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Simplified 21st Century Solutions — in Plain English 
Become a Smarter Writer by Solving Word Puzzles

®

Learn How to Apply the   
Write Smart 12-Step Blueprint

Trending news reports have led many people to assume that business, government, and
nonprofit organizations are primarily interested in hiring and promoting employees with
backgrounds in the STEM disciplines. Without question, opportunities for aerospace 
engineers, computer programmers, physicists, and data analysts will continue to grow in
the foreseeable future. 

But in annual surveys conducted since 2000 by the National Association of Colleges and 
Employers, communication skills — clear writing and speaking — have been at or near the
top of the list of capabilities that employers value most. In the 2017 survey, for example, 

Which skills are most in demand to meet the challenges of the 21st century?
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employers ranked “communication skills: written” (80.3%) right after “problem-solving
skills” and “ability to work as a team” (both at 82.9%).  Good writing was viewed as more
important than “leadership” (72%), “technical skills” (59%), “computer skills” (48%), and 
“creativity” (29%). https://www.naceweb.org/about-us/press/2017/the-key-attributes-
employers-seek-on-students-resumes/ 

“Over and over,” the surveys found, employers complained about “the lack of writing skills
among college graduates.” The colleges, of course, blame the K-12 teachers. What has 
been widely misunderstood by educators at all levels, from grade school through graduate
school, is how the nature of work has changed since the dawning of the Age of the
Internet. Today, regardless of their job titles, professionals in the workplace are spending
most of their day engaged in fundamental literacy activities. They are sitting in front of
their computers, reading and writing all day long. For these workers, writing is not an
academic exercise. It’s their job. 

The kind of writing that business, government, and nonprofit organizations need has
nothing to do with self-expression or creativity or displaying an extensive vocabulary. They 
need people who have learned how to translate complex information into plain English. 

What is Plain English?

Many people confuse writing in plain English with dumbing down the language. Writing in  
plain English means presenting ideas in concise, interesting, grammatical sentences — and  
using key connecting words to organize sentences into paragraphs that are easy to follow. 
It also means being careful to avoid ambiguous language and rambling explanations that 
many readers will find confusing. 

A few years ago, the CBS News program MoneyWatch noted that most "successful 
executives and other business leaders … use plain English and cut to the chase.” In the 
words of Joseph Simon, the chief financial officer of a global investment banking firm, a 
critical factor in “assessing team members is whether they have an aptitude to express 
themselves in plain English.”

Anyone who does an internet search will find more than 3 billion entries on the subject of
"plain English,” including a number of book titles: Oxford Guide to Plain English, Legal Writing 
in Plain English, Writing Science in Plain English, Statistics in Plain English, Plain English for
Lawyers, even Amazon Web Services in Plain English. 

In 2010, Congress took the unusual step of passing The Plain Writing Act, which requires 
federal government employees to communicate with the public in “language that is clear, 
concise, and well-organized.” The stated purpose of the Act is “to improve the effectiveness
and accountability” of government writing as a means of promoting "communication that the
public can understand and use.” Although this is a laudable objective, most agencies are 
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finding it difficult to implement because so many recent college graduates hired by the  
government have such poor writing skills. 



Our educational establishment has been slow to grasp the significant role that the ancient 
technology of writing would play in the high-tech revolution in the latter years of the 20th 
century and the early years of the 21st. Relaxed standards and grade inflation have also 
contributed to the steep decline in the quality of writing produced by most high school and 
college graduates since the 1960s. 

During that tumultuous decade, many American educators began experimenting with the 
highly speculative theory that formal instruction in English grammar interferes with 
creativity and self-expression. In some academic circles, the notion that human beings are 
born with a hardwired ability to acquire the grammar of their language by “instinct” — 
without the need of formal instruction — gained a vocal following. And an influential report 
published in 1963 claimed that teaching grammar has a “harmful effect” on developing 
strong writing skills. 

Latin’s Influence on English: A Brief History 

The Latin alphabet (the ABCs) had already been adopted as the basis for the English 
writing system. But there were no English grammar books, so the schools began imposing 

BLANK PAGESthe rules of Latin grammar on English, even though the organizing principles of the two
languages are almost completely different. 

It is true that over time, the growth of the English language has relied heavily on borrowing 
words from Latin. More than half the words in a good American dictionary are derived 
either directly or indirectly from Latin. And it is also true that a number of terms borrowed 
from Latin seem to work well in describing certain fundamental concepts in both 
languages: for example, sentence, noun, verb, conjunction, etc. 

Many other concepts, however, have saddled English with Latin rules that are not “rules” 
at all, resulting in needless complications and misunderstandings. In Latin, for example, a 
sentence does not normally end in a preposition. But there is no such rule in English, and 
there never has been — despite the relentless insistence of generations of well-intentioned 
educators to make it a rule. In the 21st century, virtually all of America’s best writers and 
editors wisely ignore this Latin rule and end their sentences with prepositions when it is 
natural to do so. (Can you imagine meeting someone from another country and asking, 
From“From "From where are you?” Of course, the way to pose the question, in perfectly correct English, 
would be, “Where are you from?”) 

The “grammar … harmful” claim was not entirely baseless. To understand why, we need to 
travel back a few centuries — to around 1500, long before any English-speaking 
communities had been established on the continent that we now call North America. The 
primary language taught in England’s schools at the time wasn’t English. It was Latin, the 
language of the old Roman Empire. 
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But just because some aspects of the old Latin-based grammar are misleading and 
properly regarded as bath water, that is no excuse for tossing this baby out. Unfortunately, 
tossing is precisely what the 1963 “grammar … harmful” report encouraged many 
educators to do. The result? By the mid-1970s, distressing deficiencies began showing up 
in the writing of students — and their teachers. 

Progress Report on the “Grammar … Harmful” Movement�

While the demand for people with strong writing skills has grown since the publication of 
the “grammar … harmful” report, the supply has plummeted. Year after year, decade after 
decade, articles addressing this troubling decline have appeared in dozens of respected 
publications, both liberal and conservative. Here are a few examples: 

• A 1977 article in the professional journal College English acknowledged that the writing
scores for first year college students “have been going down disastrously … both for
students coming from very good high schools and for students from very bad high schools.”
The article pointed out that the colleges also must also accept their share of blame for the
problem: “As long as students are going through high school
doing so little reading and writing, we are going to have students entering college—even
entering graduate school because they can get through college the same  way —
in a state of quasi-literacy.”

As a teacher, children whose mother and father are dead or divorced are often
angry and are hurt and are expressing themselves. 

This sentence, she added, “was easier to figure out than the rest of the paper.” When 
Jacoby used the term “creeping illiteracy,” she was referring to the teachers, not
their students.

• In 1986, the Los Angeles Times cited a critical study on the teaching of writing in
California’s colleges and universities, which concluded that they are “failing to educate
their students adequately.” The Times report pointed to serious weakness in the teaching
of writing at all levels of the state’s higher education system, even at prestigious schools
such as UCLA and the University of California, Berkeley.

At UCLA, “those teaching upper-division courses complain that their students can’t write … 
and often conclude that assigning papers is fruitless for everyone.” And a 1984 survey at
Berkeley “revealed that only about 25% of their undergraduate courses required ‘a 
substantial amount of writing.’ ” According to one Berkeley official, “there has been a 
longstanding concern about the quality of writing on the campus.”

• The following year, a New York Times piece by Susan Jacoby described predominately
middle-class teachers in a master’s degree program “who obviously need help with
spelling, grammar and punctuation.” As an example, Jacoby quoted the first sentence from
one teacher’s paper:
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• Currently, Stanford University’s Hume Center for Writing and Speaking lists the 20 most
common errors that show up in the writing of college undergraduates. Almost all of them
are problems related to fundamental misunderstandings about grammar, usage, and
punctuation. Although the Stanford guide acknowledges that some teachers may choose
to regard such errors as “stylistic options,” it also notes that studies show “these errors
are the most likely to attract readers’ negative attention.”
https://undergrad.stanford.edu/tutoring-support/hume-center/resources/student-
resources/grammar-resources-writers/top-twenty-errors-undergraduate-writing 

• An article in Fortune magazine in 1991 stated bluntly that most “MBAs lack the ability to
speak and write with clarity and conciseness… In skills such as writing, the B-schools are
forced to compensate for the many sins of American high schools and colleges, in effect
supplying remedial instruction.

• In a 2003 Washington Post piece titled “It’s Enough to Make Uncle Sam Blush,” columnist
Stephen Barr referred to the quality of writing in U.S. government job postings as
“confusing” and “embarrassments.” He pointed to an independent report that described
much of the writing as “a jumble of misspelled words, grammatical errors, jargon and
undefined acronyms.”

• A financial services recruiter quoted in a 2006 Wall Street Journal article complained
that “many seemingly qualified candidates [with graduate degrees] are unable to write
even the simplest of arguments … and in my business, that means death." Too often,
he has received "sub-seventh-grade-level responses with spelling and grammar errors.”
The author of the article used the term “daunting challenge” to describe the frustration
that business organizations face in their efforts to hire “literate” professionals “who can
write a coherent letter or memo.”

Understanding the Organizing Patterns of English 

Historians generally trace the tradition of literacy in Western civilization to the 
ancient Greeks, who coined the term grammata (meaning “letters of the alphabet”) 
more than 2,500 years ago. The English word alphabet, of course, comes from the 
Greek letters alpha and beta. In the strict sense of the word, then, our term literacy 
actually means letteracy. 

Not coincidentally, both grammata and graphic are derived from the same root 
word, graphein, which can mean “to draw” or “to write.” Over a period of several 
centuries, the Greeks constructed a remarkable visual communication system in which 
the grammata acted as symbols representing the sound patterns of their language. 
Their writing system was based on learning how to organize letters into words and 
words into sentences.
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Most of the Greek philosophers recognized that their writing system was something 
special. They also understood that unlike talking, day-to-day conversations, developing 
strong writing skills required many hours of practice and application. They identified writing 
as a techne, a synonym for craft or skill in various tool-related activities, such as weaving 
or building a house or playing a musical instrument. Techne, of course, is the root of the 
English word technology. 

The idea is not that we should all go back to the 19th century practice of studying the 
rules of Greek and Latin, as was once common in many New England private schools and 
colleges. But in the 21st century, we have lost touch with the historical and philosophical 
bases for the evolution of our alphabetical writing system. Many writing "experts" 
routinely dismiss English grammar as little more than an arbitrary set of "conventions." 
Others think of grammar as merely an extension of talking, often in terms prescriptive
“rules of  correctness.” (I      saw that movie last week vs. I         seen that movie last week.) 

These and other distorted views of grammar have obscured the true meaning of the term.  
Understanding how English operates as a visual communication system requires paying 
close attention to the relatively simple patterns that govern the organizing principles of the 
language: The Architecture of English. 

Developing the ability to organize ideas into concise, interesting English sentences and 
paragraphs becomes much easier once the people doing the writing have mastered the 
fundamental patterns of the language. The best way for people to accomplish this is to 
study the techniques favored by skilled professional writers and editors — and to use 
these techniques as models for their own writing. 

The Write Smart program provides a simplified, 21st century approach to understanding 
how the English language works. We will begin by taking a close look at the organization 
of the 12-Step Blueprint. The Blueprint is not about outdated rules or vague 
generalizations (“self-expression” / “finding  your voice” / “write the way you speak”). It is 
based on 12 specific plain English language patterns — along with key connecting 
words — that  professionals in the American publishing industry rely on to 
communicate clearly and persuasively with their readers.

This is the Introduction to the 240-page Write Smart eBook.

After the 90-minute How to Become a Smarter Writer class, all 
participants who continue with Parts 1, 2, or 3 of the writing and 
editing program will receive a copy of the eBook, plus a series of 
instructional videos and other brain-training resources.  Learn More
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