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“Developing the Art of Writing”

“Say all you have to say in the fewest possible words, or your reader will be sure to skip them; and in the plainest words or he will certainly misunderstand them.” John Ruskin
Writing is an art and a skill.  You won’t achieve greatness unless you practice your art.  Every officer in the Air Force must use his/her writing skills to accomplish the mission.  You may be required to write a lesson plan for a class you are teaching.  You may be required to write a staff summary sheet to staff a package for action.  You may need to write a legal opinion if you are a lawyer or a judge.  All of us write e-mail messages.

To be effective, persuasive, and concise, you must have a plan.  First, who is your audience?  In other words, who will read your writing?  Knowing your audience will help you when you are composing your message.  Do not use acronyms that the reader will not understand.  Do not use complicated words when simple words suffice.  Your reader should not have to have a dictionary at his/her side while reading your document.  If this writing follows a previous conversation, include that reference.

Second, what is your purpose?  It is advisable to preview your purpose in the first few sentences and to close with the same thought.  We are all very busy and should not have to read paragraphs of ‘ramblings’ before we are told why you have written your paper.  Is your goal to persuade the reader?  If so, how can you effectively communicate your message and thereby accomplish your goal?  Knowing your audience will give you some idea on what to include or exclude.  Depending on the subject matter of your writing, the sequence of points might help you.  Think intensively before you ‘put pen to paper.’

Third, be concise and thorough.  Take the time to write a well reasoned, well researched, and concise message.  Always presume your reader is short on time and can only devote a small amount of time to address your issue.  Although it may take more time to write a shorter document, in the end your reader will appreciate your efforts to delete superfluous words, sentences, and even paragraphs.

Fourth, know the proper jargon and research the culture.  If you are writing performance evaluation reports, you must know which “buzz” words are appropriate and necessary to properly assess your employee.  It would be tragic if you inadvertently harmed the career of an aspiring leader simply because you didn’t know how to effectively write the report.  Do you know how to “research the culture?”  Contact senior professionals and ask them questions.  Also ask for some samples.  You should also read the feedback/comments from the last several promotion boards. 

Finally, ensure your paper is accurate and error-free.  There is nothing more distracting to a reader than typographical errors.  In light of the various tools (spell-check) designed for this very purpose, there is no excuse for spelling errors.  Not only are typographical errors distracting, they reflect poorly on your level of intellect and your level of attention to detail.  One fail-safe method is to have a trusted colleague proofread your work before you present it.

Writing is an art and a skill.  The more you study your art and practice your skill, the more proficient you will become.  Happy writing!
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