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Improving Written Reports 

Hazy, Unclear Wri t ing Is Result of Hazy, Unclear Thinking 

CHARLES E. W A G E R 

All too often, training courses in report writing treat the ability to write clearly 
as strictly a mechanical skill. Trainees are taught a few stunts and gimmicks, such 
as use of shorter, simpler sentences; use of shorter words; use of active rather than 
passive verbs; and the like. They are treated to a general review of the same rules 
of grammar and punctuation which they have already been taught, with indifferent 
success, in both high school and college. Rarely is the course adapted to the specific 
subject matter of the reports which the trainee will be called on to write. Still more 
rarely does the course cover the thinking process which the trainee will have to go 

through to produce these reports. 

Many times the results of such courses are disappointing. Hazy, unclear think-
ing continues to be reflected in hazy, unclear writing. T h e administrator who initi-
ated the training course may ultimately conclude, as did a recent writer in the 
Veterans Administration Personnel Information Bulletin,1 that: 

"We are convinced that refresher training for improved correspondence 

must be individualized for each major operating program . . . Continued 
generalizations about 4-S principles are of limited value unless put to work 

through specific examples and exercises." 

1. Henry V. Millner, "Outline for Subject, 'Letter Wri t ing , ' " Veterans Administration 

Personnel Information Bulletin, October, 1958. 

CHARLES E. W A G E R is Civilian Personnel Program Evaluator for the Department 
of the Army. Mr. Wager has occupied a variety of other personnel jobs with the 
LJ. S. Civil Service Commission and the Department of the Navy. Before becoming 
a Federal government personnel administrator, Mr. Wager taught English Com-

position for several years. 
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This article describes a training course which was developed in the U. S. Civil 
Service Commission in 1956- with the specific objective of improving the quality 
of Civil Service inspection reports. It is an example of a course which attempts to 
overcome the handicaps described above. Primary attention was given to the con-
tent of inspection reports; the purpose of inspection reports; and the thought 
processes an inspector goes through in deciding what to put in his report. Decision 
as to what to cover in the course was based on an analysis of a number of actual 
reports, and a determination of what improvements were needed in them. Ex-
amples and exercises throughout the course were taken from or based on actual 
experience of inspectors in writing reports. T h e training was tailored to meet the 
specific needs of Civil Service inspectors; it was in no sense a general course in 
"how to write reports." 

As many readers of the ASTD Journal know, Civil Service inspection reports 
describe and evaluate the effectiveness of agency personnel programs and suggest 
program improvements. In the majority of cases, adoption of the suggested im-
provements is optional with the agency inspected. In view of this, the objective of 
the training course was established as "providing information on how the language 

p I o o o 

°r reports can more usefully perform the function for which the reports are in-
tended—to inform and persuade." 

A large number of reports prepared during 1954 and 1955 were reviewed. 
Many were found to be effectively written. However, the review resulted in the 
identification of five major tvpes of weaknesses. These are summarized brieflv 
below: 

a- Some inspectors tended to limit themselves to statements of conclusions, without 
providing supporting facts (e.g., "The agency has a satisfactory program for so-
and-so," or "The program lacks sufficient provision for so-and-so."). Without 
sufficient factual back-up, such conclusions are mere statements of opinion, sub-

ject to challenge, and rarely achieve the stated objective of persuading the in-
spected agency of a need for corrective action. 

Other inspectors went to the opposite extreme: they recited endless factual de-
tail but gave no conclusions or evaluative judgments with relation to these facts. 
1 he reader was left wondering, "So what?" 

c- Some inspectors seemed almost exclusively preoccupied with negative or un-
favorable elements in the programs they reviewed. Like the pessimist in the 
old rhyme, they saw only the hole in the doughnut, and ignored the existence 
of the doughnut itself. 

By the writer, in collaboration with Miss Margaret McCamy of the Commission's staff,, 
under direction of Frank Barley, Chief, Bureau of Inspections and Classification Audits. 
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d. Some conclusions and the resulting suggestions were based on faulty deductive 
reasoning. On analysis, they resembled the old faulty syllogism, "Men are 
mortal; Fido is mortal; therefore, Fido is a man." 

e. In some instances, reports contained errors in grammar and sentence structure 

of the less obvious-sort. 

T h e training course which was finally used consisted of seven two-hour ses-
sions. In the first, the basic objectives of the course were outlined. Participants 
were advised of the content of the remaining six sessions, as follows: 

Session II—Fact, Inference, and judgment—A discussion of the difference between 
facts, inferences, and judgments, and the part each plays in the inspection report. 

Session III—Facts in Reports—A case study illustrating two erroneous approaches 
to the use of facts in Civil Service inspection reports. 

Session IV—Inferences in Reports—A discussion of levels of abstraction, related to 
the manner in which inspectors abstract inferences and conclusions, through 
inductive reasoning, from the facts set forth in their reports. 

Session V—Judgments in Reports—A discussion of the dangers of generalization, 
and of proper and improper uses of judgments in reports. 

Session VI—Positive and Negative—Quoted in full below. 

Session VII—How to Suggest or Recommend—Discussion of how to write self-sell-
ino suooestions, and of the use of deductive reasoning in arriving at sound, logi-& t3c) o o o 
cal suooestions and recommendations. 

OO 

The introductory session also provided an opportunity to touch on the subject 
of correct grammar and sentence structure in reports. Participants in the course 
were advised that this subject would not be covered in the training session; that 
employment as a Civil Service Inspector presupposes a certain degree of skill in 
English usage; and that those needing a review of these subjects should do so on 
their own responsibility. To aid the participants in determining their own needs, a 
self-administered test was provided, consisting of ungrammatical or incorrect sen-
tences taken from or paraphrased from actual inspection reports. Some examples 

follow: 

18. Appointing officers failed to give reasons for passing over the following 

veterans as required by Chapter XT-20 of the Federal Personnel Manual. 

23. Employees are relatively uninformed on the subject and disinterested. 

24. Bureau-wide publicity has been given the program which has resulted in 

noticeable employee interest and participation over recent years. 

T h e remaining sessions were presented on six successive days. Whenever pos-

sible, examples and illustrations used in the course were taken from actual Civil 
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Service inspection reports. Maximum use was made of training aids—tape record-
ings, flannel board presentations, charts, e tc . - to sustain interest. Each session was 
followed by discussion and a written exercise based on the subject-matter of the 
day's presentation. An illustrative unit—Session VI—is quoted in full below: 

B U R E A U OF I N S P E C T I O N S A N D CLASSIFICATION A U D I T S 
R E P O R T W R I T I N G 

Session VI 

Positive and Negative 

"There are different kinds of people; 

Each plays his separate role — 
T h e optimist sees the doughnut, 

T h e pessimist sees the hole." 

Inspectors are also people 
And divide like the rest of the pack; 

Some see program achievements 
And others note the lack. 

Some inspectors fix their sights consistently and excessively on the hole in the 
doughnut—the things the agency has not done. Others see that, were it not for the 

". . . just because you have never invented anything 

does not mean that you lack the talent for it." 

HOW T O I N V E N T 
By FORREST E. GILMORE 

Price $2.50 

A guide to the mental techniques of learning to invent, and their application to 

your daily thinking. 
There is no magical w a y to become an inventor. There are fundamentals 

"which will improve your ability to invent. This book contains these fundamentals . 
How to Invent will help you realize w h y inventing is important to you. It wil l help 
you obtain greater productivity from yourself and from those responsible to you. 

The book also contains detailed discussions of patent practices you should 
know, such as: how to decide what is patentable, how to go about obtaining a 
patent, what a patent really means , h o w to protect your patent from the beginning. 

Order from: 
Department CT 

GULF PUBLISHING COMPANY 
P. O. BOX 2608 • HOUSTON 1, TEXAS 

Or - from your local bookstore 
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existence of the doughnut, there would be no hole—in other words, a discussion of 
what an agency needs to do must be based on an understanding of what it is al-

ready doing. 

It is interesting to note how different the same fact appears when viewed from 

the positive and negative viewpoints. Here are a few examples: 

C - ) 

1. Eight out of fifty jobs desk audited were 

found to be incorrect])' classified as to 

grade or series. 

2. The agency lacks a planned, systematic 

program for placement followup in the 

case of all new appointments. 

3. Classification authority is not delegated to 

the field offices. 

4. The agency personnel staff has been un-

able to recruit sufficient engineers to fill 

all vacancies; eight positions have been 

vacant for more than six months. 

5. The agency lacks policy statements in the 

fields of employee relations and employee 

development. 

(+) 

1. Forty-two of fifty jobs desk audited were 
classified correctly in accordance with 
Commission standards. 

2. In a limited number of instances of new 
appointments, placement technicians have 
"followed through" to determine extent of 
adjustment of the new employee to his job. 

3. Field positions are classified by the agency 
central office. 

4. In spite of shortages the agency personnel 
staff has succeeded in recruiting more 
than 30 engineers for hard-to-fill positions. 
Only eight vacancies remained unfilled at 
the time of inspection. 

5. Agency personnel policy statements pro-
vide coverage of all elements listed in 
Chapter A4 of the Federal Personnel Man-
ual, with the exception of employee rela-
tions and employee development. 

Consider the following quotation from an inspection report: 

"There is no systematic method in effect which provides for continuous evaluation 
of qualifications requirements, although the utilization survey program touches on it." 

What was in the writer's mind when he wrote this sentence? Perhaps it was 
something like this: 

"Just what can I do to get these guys to improve the quality of their placement 
work? Seems to me that now, when they have a vacancy, they just check to see if the 
person recommended meets the minimum CSC requirements. W h a t can I suggest 
that might get them to do more? 

"Well, it seems to me they ought to realize there is more to placement than that. 
I need to point out that they should have more specific job requirements. It probably 
hasn't occurred to them to make any effort along this line. Well, that's simple. I can 
report that they aren't doing anything and that fact will lead neady into a suggestion. 

Here goes — 

"Hey, wait. They do make utilization surveys to see if employees' abilities are 
being used to advantage. In a few cases this resulted in development of information 
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about specific job requirements for some of the positions. I ought to mention it. I can 
tack a weak acknowledgement of that on to my statement. Want to be fair." 

What was the agency personnel officer thinking as he read the report? Perhaps 
something like this: 

"Wonder what this guy has to say about me? Hope he doesn't say anything to 
queer me with the boss. I still have that recommendation for a raise pending. Oh, well, 
he seemed like a nice enough guy. 

"Let's see—'There is no systematic method in effect which provides for continuous 
evaluation of qualifications requirements.' That 's a heck of a thing to say. Sounds 
like we've neglected something important. W h a t will the boss say? W h a t does it mean, 
anyhow? No systematic method? What does he mean, 'systematic method?' Does he 
mean our method is unsystematic? He's a fine one to be calling names. Or does he 
mean we don't have a method? That 's a lie! Oh, here it is, stuck way in the back of 
the sentence: 'The utilization survey program touches on it.' Touches on it, indeed! 
That 's our method. Shall I give that inspector a piece of my mind, or just keep quiet 
and hope nobody reads that paragraph?" 

Note that the inspector was more concerned with what he wanted the agency 
officials to do th an with how to get them to do it. Notice, too, how often "I," in 
some form, appears in each individual's thoughts. 

Effective writing demands that we constantly keep in mind this question: 
How can 1 get the other fellow to do what I want him to do?" And this demands 

an ability to put ourselves in the other fellow's position, and read what we have 
written as he would read it. 

Suppose the inspector were to approach the problem from that standpoint, 
hat would he think and write? Perhaps something like this: 

"This fellow is, after all, a pretty good personnel officer. He has some good pro-
grams and knows as much as I do about personnel practices—probably a lot more about 
some things. He must have some idea of what he needs to do. He isn't a dope. 

To a 
desk 
facts 
here 

READING FOR DOLLARS AND SENSE 
b y William D. Sheldon and Leonard S. Braam 

businessman, time saved is money made. The reading matter that passes over his 
is often overwhelming, but much of it is vital to his work; he wants the pertinent 
in the shortest possible time. If his reading ability is poor this is impossible. But 
is a book that can help him gain self-improvement in reading efficiency. 

By carefully following the prescribed selections, exer-
cises and tests—an abridged form of a formal course 
given to executives of several large industries—busi-
ness men can increase reading ability and thus save 
valuable time. 
ISO p a g e s $3.00 

READING IMPROVEMENT FOR 
MEN AND WOMEN IN INDUSTRY 

by William D. Sheldon and Leonard S. Braam 
200 p a g e s $3.50 

SYRACUSE 
U1VIVERSITV PRESS 

Brewster House 
Syracuse 10, N ew York 
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"Of course, tliey aren't doing much positive placement. I might be able to get a 
little activity started there. But he's a good guy. I don't want his boss to overlook what 
he has done. He can't do much unless the agency people have confidence in him. 

"So let's see if I can't find something that they are doing to use as a starter—some-
thing good that they are doing which I can give them credit for, and which could be 

expanded into a satisfactory program. 

"I see that their utilization surveys did develop some specific information on job 

requirements. Suppose I write it up like this: 

'Through the periodic utilization surveys that are conducted, some valuable in-
formation has been obtained concerning job requirements for several positions. For 
example, it was learned through the utilization survey that adoption of a much 
larger scale for plot maps, with a consequent increase in the weight and size of 
these maps, had created a problem with respect to handling the maps in the file 
room, with its all-female staff. Qualifications requirements were noted to show 

the need for some male personnel in this organization. 

'In view of the worthwhileness of the results which have been obtained from 
studying the requirements of individual jobs in such cases, the inspectors suggest 
that the Personnel Division consider expanding this activity by inaugurating a 
program for continuous systematic evaluation of the qualifications requirements 

for all positions.' " 

Exercises 

1. Consider the following statements. Wha t would the agency reaction probably 
be? Rewrite them into positive statements. (You may wish to add facts con-
sistent with the clues contained in the negative statements, such as "no con-

venient means," "no formal plan.") 

"In the development of policies and operating practices affecting the employee 
group as a whole, the agency's present program makes no provision for soliciting 
employee views, and there is no convenient means established for direct communi-
cation between the management and individual employees or groups of employees." 
(Sole point discussed under Employee Relations and Services.) 

"The agency does not have a plan for handling employee grievances as required by 

the regulations." ( N o further discussion.) 

"There is no formal plan for the development of employees for future assignments 
as vacancies occur or for training supervisors in their currently assigned positions. 

2. Discuss circumstances under which a negative approach in reporting might 

be useful. 

Evaluations of the results of the training will probably vary. Many participants 
and their supervisors were highly enthusiastic over the course. A majority of Civil 
Service Regional Offices have subsequently used the material in training their field 
inspectors. However, in the last analysis, the recipients of Commission inspection 
reports are probably in the best position to evaluate the training results. Regardless 
of what that evaluation may be, one thing is clear. T h e officials who initiated the 
training cannot be accused of the all-too-common failing of letting false pride of 

authorship stand in the way of a serious attempt to better their product. 


