
REVISING OUR WRITING 
PROCESS 

Justin Stowe 
Legislative Post Auditor 

December 5, 2019 



Overview 

 Old Writing Process 

 Two Goals 

 New Writing Process 

 How We Did It 

 The Results 



Old Writing Process 

Typically a 6 ½ week process. 
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 Revisions especially brutal (2 rounds) 

 Internal review 150% draft development 

Old Writing Process 
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 Often cited as least favorite part of the job. 
 Our reports looked a lot like a book. 

 Reports averaged 40 pages 
 Included: 

 my signature 
 table of contents 
 figures list 
 introduction 
 overview 
 report body 
 agency response 
 appendices 

Old Writing Process 

Real Life 
Examples! 



Our concerns… 

 

 We spent a lot of time printing & binding them. 

 They were hard to read on mobile devices. 

 They didn’t allow us to use audio or video. 

 They were very complicated to design. 

Old Writing Process 



The complicated design caused other problems: 

 

 It took tons of time to develop a report. 

 It was subject to a lot of human error. 

 It required constant vigilance. 

Old Writing Process 



We had to 
manually create 
a table of 
contents 

Old Writing Process 



Old Writing Process 
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6 

We had to manually 
apply numerous font 
styles (8 shown here) 

7 8 



We often created 
appendices filled 
with data tables…in 
PDF format 

Old Writing Process 



In summary: 
 
We were spending a ton of time… 
On a super frustrating process… 
To create a long and complicated product… 
That was becoming increasingly antiquated… 
 
That very few legislators read front-to-back…. 

Old Writing Process 



Old Writing Process 



1. Move to HTML reports.                          
(inspired by Washington State JLARC) 

 

2. Significantly streamline reports. 

Two Goals 

http://leg.wa.gov/jlarc/reports/2017/WildfireSuppression/f/default.html


We wanted to move to HTML reports because: 
 
 Easier to distribute. 
 Easier to search. 
 Can include links. 
 Accessible on mobile devices. 
 Can include video and audio. 
 It’s inevitable (IMHO). 

Two Goals 



We also wanted to streamline our reports: 
 
 To increase readership. 
 To increase readership. 
 To make HTML reports possible (i.e. small bites) 
 To save time. 
 To reduce frustration. 

Two Goals 



New v. Old Writing Process 
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 Now a 3 ½ week process instead of 6 ½.  
 Some reduction in draft development (1/2 week). 
 Significant reduction in internal review and revision (2 weeks). 
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New v. Old Writing Process 



 Initial feedback from supervisors very positive. 
 Estimate ~3 weeks savings, or 45% reduction in writing time. 
 That’s about 2 additional audits every year (of ~12 annually). 
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New v. Old Writing Process 



Here’s the most important steps we took: 
 
 We committed. 
 We outsourced the website stuff. 
 We took some really big risks. 
 We were willing to fail. 
 We did fail. 
 We kept trying. 
 We kicked ass. 

How We Did It 



We also took several technical steps: 

 

1. We aimed for short stories instead of a novel. 

2. We put a cap on our content. 

3. We simplified our problem finding layout. 

4. We significantly reduced background information. 

5. We sacrificed connected and eloquent narratives. 

How We Did It 



Viewing our reports as a compilation of short stories 
helped us: 
 
 Eliminate the table of contents and figures lists. 
 Move to a bulleted report body format. 
 Keep our language direct and simple instead of 

academic and sophisticated. 
 Our average reading level dropped from 14 to 10. 

How We Did It | #1. Short Stories 



Viewing our reports as a series of short stories helped us simplify all sections of our reports... 
 
Here’s our old recommendation language: 
 
1) To address management and oversight issues, DCF should continue with its current efforts 
to expand its capacity for data-driven decisions by: 
 1a) Conducting a full data needs assessment to determine: 

1ai) the type of management data it would need to evaluate the overall capacity and 
performance of the foster care system, to help ensure children are placed in the 
most appropriate setting, and to help ensure their physical, mental health, and other 
needs are met. 

 
Here’s our new recommendation language: 
 
Program officials should consider working with the Legislature to request an investigative 
inspector position. 

How We Did It | #1. Short Stories 



We capped our content by: 
 
 Replacing an answer paragraph with an answer 

sentence. 
 Using section headers instead of transition language. 
 Using figures and tables only when really helpful. 
 Limiting our supporting evidence to 2 – 5 bullets per 

thesis with between 1 – 3 sentences per bullet. 

How We Did It | #2. Capped Content 



Our new format looks like this: 

Thesis 

Bulleted 
Content 

How We Did It | #2. Capped Content 



We agreed to generally use a standard problem finding 
layout to simplify the writing process. 

 

 Old writing process required finding elements… 

 …but no standard way to present them. 

How We Did It | #3. Problem Finding Layout 



Our finding sheets had 
a standard structure for 
problem findings: 
 
1. Condition 
2. Criteria 
3. Cause 
4. Effect 
5. Recommendation 
 

How We Did It | #3. Problem Findings Layout 



But when we transitioned 
into our reports, the results 
were consistently much 
more artistic (chaotic). 
 
1. Condition 
2. Criteria 
4. Effect 
1. Condition 
3. Cause 
4. Effect 
1. Condition 
4. Effect 
3. Cause 
4. Effect 

How We Did It | #3. Problem Findings Layout 



Our reports now 
follow the same 
structure as our 
findings sheets. 
 
1. Condition 
2. Criteria 
3. Cause 
4. Effect 
5. Recommendation 
 

How We Did It | #3. Problem Findings Layout 



Our new writing process follows our finding sheet structure. 

 

 We sacrificed narrative eloquence for simplicity. 

 We sacrificed artistic expression for consistency. 

How We Did It | #3. Problem Findings Layout 



To reduce background information, we: 

 

 Eliminated our overview section (~2-4 pages) 

 Add background only when needed throughout the draft 
(~2-4 paragraphs). 

How We Did It | #4. Reduced Background 



 
One of the most important steps we took required no effort, but 
was very hard (at least initially). 
 
 We had to give up our desire to develop eloquent, intricately 

connected, narrative storylines. 
 

 And accept shorter, more abrupt, and less connected series 
of short stories. 

How We Did It | #5. Scarified Narrative 



Some final pros: 
 
 No need to create a highlights sheet (auto now) 
 Podcasts now come standard with every audit 
 Could help us streamline other parts of audit process in the future 
 
Some final cons: 
 
 Still requires the same amount of fieldwork 
 Our reports don’t read as smoothly (but we don’t think anyone cares) 

How We Did It | Final Pros/Cons 



The Results 

Average… OLD NEW 

Report Pages 40 17 

Reading Level 14 10 

Development Time (in weeks) 6.5 3.5 

Podcasts  

Audio/Video Compatible  

Mobile Device Friendly  

Future Potential…  



The Results 

Recent examples of our new reports: 

 

 State Surplus Property 

 Economic Development Initiative Fund 
(EDIF) 

 Salary Study 

 

https://www.kslpa.org/audit-report-library/state-surplus-property-evaluating-opportunities-to-generate-revenue-from-state-owned-land-and-buildings/
https://www.kslpa.org/audit-report-library/economic-development-initiatives-fund-evaluating-the-states-accountability-over-the-use-of-edif-funding/
https://www.kslpa.org/audit-report-library/economic-development-initiatives-fund-evaluating-the-states-accountability-over-the-use-of-edif-funding/
https://www.kslpa.org/audit-report-library/special-study-salary-compensation-and-allowance-comparison/


Questions or Comments? 
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