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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Explain the CA role and your background



A “train wreck” can be defined as any 
document that  

 Substantially misses your expectations 

 

 Exceeds the amount of time you want or have to make it 
useful/presentable 

 

 Generally needs a lot of work 

 

 Leaves both the writer(s) and you feeling upset 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Contrast with “a few tweaks and we’re good.”
Assumptions: you deal with writing issues at various levels, from email to inter-office memos to audit reports.  This presentation will try to address all forms of written communication.




This is not a new issue 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Discovered on the Internet—a pamphlet from the mid-1970s



Why do train wrecks happen? 
A common answer: people just can’t write! 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
The usual answer: people just can’t write


What does it mean that they “can’t write”?  Is it that they have issues with the mechanics of putting sentences and paragraphs together?  Punctuation issues?

Or is it that they haven’t figured out the information yet decided to write it up anyway?

Or they haven’t identified the critical information that the reader needs, and instead kept all kinds of extraneous material in?

All of these and more can be reasons why your people “can’t write.”



Train wrecks happen when the writing 
process is not managed 

5 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Managers did not adequately manage the writing process—Probably
Good writing doesn’t just happen; to what extent do you make good writing a management priority?




Writing in any organization is a process 
that can and should be managed 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Tell story of team that was not managed.  Suddenly time to deliver a testimony, and there we all were, just staring at the blinking cursor

FCC job, took forever, was too long, kept getting shuffled along until it got to the last quality assurance stop.



Managing the writing process should 
result in documents that 

Serve their intended purpose 
 

Are reader-friendly 
 

Keep readers’ level of interest high, 
level of effort low, and… 

7 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
I’m talking about goals for all documents written in an organization, whether email or full-on reports.



…should keep you from having to 
take it over and rewrite the whole 
thing. 
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What does “managing writing” mean to 
you? 
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To avoid train wrecks, manage  
time, people, and process 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Remind yourself that good writing takes time
Know what you will be looking for in a document (general and specific) and communicate that to your people
Put your people at ease
Establish and follow a writing process that 
plans the content and presentation
monitors progress, and  
provides actionable feedback




Good writing takes time 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
This is a lesson that needs to be communicated frequently, and one that is internalized as a supervisor.  Namely, individuals and teams need to realize that they will not be able to craft something sophisticated and persuasive in a day or two, particularly if the material is new and complicated.  Similarly, managers need to remember that in the scope of any project time must be allowed to adequately plan, then pause during the evidence-gathering phase, and do the analysis/synthesis/presentation to commence writing.  The trick is to exploit as much time early on so that all the thinking and writing doesn’t have to happen at breakneck speed.




Two common goals as reviewer 

Use the information yourself, or move the 
document to the next level, quickly 

 

Develop the document-writing ability of 
your staff so that the first goal can be met 
more frequently 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
If these are your goals, how best can you achieve them as you manage the writing process?



Managing people begins with knowing 
yourself 

13 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
How much do you know about the writing process?  Can you talk about it fluently, explaining “why” something doesn’t work rather than “I don’t like this?”  Also, Your people can’t read your mind.  They don’t know exactly what you want.  Chances are, you don’t know exactly what you want.  “I’ll know it when I see it.”  Take time, to the extent that you haven’t already, to figure out your own preferences and articulate them to yourself.




Periodically refresh your knowledge of 
your organization’s writing standards 

14 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Very frustrating when staff get trained on the style of the organization, only to have supervisors revise according to different principles, maybe according to something they learned years ago that are now outdated.



Periodically refresh your knowledge of 
sound writing principles 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Do you know why some sentences and paragraphs work and others don’t?  Can you discuss and describe objectively?



Identify and distribute models of your organization’s 
documents that are written well 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Staff are always looking for models, and they can in fact learn some things from them.



Inventory and communicate your 
preferences about the process 

Prefer to see rough drafts early or only 
more polished documents? 

Will you review the document for 
everything (content and presentation)? 

If your people get stuck writing, how 
quickly do you want them to approach 
you for help? 
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An example of expectations about 
writing 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Refer people to the handout.  Remind participants that the point of such a document is to reduce the uncertainty for your writer.  Plenty of uncertainty already.  Fewer things that they need to think about, the better.



Know your writers 
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Extraverts  Introverts Thinking 

Prefer to 
approach 
things or 
people by 
getting 
actively 
involved 
with them 

Pause before 
they speak or 
act.  The 
pause gives 
them time to 
collect their 
thoughts, 
anticipate 
the direction 
they will 
take, and 
look before 
leaping  

When it is 
time to make 
a decision, 
Thinking types 
prefer to be 
objective, 
establishing 
criteria, 
looking at 
pros and cons 

Writing Writing Writing 
Usually 
write best 
when 
thinking out 
loud and 
talking to 
other 
people, 
inviting 
them to 
interrupt so 
that a 
dialogue 
develops 

Usually write 
best when 
they can 
think alone 
without 
distractions 

Tend to focus 
on the 
content of 
their 
message; 
their writing 
may even 
come across 
as being too 
harsh or curt 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
Refer to Myers Briggs doc.  What are they good at?  What will they need more help with?  Remind staff that writing is a process that’s most efficiently done via planning, writing, and revising.  Not perfecting sentence-by-sentence
Know your writers—all detail and no message?  All message but no evidence?  Good collaborators, open to ideas and feedback?
Plan accordingly



Put your people at ease by practicing 
and promoting emotional intelligence 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
If emotionally derailed, that much more difficult to write reports




Promoting emotional intelligence will result 
in your staff thinking and writing better 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Remember, writing is intensely personal
Distraction
Cultivate good relationships; develop social capital you can spend as you begin to critique their work
If your people are working as teams, promote good teamwork practices
Provide solid direction
Provide them training/coaching to enhance skills that they can write




Establish and follow a process: planning 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Develop and share overall guidance—what does your process look like? (Eagle)
Use HC document as example of establishing expectations for each gate
Plan/design the work needed to result in a report (matrix)
Establish timeframes as realistic as possible
Project planning training?




Establish and follow a process: 
monitoring 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Evidence tracker
Periodic check-in (Stop and Think, message check, message agreement)
Monitor content
Monitor the individual/team—start, stop, keep doing




Establish and follow a process: 
monitoring 

 
Message “Check-in” Meetings 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Refer people to the doc; also describe the “Stop-and-Think”

Emphasize that these are scalable to your circumstances: essential for long projects, but can also monitor on quicker turnaround



Coach up fundamental clear writing 
principles—sentences and paragraphs 

“It is good to write clearly, 
and anyone can.” 
 
Joseph M. Williams 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Refer to the checklists on sentences and paragraphs



Understand your role as a reviewer, and work 
to ensure consistency across all reviewers 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
In other words, will your review diverge from previous or subsequent reviews?  When written communications are reviewed at several levels, the manager at each level needs to clearly understand what is expected during review.  Otherwise, you have a situation in which 1) each draft gets both a technical and editorial review or 2) only the first-line reviewer gives it a comprehensive review and others may give it a cursory review and overlook issues that should concern them.




Establish and follow a process:  
read, but also analyze documents 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
HOCs vs LOCs; analyze rather than read



Look for Higher Order Concerns (HOCs) 
first 

Content 
Organization 
Document Design 
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Organization: Encourage deductive style 
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Main message 

 
 
 
 
Supporting 
details 



Look for Lower Order Concerns (LOCs) 
second 

Paragraphs 
Sentences 
Word Choices 
Mechanics 
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Establish and follow a process: feedback 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Principles of effective feedback
Actionable feedback delivered well.  Explain changes when possible
Avoid rewriting—leads to “What’s the use when the boss will rewrite it anyway”?




Better feedback practices 

Combine oral with written 
feedback. 
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Better feedback practices 

Praise the writer for things 
that work.. 
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Presenter
Presentation Notes
Remember: practice emotional intelligence.  Writing is very personal.  Easy to derail.



Better feedback practices 

Focus on the writing, not the writer. 
 
“I don’t see how these ideas link,” 

as opposed to 
“You didn’t make connections at 

all.” 
34 



Better feedback practices 

Provide feedback based on where the writer 
is in the writing process. 

 

For example, if the writer is in the early 
stages of a draft and asks for help, she 
doesn’t need a copyedit. 

35 



Better feedback practices 

Suggest potential solutions to issues you flag, 
if possible. 
 
“Suppose we added some transitions to 

make the relationship between the ideas 
more clear,” as opposed to 

“I’m not getting this.” 
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Better feedback practices 

Provide reasons for changes that are 
not self-evident. 
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Inventory successes and remaining challenges 
for managing the writing process 

38 
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To avoid train wrecks,  
manage time, people, and process  

40 

Presenter
Presentation Notes
To reiterate: To avoid train wrecks and generally receive documents that meet your needs sooner, manage time, people, and process.




 
Fallon adaption from the U.S. Government Accountability Office, for the New England Intergovernmental Audit Forum 2019 

Design Matrix  
Issue Problem Statement:   
 
 
1. Put the issue into context.  Provide sufficient background information for the reader to understand the nature of the issue, the significance of the program, potential 

problem or concern and its magnitude, political environment, and key players.   
2. Identify the potential users of the product.   
 

 Research Question(s) Information Required and 
Source(s) 

Constraints What This Analysis Will Likely 
Allow You to Say 

What question(s) are you trying to answer? 
 
 
 

What information do you need to address 
the question?  Where will you get it? 
 
  

What political, resource, or other 
constraints might affect how you research 
and write this document? 

What are the expected results of the work? 
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Expectations and Feedback Process for Written Products  
(Adapted from actual workplace example) 

 
As we embark on this engagement and begin to learn each other’s working and writing styles, I 
hope this document will help us be successful in our writing efforts.  Because our engagement 
will culminate in a final written product, our writing efforts—from initial interview questions to 
draft report—will be significant.  Having a common understanding and agreement on how we 
write and what we expect from our writing should help us develop a solid final report with 
impactful findings.  In my dual role of developing my own written products as well as reviewing 
others’ written work, I understand the need for clear expectations and actionable feedback. I 
hope this document serves as a framework for our future discussions about how we can make 
the best of our writing efforts to support our engagement.  

 
Interviews 
Successful interviews begin when we develop interview questions that are clear, insightful, and 
reflect an understanding of the audience and its ability to provide meaningful responses.  When 
I assign interview questions to you, we will have a brief discussion—and brainstorming, if 
necessary—about interview themes as well as specific areas of inquiry.  
 
The interviews will provide critical sources of testimonial evidence for our engagement, so we 
need to document them appropriately.    By putting effort into an interview write-up, we will 
make our jobs easier later, when we further analyze the information, develop the draft, and 
index the report.   
 
I use the following principles when reviewing and providing feedback on interview write-ups (in 
order of importance): 
 

1. Accuracy  
2. Clarity/context (For example, ensuring topic sentences, actors/subjects in sentences, 

completing thoughts, and clearly indicating relationships. This will help with indexing 
and stakeholder comprehension.) 

3. Flow/organization (For example, ensuring that the same ideas are discussed together to 
facilitate content analysis and stakeholder comprehension. This applies to interview 
write-ups that do not follow Q&A format.) 

4. Style (For example, ensuring proper word choice.) 
 
Process:  Feel free to use the principles above when developing your write-up and checking 
your work.  I will review each write-up and provide feedback and, if needed, edits/comments 
based on the principles above.  Please take the time to review any suggested edits and 
comments and feel free to discuss them with me.  After developing the next version, please 
send me the write-up for final review and sign off. 
 
At some point, it may be helpful to discuss any personal writing pet peeves each of us may have 
so we can be aware of them and try to avoid them in our writing. 
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Draft Report 
We develop a draft by merging our analytical and writing skills to craft a cohesive whole out of 
disparate elements (analyses, findings from interviews, own perspectives).   This is an iterative 
process, but we want to provide a draft that serves as a critical foundation upon which the rest 
of the report will be built. Our boss and others will judge our draft on the totality of its 
presentation, but our unique challenge is to first build a draft that is solid analytically and then 
ensure that it is well-written.  As such, in the early stages of draft development, it is important 
to keep the goal of developing a strong and convincing argument in mind and avoid getting 
bogged down in style and other details.  We will strengthen our arguments as well as enhance 
the clarity and lucidity of our draft report over time.   
 
I use the following principles when reviewing and providing feedback on a draft report (in order 
of importance): 
 

1. Solid case (logical and supported argument that explicitly identifies findings and their 
impact; all elements of a finding as appropriate—condition, criteria, cause, and effect) 

2. Accuracy  
3. Clarity/context (e.g., including actors/subjects in sentences, completing thoughts, 

clearly indicating relationships, etc.) 
4. Flow/organization (same ideas/arguments are discussed together) 
5. Style (e.g., word choice, passive voice, etc.) 

 
Process:  Before we begin drafting, we will discuss specific parameters, such as draft length, to 
help guide the writing of the first draft as well as any potential changes to the process below. 
Your very first draft is the document in which you have the best opportunity to present the 
message the way you see it. While developing this draft, make the best use of the outline we 
will have developed beforehand but also use your own judgment (sometimes outlines don’t 
easily translate into paragraphs).  As you run into any challenges, please don’t suffer in silence; 
feel free to discuss any concerns with me.  Before sending the draft to me, please read it 
carefully to make sure it conveys your message and apply the principles above to it.  When I 
review your first draft, I will provide feedback based only on the first two principles above: solid 
case and accuracy. This will help us focus our attention on the most critical aspects of the draft.  
In future iterations, I will increasingly apply other principles in my review and provide an 
opportunity to discuss feedback on the draft.  I will also share with you the section(s) of the 
draft report that I develop, and I would appreciate your candid feedback along the same lines.  
Ultimately, we will develop a draft report that has been considered according to all the 
principles outlined above.   
 
I look forward to working with you on this engagement and developing strong written products.  
While writing can be a challenging process, our efforts are worth it—our clear and convincing 
arguments help maximize the use and usefulness of our audit findings. 
 



Four Easy Ways to Make Your Paragraphs More Reader-Friendly 
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Check for This! How? Why? 

Topic sentences 

 

A topic sentence 
provides readers 
with the one main 
message of a 
paragraph.   

See if the first 
sentence of 
each 
paragraph has 
one main 
subject and 
one main 
point. 

With a topic sentence, readers can 
better follow the details contained in the 
rest of the paragraph.  Without a topic 
sentence, readers must draw their own 
conclusions about why those details 
matter. 

Unity 

 

Each sentence of 
the paragraph 
should directly 
link to and 
support the topic 
sentence. 

See if the key 
words and 
phrases you 
use in the 
topic sentence 
appear in the 
other 
sentences of 
the paragraph.  
If not, ask 
yourself if 
those other 
sentences 
really fit. Can 
you better link 
them to the 
topic 
sentence? 

Think of those sentences linking to and 
supporting the topic sentence as 
evidence.   They validate the message 
you provide in the topic sentence. 

 
  



Four Easy Ways to Make Your Paragraphs More Reader-Friendly 
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Coherence 

Sentences should 
flow logically, one 
to the other. 

See if the last 
few words of 
one sentence 
set up 
information in 
the next 
sentence. 

Ex.:  “…and revised 
draft guidance to 
qualify teachers for 
programs.  The 
guidance stated 
that…” 

See if you 
used 
transitional 
words and 
phrases. 

Ex.: “In contrast,” 
“Similarly,” “For 
example,” 
“Nevertheless.” 

Coherent paragraphs explicitly show 
readers how the ideas of individual 
sentences relate to each other.  
Incoherent paragraphs, in contrast, 
leave readers guessing how ideas 
relate.   

Visual Appeal 

 

Paragraphs 
should generally 
be no longer than 
one-half of a 
page; aim for 
three to eight 
sentences. 

Break 
paragraphs up 
with bullets, or 
consider 
whether you 
can convey 
the 
paragraph’s 
information via 
a table, chart, 
or other 
graphic. 

Readers recoil from long, dense 
blocks of words.  They also struggle 
to recall the main point of the 
paragraph as they wade through 
lengthy text. 



Four Easy Ways to Make Your Paragraphs More Reader-Friendly 
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Four Easy Ways to Make Your Sentences More Reader-Friendly 
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Check for This! Why? 

 

 

Short sentences. 

 

Keep sentences to an 
average of 15-20 words.   

 

 

 

Readers can only absorb limited amounts 
of information at a time. Long sentences 
force readers to try and absorb too much 
information all at once.   

 

 

 

 

Sentences that keep the 
subject, verb, and 
object close together. 

 

Good: The agency has 
not established goals, 
although Congress 
directed it to do so 10 
years ago. 

Not-so-good: The 
agency, although 
directed by Congress 10 
years ago to establish 
goals, has not done so. 

 

 

Readers fundamentally want to know 
“who (subject) is doing (verb) what 
(object),” and you improve readability if 
you deliver that information in a chunk.  If 
you intersperse other words and phrases 
between the subject/verb/object, you force 
the reader to work harder to understand 
“who is doing what.”   

  



Four Easy Ways to Make Your Sentences More Reader-Friendly 
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Subjects that are 
concrete, recognizable, 
and imaginable to your 
readers. 

 

Good: “The agency,” 
“Officials,” “Studies.” 

Not-so-good: “Access 
to…”; “The provision 
of…”; “Disbursement of 
funds…” 

 

. 

 

 

Readers develop pictures in their minds 
when they read.  If they cannot envision the 
subject of your sentences, (the “Who”), they 
have a more difficult time understanding 
what you wrote.    

 

 

Active voice. 

 

Good: Agency officials 
checked the forms. 

Not-so-good: The forms 
were checked by agency 
officials. 

 

 

 

 

When you write in active voice, you more 
clearly identify “who is doing what.”  You 
also more readily identify a recognizable 
subject, and you often reduce the number of 
words in your sentence. 



Four Easy Ways to Make Your Sentences More Reader-Friendly 
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Message “Check-in” Meetings 
 
 
 
What are they?  Message check-in meetings bring the CA (me) and the engagement team 

together regularly throughout the information-gathering phase of the engagement to 1) 

encourage the team to consider possible messages and the evidence needed to support them 

and 2) keep me abreast of the engagement as it develops.  Such meetings collectively result in 

a “rolling” message development process that routinely turns the teams’ focus to potential 

messages and their presentation throughout the information-gathering phase of the audit. 

 

What are the meetings’ products, if any?  Different teams have approached products 

differently.  Some have developed straw outlines that became increasingly populated as the 

engagement progressed, while others have opted to keep informal notes only.  Further, some 

teams have occasionally used the meetings as mini “writing-on-walls,” in which team members 

brainstormed ways to organize and present specific objectives, complicated processes, etc.   

 

How should teams prepare?  Attached are some questions—not exhaustive—that teams 

might consider during these meetings.   
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Potential question Why it matters 

How would you answer your researchable 

questions today if you had to? 

Asking this question helps the team keep 

focused on the ultimate task—answering the 

objectives—and will also help prepare teams 

should they be asked to support a hearing on 

their engagement before the report is 

complete. 

For data-rich (number-heavy) objectives: What 

are the most important things to show?  How 

many different ways do you want to cut and 

present the data?  Why? 

This question helps remind teams that data-

rich objectives can lose cold readers if the 

data are cut in many ways or introduce 

multiple variables.  Thinking early about how 

we want to employ the data we have to 

support our messages, as well as presentation 

strategies, can help the team use the data to 

maximum effect in the final report. 

For evaluative objectives: Can you chart the 

elements of a finding yet? 

As the engagement develops, teams will begin 

collecting information that they can begin 

categorizing as criteria, condition, cause, and 

effect.   

What is the agency’s position to our findings, 

generally?  Does it think that it has good 

reasons for doing what it is doing, and if so, 

how do we argue against? 

This question can sometimes shed light on 

“cause” (e.g., “Agency officials said that their 

practices were just as valid as the leading 

practices we identified, and that is why they 

had not adopted the leading practices,”), while 

it can also help us prepare our argument why 

we still think the agency should do things the 

way we say. 

What parts of the report will be the hardest to 

write, and is there a way to start drafting now 

to ensure enough time for multiple revisions? 

Complicated concepts, processes, arguments, 

etc., usually require multiple drafts before 

readers can readily understand them.  Teams 

can begin writing such complicated topics 

even before the information-gathering phase 

of the audit ends. 
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From: Writing and Personality: Finding Your Voice, Your Style, Your Way, John K. Ditiberio and George H. Jensen, 2007 

Extraverts  Introverts Thinking Feeling Judging Perceiving 
Prefer to 
approach things 
or people by 
getting actively 
involved with 
them 

Pause before 
they speak or act.  
The pause gives 
them time to 
collect their 
thoughts, 
anticipate the 
direction they will 
take, and look 
before leaping  

When it is time to 
make a decision, 
Thinking types 
prefer to be 
objective, 
establishing 
criteria, looking at 
pros and cons 

Feeling types 
prefer to 
concentrate on the 
special needs of 
the individuals 
involved; they are 
more concerned 
with harmony, 
establishing and 
maintaining 
relationships with 
others 

Judging 
types like 
to take 
charge of 
the outer 
world in a 
planful and 
orderly 
way.  Their 
purpose is 
to structure 
their lives 
so things 
get done.  
They like 
being 
decisive. 

Perceiving 
types prefer 
to leave the 
world 
around them 
as 
unstructured 
as possible.  
They are 
inquisitive, 
curious, and 
spontaneous, 
and they like 
to take in as 
much 
information 
as possible 
before they 
make a 
decision. 

Writing Writing Writing Writing Writing Writing 
Usually write best 
when thinking 
out loud and 
talking to other 
people, inviting 
them to interrupt 
so that a dialogue 
develops 

Usually write best 
when they can 
think alone 
without 
distractions 

Tend to focus on 
the content of 
their message; 
their writing may 
even come across 
as being too harsh 
or curt 

Focus on how the 
message is 
affecting the 
audience; often 
searching for just 
the right word, the 
word that they 
hope will capture 
the reader’s 
attention 

Likely to 
make a plan 
of how to 
complete a 
writing 
task, 
starting to 
write long 
before the 
deadline 
nears 

Likely to 
cover all 
possible 
angles on a 
topic; they 
want to 
research a 
topic as 
much as 
possible 
before they 
begin to 
write (close 
to deadline) 

Leap into writing Think before 
writing 

Focus on what 
they’re saying 

Focus on how 
material is 
expressed 

Narrow 
options to 
decide on 
topic 

Keep topic 
options open 
and flexible 

Outline after first 
draft, if at all 

Outline or jot 
down ideas prior 
to first draft 

Seek to be clear Seek to stimulate 
and motivate 

Set and 
follow a 
schedule 
toward 
completion 

Let deadlines 
motivate 
completion 

Talk out ideas 
before writing 

Write ideas 
before talking 

Critically analyze 
arguments 

Qualify and soften 
points 

Work on 
one project 
at a time 

Let 
unfinished 
projects 
assist one 
another 

  Seek organization 
of ideas 

Guide writing 
decisions by a 
sense of flow 

Write short 
first drafts 

Include 
everything 
related in 
first drafts 
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