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PPEOPLE ARE SMARTER THAN YOU
THINK. There’s no “typical reader,” who will
read no sentence longer than 15 words, or will
read no more than five paragraphs of anything.
That’s insulting. Have faith in your reader and
forget that “typical” nonsense.
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Remember, I showed a draft of these guide-
lines to ten people, from the high-school dropout
to the college professor. Everybody understood
it. Nobody thought it was too simple or too
tough; nobody resented my tone. When you
write, fix ten people of different types in your
mind and “talk” to them—with respect.

At the same time, remember that most peo-
ple read to obtain information. What you write
for such people should address their need to get
information quickly and painlessly. The average
magazine or newspaper article is written at a
sixth- to eighth-grade reading level. This doesn’t
necessarily mean that most people buying maga-
zines have only a sixth-grade education or that
the author writes only at the sixth-grade level. It
just means that this reading level is sufficient to
communicate most information.

Readability statistics are one measure of how
effectively writing communicates. If you know
your readers, readability statistics like the
Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level and Gunning’s Fog
Index can help you adjust your writing to make
it easier to understand. They identify what read-
ing level your audience needs to understand
your document. These statistics also offer clues
to simplify your writing.
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Computer writing tools automatically com-
pute readability scores and provide instant
advice on improving your writing. Suppose
you’re writing a proposal to obtain approval for
an expensive telephone system. Your audience is
a purchasing committee composed of employees
with varying levels of education. Your grammar
checks may tell you that the reading level
required to understand your proposal is the
12th grade according to the Flesch-Kincaid stan-
dard. You also learn that the average paragraph
in your document has sixteen sentences.

These statistics are telling you to take
another look at your proposal. Why do you have
so many sentences in each paragraph? Are you
writing about more than one important point in
each one? Could you make a more persuasive
argument by letting each point stand alone?
Would that make each point easier to read and
understand?

Readability statistics can’t make these judg-
ments for you, but they do give you an efficient
way to gauge your work and tailor it to your
audience. Use this information to create read-
able writing—it’s what your readers deserve.
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TTHINK IT THROUGH FIRST. Just as
sloppy language begins with sloppy thinking,
clear writing begins with clear thinking. A
Harper & Row editor says, “Fuzzy thinking is
the worst problem we find.”

A professor won my respect when somebody
asked a tough question. He started speaking,
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then said, “Let me stop talking a moment and
think.” He did, then answered clearly and well.

Thinking through a piece of writing involves
two steps: mapping out a beginning, a middle,
and an end; and focusing on your major point.

The first part of thinking is working out a
road map of where you want to go with your
writing. To some writers, this means doing
something like wordplay—just dashing off
ideas as fast as you can, revising and organiz-
ing your thoughts later.

What works best for most writers is think-
ing through a beginning, a middle, and an
end—a structure. Ernest Hemingway said that
“prose is architecture, not interior design.”

You probably won’t need the outline you
learned in school—I, Ia, Ib, II, IIa, etc.—but you
do need a road map of some kind, whatever
works for you.

Much writing is about how to solve prob-
lems. Ordinarily, present the problem first,
then the solution. By setting up the problem,
you let your readers experience it. Then they’ll
read along through your efforts to solve the
problem.

Every piece of problem-solving writing
should have a point. “But it should also have a
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