming. Instead of

call ng for the pubhc to provide

"Meet with,." “work

Interface with.
with.”

.
1 CTUTDU iAWV

walks,” usuallv

Prioritize, Until ¢
ognizes this word, say “assigning
priorities to” or “rank in order of

priority.”
»Jl
Residential land uses, commercial

land uses, institutional land uses. . . .

. 1 . i S, = e
THESC tedious construciions Ie
needed on occasion, but more often

they are not. They can be replaced
by simple words like “housing,”
“shopping areas,” and “schools”
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when their more general meanings
are not needed.

Significantly severe topography.
“Steep slopes,” “hills.”

Subject. Do not use as an adjec-
tive, as in “the subject parcel.” Say
“this parcel.”

Sufficient. “Enough” is enough.

Urban scatteration. “Urban sprawl”

has been worn threadbare, but it still
is the better way to say it.

Utilize. “Use.”

abilie., T wornie o
Viab idy. 11 yOou WOIK

will find a more lively wa
this idea.

[V}
‘< ™

= urit

| Note: for Webster

Concept ‘The. word concept is
used as a substitute for “tt

A ”‘Ann (TG B is L‘n‘\‘ur ‘5!1’\ .
AR a, Lt = el

-expahd by accretion. . ..

At enkinh by
;anl.uuz, wnuuu “yk’“lclltl] m

l-rom concept we went tO r:on-‘

! T]’lPl"P are fhrpp h:amr r‘lmpnmnnc to

the housing problem: (1) inadequate
conditions, (2) affordability, and
(3) locatlonal concentratlon due to

A
pr ice GidCx uluuauuu

1 llEbC uunen-

sions combine to make housing one

of the most significant problems in
our metropolitan area.”
Loadmg a paragraph with abstrac-




Here’s an example of a more read-
able opening paragraph: “In (name
of county) many people live in dila-
pidated, overcrowded housing.
Thov lLive thero not hv chaice hul’

ALILy IAVE aLiT v (O 410 L0

by necessity; they cannot afford
housing that meets acceptable stan-
dards Furthermore they are denied

[ne Oppor[unlty to th’ ln most areas
of the county because thece areag

LA otLaust

offer no low-cost housing.”

If you compare this paragraph with
the original, you will see that it con-
veys the saimie three basic dimensions
of the housing problem: the inade-
qrate (... itions, the affordability,
and the locational concentration. But
it conveys them in specific terms that
are more easily understood.

Don’t say too much

Most planning reports are much
too long for their readers. Part of
the pr oblem

serve both technical and public infor-
mation purposes. Unfortunately,
both purposes cannot be well served
within the same report.

Planning offices would do well to
publish their plans in two reports,
one for the technician, the other for
the general public Few planning

othces, though find the time to do

S S A N P T T ey
111> llldl UIT ITPUILL Uy v

Where planning material must be
confined to a smgle report, a com-
promise must be reached between
the technical and the pubiic infor-
' InfArtiinataly

Unfortunately,

Abin ra~irivamante
Mausn I Ty ui emenis.

the impulse is to err in the direction
of meeting technical requirements,
resulting in a report that is too long
and complicated for most readers.

Challanca evervy thine vou |r|l'nnrl
\-ﬂ‘la‘lLlKB ,llllllb J AsiwNn 2

to write. Is it important? If it is not,
omit the material or relegate it to an
appendix Appendices help to meet

technical requ1rements and to Keep
the bnnlu of the report 1 readable. They

should be used more often.
Another example, this one from an
gricultural preservation report by a

HTha ern
108 pro-

regional planning board:
cess of urban expansion results in
disinvestment in agricultural capital
and the premature withdrawal of
land from the production of agri-

Ve Y 3. TTolea ato
cuiturdl gooud. Uil banization creates
within the agricultural community

excessive speculation arising from

The facis please

Tl'\p hﬂn ?noa n‘ ‘every renart

AES SAsAN P WA WAy AVRIVA

should include: SISOy
"o The name of the xssumg
agency, e

S8 'nuuress '(.umplete w1m le

says a surprising number of them
| lack some or even- all of these
elements. ghe

unrealistic expectations on the poten-
tial for capital gains in a transitional
iand market. Such expectations iead
b lace tham Ambidmal aceiscliareal
v 1TOD tilailit Uylllllal asl icudiltural
investment decisions.”

The more concrete rewrite: “As an
urban area expands, farm investments
decline and iand is retired from farm-
ino lone hofore it ie needed for
llls lulla VCIUIC iL 10 PN GV iGN Avi

urban use. The development of new
housing nearby awakens farmers’
interest in speculating on their
iand. Often, they expect io get a

rmuch hi o"\nr r\ﬂt‘o CI\r f}\ol" ]anr‘ than
LiTliE dugpaICa paa (8414

it is worth, and they would be better
off investing in their farms than
looking for a windfall in the land
market.”

Raowrara alea nf tha nackad narac
seéware, aisC, Or e ya\. KU paia

graph, in which too many ideas are
crammed into too small a space.
The paragraph below, taken from a
published planning report, is an
example:

“Urban sprawl has resulted in
excessive energy use. With the
spatial arrangement of existing activ-
ities to a large extent fixed, the po-
tential of achieving greater efficiency
in energy use through land-use plan-
ning is limited, but still significant
The energy efficiency of existing

Aavrala . arbivitioc
uCVClUlJlllCllL auu dutliviuivy

improved in some ways through land-
use planning. The principal oppor-
tunities, however, lie in the develop-
ment of policies related to the type,

lacati nd niimhar Af ‘nh-rn ‘aril_

or
lU\.allUll, anG _umoeer C: avia~

ities and structures and the ways in
which they are used; and in the

~n
fan o¢

those policies

through land-use controls and infra-
structural investments. . . .”

A more readabie style would re-
guire a number of paragraphs to
impress these concerns on the reader.
For this reason, the more readable
style sometimes requires more space
than highly condensed technical
writing. If the report gets toc long,

though, there is a simple alternative:

Eliminate the extraneous material.
Finally, be on your guard against

unneeded qualifiers. These two ex-

amnlec were faund in nublichad
Liapavo LARSY AV uAra ik yuvlloll\-\‘

planning reports: “Although there
are many exceptions, communities
are coming to recognize the need for
somewhat more flexible ways to

control land use than throuch tra-

LRades TAIEA LALUUGHAr i

ditional zoning.” And: “It can be
logically argued that many of the
problems lacmg our metropolitan
COmmunity Luua‘y’ have their roots
in the laroplv unbridled gr owth of the
past three decades.’

The first sentence has two quali-
fiers that are not needed: the clause
althuugu tiere are llldlly CXLEpllUllb
and the word ‘“somewhat.” The
writer who cannot resist the urge to
qualify the statement should begin
by 51mply saying “Many commu-

niities.

In the second sentence, the word
“largely” and the initial construction
“It can be logically argued that”
shouid be deleted. Guideline 1 calis
for deleting the initial construction

because it is an indirect expression,
a form of clutter. Guideline 3 calls
for deleting it because it qualifies a
statement that is aimost seif-evident

mAd vl d mAat bha ~fanbastad
ana wouia not be contestea.

A final word

it will not be easy for planners to

implementation of

chaonoo thaoir writino 0 2 mars raad.
\.axunlbc LRIC AL VVlllllI6 tW Q MlIViILC 1vauT

able style. The change will require
planners to work outside their ac-
quired idiom.
o PR | 1_11 P | 1
Bui the more readable style will

come over timo if nlann
LUl LT, A pRARui S

it. And the payoff of having plan-
ning reports read and understood by
more people will make the effort
worthwhile.

orc vrnrll at

Richard Dymsza is a planning consultant in Atlanta.
He holds a B.A. in English from Harvard and an
M.R.P. from Comell.




