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Writing for the '90s 
BY BKOOKK BKOADHENT 

WRITKRS' BLOCK can cause adults 
t o b e c o m e u n g l u e d . It c a n 

c o m p l e t e l y u n d e r m i n e y o u r self-m 
c o n f i d e n c e a n d m a k e you h o p e ^ 
y o n n e v e r s e e a n o t h e r w r i t i n g 
project. Bui there are ways to gel 
u n b l o c k e d . A f r i end of mine , a 
former instructor, overcomes writ-
ers' block by anticipating readers ' 
ques t i ons and starting her writ ing 
wi th t h o s e in m i n d . For e x a m p l e , 
she knows from her classroom experi-
ence that many adults learn by com-
par ing new k n o w l e d g e to wha t they 
already know. 

W h e n I h a v e a w r i t i n g a s s i g n -
ment—a training manual , an article, 
or whatever—1 try to overcome writ-
ers' block by writing the first thoughts 
that c o m e to m i n d . I avoid wr i t ing 
sentences and simply sketch my ideas 
with words and phrases . Organiz ing 
t h e o r d e r (if my t h o u g h t s c o m e s 
much later. I d o plenty of edi t ing at 
the out l ine phase. I polish my prose 
after I am sure of the How of ideas 

That a p p r o a c h m a y b e t o o m e -
chanical; you may prefer to be more 
spon t aneous . You might be a visual 
person that prefers to d raw diagrams 
and f lowchar t s of your ideas b e f o r e 
writing them our. The important s tep 
is to get started, as soon as possible. 
Unblock the writer inside of you. 

Writing tips 
Writing well is a skill. It's like learning 
to use a computer well. Both require 
d e t e r m i n a t i o n , pract ice , a n d , w h e n 
your system freezes, the pa t i ence to 
start all over. The first s tep in improv-
ing your writing is to place value on 
it. That will help you to find the time 
r e q u i r e d to c a r e f u l l y p l an , r e v i e w , 
and revise your writing. 

The second step is to set some per-
sonal standards. Writing in plain lan-
guage means writing clear, crisp, sim-
ple p rose . O n e w a y to ach i eve that 
standard is to bring your writing in line 
with your speaking. Try this. Listen to 
yourself as you speak. You probably 
hear short, simple sentences, and vivid 
images. This is the plain language you 
n e e d in y o u r wr i t ing . Look at y o u r 

wri t ing. D o your s e n t e n c e s conta in 
more than 2S words? Are your ideas 
abstract, w ith no examples? Are your 
s e n t e n c e s c o m p l e x and full of con-
junctions and adjectives—like which, 
while, that—all making it harder to fol-
low your main idea? 

Another writing tip is to edit. edit, 
edit. Editing is the most important in-
gredient of skillful writing. In reread-
ing your material, you will p robably 
notice some gaps. You might want to 
try four levels of editing. 

T h e first level of e d i t i n g c o m e s 
f rom y o u r " i n - h o u s e " ed i tors : y o u r 
ed i t o r -pa r t ne r , y o u r e d i t o r - f r i e n d s , 
a n d . p e r h a p s , your ed i to r -ch i ld ren . 
You can show your "lamily-edilors" 
a first d r a f t , or p o r t i o n s of it, a n d 
ask fo r f e e d b a c k . M e m b e r s of my 
nonprofessional en tourage have pro-
v i d e d s a g e a d v i c e o v e r t h e y e a r s . 
Recently I showed a few paragraphs 
of an article about the Internet to my 
adul t d a u g h t e r . Her swif t r eac t ion : 
" D a d . I 'm t i r e d of r e a d i n g a b o u t 
t h e I n t e r n e t . I w a n t to d o it." s en t 
m e b a c k to t h e d r a w i n g b o a r d 1 
drafted an interactive article that n o w 
appea r s on our family Web page. 

T h e tools for a second- leve l edit 
c o m e bund l ed with high-level w o r d 

p rocessors . These are edi t-
ing tools to check spel l ing, 

g r a m m a r , p u n c t u a t i o n , a n d 
s t y l e . T h e y s u g g e s t w a y s t o 

rewrite your text. But the author 
a l w a y s r e m a i n s in c o n t r o l . 
W h e n t h e s o f t w a r e s u g g e s t s 
c h a n g e s , y o u d e c i d e w h i c h 
ones to incorporate or reject. 

After letting your "chef d 'oeu-
vre" sit fo r a f e w days , w e e k s , o r 

even months , you ' re probably ready 
to d o a third-level edi t—por ing over 
every word, sentence, and paragraph. 
Don' t hold back t h e red ink. Make 
y o u r final c h a n g e s a n d d o a n o t h e r 
spellcheck and grammar review with 
y o u r w o r d p r o c e s s i n g s o f t w a r e . Et 
voila, e'estfini. Unless you are writing 
for a publication with editing services. 

Most pub l i ca t i ons e n g a g e w o r d -
s m i t h s to d o a f o u r t h - l e v e l edi t t o 
m a k e the article fol low the publica-
t i o n ' s of f ic ia l s ty le . Norma l ly t h e y 
m a k e changes to the final text with-
out consulting you. By the fourth ed-
it. you have p robab ly lost your cre-
a t ive zeal so you may be h a p p y to 
hand the ent i re projec t to a p ro fes -
sional for finalizing. 

Like me. you probably write most 
of the t ime for internal and external 
c l i en t s a n d not fo r p u b l i c a t i o n . So 
let's get back to the real world. Hav-
ing t a m e d y o u r w r i t e r s ' b lock a n d 
t h o r o u g h l y e d i t e d y o u r p i e c e , t h e 
p r o c e s s of p u t t i n g y o u r text i n t o a 
d o c u m e n t may s t and b e t w e e n you 
and a final product. In the 1990s, doc-
umen t p r o d u c t i o n is the d o m a i n of 
computers—what some Luddites con-
sider the vuekv stuff. 

Using your computer 
Personal computers and software are 
to wri ters in the n ine t ies wha t p e n s 
and paper were to our parents. If you 
compla in about the "feel" of writing 
wi th a PC. t h e n m a y b e you s h o u l d 
not try to change . However , if there 
is any chance of your adapt ing to the 
digi ta l w o r l d , you s h o u l d g ive it a 
serious try. 

Over time, knowledge of comput-
ers will he lp you work more produc-
tively, will keep you competitive with 
computer-savvy rivals, and w ill show 
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y o u r c l ients y o u ' r e up - to -da t e . At a 
minimum, learn all you can about one 
w o r d p rocess ing s o f t w a r e p a c k a g e , 
like WordPerfect, Ami Pro. or Microsoft 
Word. Master features like spellcheck, 
the thesaurus, grammar check, outline 
feature, styles, table of contents , and 
tables. Advanced word processing fea-
tu res will h e l p you wr i t e cor rec t ly -
spelled. well-organized, attractive doc-
u m e n t s . L e a r n i n g s o f t w a r e in t h e 
Microsoft Windows environment or on 
a Mac is a real advantage because your 
knowledge and skills on one applica-
tion (WordPerfect) is readily transfer-
able to another (Microsoft Word). 

PCs h a v e s i m p l i f i e d t h e w r i t i n g 
p r o c e s s by e m p o w e r i n g y o u t o 
control all phases—right at the desk-
top. The price of progress is that you 
have to learn h o w 10 use the ha rd -
ware and sof tware that make this pos-
sible. Believe me, it's worth the initial 
frustration. 

Desktop publishing 
Desktop publishing refers to produc-
ing high-quali ty d o c u m e n t s on your 
PC—the o n e s that gene ra t e remarks 
like "this is very attractive, and easy to 
read!" E f fec t ive p a c k a g i n g of y o u r 
writing helps to convey your message 
clearly. Your clients will love the re-
sults. T h e cost of desk top publishing 
is l ow b e c a u s e you c a n n o w d o it 
wi th y o u r regu la r w o r d p r o c e s s i n g 
package. So, learning it is a good in-
vestment of your time. 

Technically speaking, desktop pub-
lishing is at your fingertips in a host of 
f e a t u r e s that every h igh- level w o r d 
processor contains, such as fancy char-
acters. text in boxes, headers, footers, 
templates, clip art, and others. There is 
also an aesthetic side to DTP. Simply 
a d d i n g di f ferent fonts to your d o c u -
ment does not make it easier to read. 
But an u n c l u t t e r e d , c r ea t ive l ayout 
with suf f ic ient w h i t e s p a c e will im-
prove the quality of your d o c u m e n t . 
Other documen t s are one of the best 
sources of ideas for designing yours. 
When you see a d o c u m e n t you like, 
save it for future reference. 

Brooke Broadbent is a senior consultant 
at Friesen. Kaye and Associates and can 
be reached at 867 Explorer Lane, (Jrleans. 
Ontario. Canada K1C 2S3- Phone 
613/837-3924; e-mail hroadb@niagi.coni. 
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