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A GAO joke: 

“When the book on GAO writing is written, it 
will be called, ‘I’ll know it when I see it!’” 
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Humor is sometimes borne out of 
misery and frustration 

3 



The issue: how can we give the boss, and 
readers generally, what they want? 
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Workshop objectives  

• Identify and explain straightforward writing 
rules that, if applied consistently, will help you 
create documents that generally meet your 
readers’ needs 

•  Develop practices to help you commit to 
enhancing your writing, such as by using 
checklists or allowing “cold readers” to 
evaluate your work 
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Follow some simple rules to get closer 
to “It” 

Make readers care: write useful content by 
answering key questions 
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Follow some simple rules to get closer 
to “It” 

Don’t waste readers’ time: highlight messages 
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Follow some simple rules to get closer 
to “It” 

Work hard so readers don’t have to: keep 
sentences simple (although not simplistic) 
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Level of interest 
Level of effort 



How to do it? 
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Inventory writing strengths and 
weaknesses 
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Set a writing goal 
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Find an accountability partner 
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Commit to “It” 

Manage time wisely 
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Commit to “It” 

Know what you need to know, and know where 
to look up the rest 
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Commit to “It” 

Analyze rather than read drafts 
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Commit to “It” 

Seek feedback on early drafts 
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Commit to “It” 

Learn from feedback 
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The Simple Rules 
Exploit thinking and 

writing 
opportunities early 

Identify key 
messages 

Don’t waste readers’ 
time 

Make audit design 
transparent to give 
you an initial 
roadmap 

Prune the “nice to 
know” from the 
“need to know” 

Relentlessly apply a 
“main point up 
front” presentation 
throughout the 
document 

Keep explicit track of 
what’s being learned 

Whiteboarding 
 

Ensure that 
supporting details 
clearly link to those 
main points 

Be thinking about 
readers’ questions 

Outlining 
 

Write simple, 
straightforward 
sentences 
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Exploit opportunities to help you write 
long before we need to 

19 

Exploit thinking and writing opportunities early 

Make audit design transparent to give you an initial 
roadmap 

Keep explicit track of what’s being learned 

Be thinking about readers’ questions 



Transparent audit design puts you on the right 
road to answering readers’ questions 
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Keeping explicit track of what you learn 
throughout the audit will help you write 

21 



Answer readers’ questions 
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Identify key messages 
Identify key messages 

Prune the “nice to know” from the “need to know” 

Whiteboarding 
 

Outlining 
 

23 



Prune the “nice to know” from the 
“need to know” 
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Identify main messages from your 
evidence 
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Outline easy-to-follow text 
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• ROC used two 
tools. 
 

• Link analysis. 
 

• ROC researched 
more than a 
million entities. 

 
• Etc., etc. 



Don’t waste readers’ time 
Don’t waste readers’ time 

Relentlessly apply a “main point up front” presentation 
throughout the document 

Ensure that supporting details clearly link to those main points 

Write simple, straightforward sentences 
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Main message up front, always 
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Supporting 
details 

Message 



Ensure that details clearly support 
main points 

 The closure contract specifies both Kaiser-Hill’s and 
DOE’s responsibilities.  Kaiser-Hill is responsible for 
processing, packing, and shipping off-site all of Rocky 
Flats’ nuclear materials and radioactive and hazardous 
wastes.  DOE is responsible for delivering a variety of 
services and items to support the project.  For 
example, the contract specifies that DOE arrange 
receiver sites for all the materials and wastes that must 
be shipped off-site and to obtain the necessary 
certifications for the containers in which the materials 
and wastes must be packed and shipped. 
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Simplify sentences: use passive voice 
judiciously 
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Simplify sentences: tell the reader who 
is doing what 

 
The agency issued guidelines that had to be completely revised 
just 3 months later. 
 
VS 
 
The agency, which had delayed taking action for several years 
because its leadership could not decide on appropriate steps, 
issued—while acknowledging their preliminary nature—
guidelines that, in three months, needed to be completely 
revised. 
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Simplify sentences: turn nouns back 
into verbs 

  

 The dismantlement of the organizational structure into 
component pieces by the agency had the result of a 
reduction of efficiency.  

 
VS 

  

 The agency reduced efficiency after it dismantled the 
organizational structure into its components.   
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So, what does “It” look like? 

 
 
A well-thought-out document that answers 
readers’ questions, highlighting key messages 
that are supported by focused paragraphs and 
simple sentences. 
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In short: YOUR next draft! 
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Commit to It 
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Our brains can only handle so much at 
one time 
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To improve our writing, we need to 
focus on it 
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Inventory writing strengths and 
weaknesses 
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Set a writing goal 
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Find an “accountability partner” 
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Manage time 
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Know what you need to know and 
know where to find the rest 
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An example of something to look up 
rather than memorize 
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Don’t read your rough draft, analyze it 
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Don’t read your rough draft, analyze it 

• For messages, prominently displayed 

 
 
• For focused paragraphs 

 
 
 

• For simple sentences   
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Seek feedback on early drafts 
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Learn from feedback 
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Take stock after your writing project: 
did you meet your goal? 
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What’s your first, next step to improve 
your writing, to commit to “It”? 
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Recommended resources 
• Kenneth W. Davis, Business Writing and Communication 

 
 
 
 

  Kevin Dungey and Harvey Lillywhite, Mastering Workplace 
  Writing  (see also their blog at https://qcgwrite.com/ ) 

 
• Joseph M. Williams, Style 
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