
Writing for 
People With 
No Time to 
Read



OVERVIEW

Part I – The Big Picture: Form Follows 
Function

Part II – Up Close: Less is More



PART I:
Form 

Follows 
Function



Form 
Follows 
Function

Appearance Reflects 
the Purpose



Form Follows Function
Writing is Designed to Fit the Specific Needs of Your Audience



What three 
attributes or skills 
are most essential 

for someone to 
effectively perform 
your job, and why?

QUICK WRITE



Extremely Busy



Often Task Switching



Reluctant Readers









Form Follows 
Function

STRATEGIES

1. B.L.U.F.
2. Organizational Structure
3. Chunked Text
4. Clear, Specific Headings
5. Readability
6. Digestible Data



#1

B.L.U.F.









1

2

3

4
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TRY IT OUT

Does your first 
sentence give the 

BLUF?





#2

Organizational 
Structure



SEQUENCE



CAUSE and 
EFFECT



COMPARE 
AND 
CONTRAST



PROBLEM and 
SOLUTION





PRIMACY 
and 
RECENCY 
EFFECT



PRIMACY 
and 
RECENCY 
EFFECT



Community Policing
“Community policing” is an approach to law enforcement that uses community partnerships and problem-
solving techniques to proactively address public safety concerns, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. 
Community policing proponents assert that by building strong relationships, communities and police are better 
able to respond to and communicate during crisis situations.  Rather than a specific set of policies, community-
policing is a philosophy that may look different in every locality based on the needs of the police and the people 
in each jurisdiction. Recent evaluations of community policing practices have occurred at the state and federal 
level. President Barrack Obama created a Task Force on 21st Century Policing to identify and recommend best 
practices for “fostering strong, collaborative relationships between local law enforcement and the communities 
they protect.” In April 2016, Washington (HB 2908) (2016) became the most recent state to initiate a formal 
review of policing practices. The legislature created the joint legislative task force on the use of deadly force in 
community policing. The task force is charged with reviewing laws, practices, and training programs regarding 
deadly force and making recommendations to reduce the number of violent interactions between law 
enforcement officers and members of the public by December 2016.  Also in 2016, the Oregon legislature (SB 
5701) appropriated $959,000 for developing and disseminating research-based community policing skills 
through the Oregon Center for Policing Excellence. Utah lawmakers similarly empowered (HB 355) the state’s 
attorney general to establish a training center and provide resources regarding law enforcement use of force. 
Under the law, the attorney general will provide statewide training and informational materials regarding 
investigating use of force, tactical disengagement, sanctity and preservation of life and stress management in life 
threatening situations.  Last year, Ohio created a Task Force on Community-Police Relations to explore causes of, 
and potential solutions to, damaged relationships between police officers and communities. The Task Force 
released its final report in May 2015.

TROUGH OF 
DEATH

http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/TaskForce_FinalReport.pdf


MAKE IT CHUNKY



#3

Chunking 
Text



Community Policing
“Community policing” is an approach to law enforcement that uses community partnerships and problem-solving techniques 
to proactively address public safety concerns, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. Community policing proponents 
assert that by building strong relationships, communities and police are better able to respond to and communicate during 
crisis situations.  

Rather than a specific set of policies, community-policing is a philosophy that may look different in every locality based on the 
needs of the police and the people in each jurisdiction. Recent evaluations of community policing practices have occurred at 
the state and federal level. President Barrack Obama created a Task Force on 21st Century Policing to identify and recommend 
best practices for “fostering strong, collaborative relationships between local law enforcement and the communities they 
protect.” 

In April 2016, Washington (HB 2908) (2016) became the most recent state to initiate a formal review of policing practices. The 
legislature created the joint legislative task force on the use of deadly force in community policing. The task force is charged 
with reviewing laws, practices, and training programs regarding deadly force and making recommendations to reduce the 
number of violent interactions between law enforcement officers and members of the public by December 2016.  Also in 2016, 
the Oregon legislature (SB 5701) appropriated $959,000 for developing and disseminating research-based community policing 
skills through the Oregon Center for Policing Excellence. Utah lawmakers similarly empowered (HB 355) the state’s attorney 
general to establish a training center and provide resources regarding law enforcement use of force. 

Under the law, the attorney general will provide statewide training and informational materials regarding investigating use of 
force, tactical disengagement, sanctity and preservation of life and stress management in life threatening situations.  Last year, 
Ohio created a Task Force on Community-Police Relations to explore causes of, and potential solutions to, damaged 
relationships between police officers and communities. The Task Force released its final report in May 2015.

http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/TaskForce_FinalReport.pdf


“Studies indicate that the 
presentation of ‘chunked’ 
material separated into 

meaningful related groups 
improves the comprehension of 

some readers.”

“According to research studies 
conducted on the strategy of 

‘chunking,’ students who struggle 
with reading comprehension 

improve significantly when 
reading material is chunked into 

smaller units.”

National Center on Educational Outcomes



Rule of 
QUARTERS



Which Would You Rather Read?

Community Policing

“Community policing” is an approach to law enforcement that uses community partnerships and problem-solving 
techniques to proactively address public safety concerns, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. Community 

policing proponents assert that by building strong relationships, communities and police are better able to respond 
to and communicate during crisis situations.  Rather than a specific set of policies, community-policing is a 

philosophy that may look different in every locality based on the needs of the police and the people in each 
jurisdiction. Recent evaluations of community policing practices have occurred at the state and federal level. 

President Barrack Obama created a Task Force on 21st Century Policing to identify and recommend best practices for 
“fostering strong, collaborative relationships between local law enforcement and the communities they protect.” In 

April 2016, Washington (HB 2908) (2016) became the most recent state to initiate a formal review of policing 
practices. The legislature created the joint legislative task force on the use of deadly force in community policing. The 

task force is charged with reviewing laws, practices, and training programs regarding deadly force and making 
recommendations to reduce the number of violent interactions between law enforcement officers and members of 
the public by December 2016.  Also in 2016, the Oregon legislature (SB 5701) appropriated $959,000 for developing 

and disseminating research-based community policing skills through the Oregon Center for Policing Excellence. Utah 
lawmakers similarly empowered (HB 355) the state’s attorney general to establish a training center and provide 
resources regarding law enforcement use of force. Under the law, the attorney general will provide statewide 
training and informational materials regarding investigating use of force, tactical disengagement, sanctity and 

preservation of life and stress management in life threatening situations.  Last year, Ohio created a Task Force on 
Community-Police Relations to explore causes of, and potential solutions to, damaged relationships between police 

officers and communities. The Task Force released its final report in May 2015.

Community Policing

“Community policing” is an approach to law enforcement that uses community partnerships and problem-solving 
techniques to proactively address public safety concerns, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. Community policing 

proponents assert that by building strong relationships, communities and police are better able to respond to and 
communicate during crisis situations.  

Rather than a specific set of policies, community-policing is a philosophy that may look different in every locality based on 
the needs of the police and the people in each jurisdiction. Recent evaluations of community policing practices have 

occurred at the state and federal level. President Barrack Obama created a Task Force on 21st Century Policing to identify 
and recommend best practices for “fostering strong, collaborative relationships between local law enforcement and the 

communities they protect.” 

In April 2016, Washington (HB 2908) (2016) became the most recent state to initiate a formal review of policing practices. 
The legislature created the joint legislative task force on the use of deadly force in community policing. The task force is 
charged with reviewing laws, practices, and training programs regarding deadly force and making recommendations to 
reduce the number of violent interactions between law enforcement officers and members of the public by December 

2016.  Also in 2016, the Oregon legislature (SB 5701) appropriated $959,000 for developing and disseminating research-
based community policing skills through the Oregon Center for Policing Excellence. Utah lawmakers similarly empowered 

(HB 355) the state’s attorney general to establish a training center and provide resources regarding law enforcement use of 
force. 

Under the law, the attorney general will provide statewide training and informational materials regarding investigating use 
of force, tactical disengagement, sanctity and preservation of life and stress management in life threatening situations.  

Last year, Ohio created a Task Force on Community-Police Relations to explore causes of, and potential solutions to, 
damaged relationships between police officers and communities. The Task Force released its final report in May 2015.
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http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/TaskForce_FinalReport.pdf
http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/TaskForce_FinalReport.pdf


TRY IT OUT

Is your information 
chunked into 

related groups? 



#4

Clear & 
Specific 

Headings



Clear 
Headings



Free or Reduced-Price Lunch

Pell Eligibility

Income

Proxy Measures



Specific Headings: Two Methods

1. ASK A QUESTION THAT 
THE PASSAGE ANSWERS.

2. STATE THE CONCLUSION 
OF THE PASSAGE.



1. Ask a QUESTION that the passage answers.

“What is the legal standard for 
determining cannabis DUI?”

“Will rainy day funds be enough to 
weather the storm?”



2. State the CONCLUSION of the passage.

“Most drivers and passengers killed in 
crashes are unrestrained.”

“States showed fiscal and economic 
strength before the pandemic.”



TRY IT OUT

What headings 
would you write for 

each chunk?



#5

Readability





1. Shorten Sentences: 15-20 words MAX

1. Short sentences provide a 
direct path to the main point. 

2. Short sentences improve 
comprehension.  



TRY IT OUT

Are your sentences 
each shorter than 

15-20 words?



2. Vary 
Sentence 
Lengths





It was a dark and stormy night; the rain 
fell in torrents—except at occasional 
intervals, when it was checked by a 
violent gust of wind which swept up the 
streets (for it is in London that our 
scene lies), rattling along the 
housetops, and fiercely agitating the 
scanty flame of the lamps that 
struggled against the darkness. 

Edward Bulwer-Lytton



The rain fell in buckets 
as I walked the cobbled 
streets of Old Town, 
although I supposed, if 
rain really came in 
buckets one might land 
on my head and knock 
me unconscious, so I’d 
much prefer raining 
cats and dogs because 
I’m quite fond of cats, 
but better still if were 
hot enough to fry an 
egg on the pavement as 
I’m rather peckish.

It was the worst of times, although I 
suppose if I were really pressed I 

could come up with a time in history 
even worse than the French 

Revolution, such as the Black Death, 
to name but one, but on the other 

hand it has to be said that it was also 
the best of times, particularly for 

those of us that were rich and living in 
England rather than France.

.

It wasn't fair to call Michael a scum-
sucking monster from the deep, the 
miserable, fetid descendant of some 

unnamed demon who, after centuries 
at the very depths of the ocean, had 

somehow surfaced and found his way 
to Wall Street---it was accurate, of 
course, but he preferred Michael..



THE FINAL 
STRATEGY



#6

Digestible 
Data



Data Rule #1:
Paint a Picture

Present your statistics 
in a visual form 
whenever possible.





“Using charts, graphs or other visually impactful representations of 
data is important because it’s engaging and gets the message across 
quickly.”

“Even extensive amounts of complicated data start to make sense 
when presented graphically.”

SAS Data Visualization Report



Which Would You Rather Read?
1 2



Data Rule #2:
Don’t Bury the Lede

Main Idea

Statistics



What is the main idea of the passage?

“With more than 40 points, 10 
rebounds, and five assists (while hitting 
five 3-pointers) in Game 3, Kevin Durant 

became the most versatile player in 
NBA Finals history.”



"Kevin Durant became the most versatile 
player in NBA Finals history in Game 3, 

producing more than 40 points, 10 rebounds, and 
five assists (while hitting five 3-pointers).”

Main 
Point

Stats



Data Rule #3:

“3,976,284.50”

“Almost four million”

Round Statistics Off







“Authors of statistical publications face the challenge of finding a good 
balance between accuracy and readability.

“Reporting large numbers or numbers to the last available digit is not 
reasonable because it makes grasping relevant information difficult 
and may give a false impression about the actual accuracy of data.”

E.U. Statistics Policy



Data Rule #4:
Put Data into Context

“One out of every four…”

“Every 16 seconds…”

“The equivalent of…”



EXAMPLE (no context):

One “Exabyte” 
(1,000,000,000,000,000,000 
bytes) of data is created on 

the internet daily.





EXAMPLE (with context):

One “Exabyte” 
(1,000,000,000,000,000,000 
bytes) of data is created on 

the internet daily. This is 
roughly the equivalent of 

the data in 250 million 
DVDs.



Data Rules Recap:

#1 Paint a Picture

#2 Don’t Bury the Lede

#3 Round Statistics

#4 Put Data into Context



Part I Takeaways:
Form Follows Function

The unique needs of your specific 
legislative audience determine the 

form of your writing design:

• Bottom Line Up Front
• Clear Structure & Organization
• Chunked Text
• Clear, Specific Headers
• Readability
• Digestible Data



Looking Ahead

Where can you apply these six 
strategies into your daily writing?



PART II:
Less is More







“Its vanished trees, the trees that had made 
way for Gatsby’s house, had once pandered in 
whispers to the last and greatest of all human 
dreams; for a transitory enchanted moment 
man must have held his breath in the presence 
of this continent, compelled into an aesthetic 
contemplation he neither understood nor 
desired, face to face for the last time in history 
with something commensurate to his capacity 
for wonder.” 

F. Scott Fitzgerald



“Oak Park: the home of 
broad lawns and 
narrow minds.”

Ernest Hemingway





Lean Writing 

STRATEGIES

1. Cut Nominalizations
2. Reduce Expletives
3. Eliminate Passive Voice
4. Condense Wordy Phrases



#1

Cut 
Nominalizations



Nominalizations: What Are They?

A VERB is changed into its NOUN form.

Nominalizations focus on the RESULT of the action (NOUN), 
rather than the PROCESS that leads to that result (VERB).  



Nominalizations: How to Catch Them

1. Articles: THE, A, AN
• Researchers conducted an investigation into the problem.

2. Suffixes: -ANCE, -ING, -NESS, -MENT,  -TION
• Maintenance, eating, healthiness, enjoyment, education



Cut Nominalizations



Cut Nominalizations



Nominalized Phrase Succinct Revision

gave a report

made a decision

offered a suggestion

issued an announcement

served as a catalyst

resulted in an increase

led to the destruction of



Practice: Cut Nominalizations



Practice: Cut Nominalizations



#2

Reduce 
Expletives



Expletives: What Are They?

Words that DO NOT add meaning to a sentence. 

Expletives hide the substance of a sentence behind filler words.



Expletives: How to Catch Them

SENTENCES BEGINNING WITH “IT” OR “THERE”

• It was a simple rule my parents made.
• There were many days when this rule angered me...



Reduce Expletives



Practice: Reduce Expletives



Practice: Reduce Expletives



#3

Eliminate
Passive Voice



Passive Voice: What Is It?

When the OBJECT of an action is made into 
the SUBJECT of a sentence.

Passive voice is less concise, less direct and buries the main idea.



TO BE 
OR NOT 

TO BE



Passive Voice: Other Ways to Catch It

1. WORDS ENDING WITH “-ED”
• …was eliminated from the budget.
• …were discriminated against.
• …is portrayed in a negative light.

2.   WORDS BEFORE “BY”
• It is believed by...
• Questions were answered by…



Eliminate Passive Voice

PASSIVE

The ball (object) 

 was thrown by (verb) 

Jess. (subject)

Object  Verb  Subject

ACTIVE

Jess (subject)

threw (verb) 

the ball. (object) 

Subject  Verb  Object



   QUICK TIP

Locate the “by” clause to find the real subject of the 
sentence.

Flip the sentence around so that the subject buried 
in the "by" clause is at the beginning of the 
sentence.



THE ZOMBIE 
RULE: if you can 
add “by zombies” 
after the verb, it 
is passive



…was eliminated (by zombies)
…has been eaten (by zombies).
…will be overrun by (by zombies).

And the all-time passive voice classic:

Mistakes were made (by zombies).



Practice: Eliminate Passive Voice

PASSIVE

One type of air pollution (object) 

 is caused by (verb) 

hydrocarbons. (subject)

Object  Verb  Subject

ACTIVE

Hydrocarbons (subject)

cause (verb) 

one type of air pollution. (object) 

Subject  Verb  Object



Practice: Eliminate Passive Voice

PASSIVE

Passive voice writing 

was eliminated by 

the writing workshop.

ACTIVE

 

The writing workshop 

eliminates 

passive voice writing.



#4

Condense
Wordy
Phrases



#4 PUT WORDY PHRASES ON A DIET



The reason for… (Because)
Due to the fact that… (Since)
In the event that… (If)
In a situation where… (When)

ALL OF THESE PHRASES CAN BE REPLACED BY A 
SINGLE WORD



IN ORDER TO



LIGHTNING ROUND!!!

Replace the following 
with a single word:



A large number of



Despite the fact that



Each and every



Has the opportunity to



At this point in time



In a case in which



A large number of   (MANY)
Despite the fact that    (ALTHOUGH)
Each and every       (EACH; ALL)
Has the opportunity to (CAN; COULD)
At this point in time  (NOW)
In a case in which   (WHEN)



Instant Improvements



KISS:
KEEP IT SIMPLE, 

SWEETIE 



Keep it 
conversational



Hot Tip: Read it aloud.



Read this 
aloud. 

• Immunizations, which some consider to be a 
cornerstone of public health, are cited as a cost-
effective investment because every $1 spent on 
immunizations saves $16 in avoided costs, according to 
the Association of State and Territorial Health Officials. 
Recent outbreaks of pertussis across the nation remind 
us that vaccines still play an important role in 
preventing disease because in 2010, pertussis claimed 
the lives of 10 California infants, and the 8,383 cases 
reported in the state had never been higher in more 
than 60 years. 



Immunizations 
save lives—and 

money.



EVERYBODY NEEDS AN EDITOR
“Peer editing sessions give writers an opportunity to find out what their 
writing looks like to someone else. Reviewers can help you discover 
whether what you've written is:

Appropriate to your purpose and intended reader
Organized so that it's easy to follow
Clear, concise and easy to read.”

University of Victoria, Writing for Government



To Sum Up:

• Improve your sentence structure by weeding 
out wordy phrases.

•Use active voice.
•Make it conversational: Avoid jargon.



Workshop Takeaways

1. Form Follows Function: 

Address the Needs of Your 

Audience

2. Increase Comprehension           

& Readability

3. Less is More: Write Lean
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