
 
Writing for the AEFP Forum  

or 

‘How to make your writing more readable’ 
 

For those that do not have the time to read the full set of notes,  the whole piece is 
summarised in the bullet points below - but sadly you will miss the cartoons!  
 

Summary  
 

If you wish to write in a way that makes people want to read what you have written, then it 
will help if you:  
 

1. have something interesting to say and say it as simply as you can; 
2. infuse it with some character & wit; 
3. prefer - in the main - shorter, Anglo Saxon words as they are more readily 

understood - but variety and clarity are everything; 
4. if you can cut a word, cut it; 
5. avoid the passive voice (‘It was felt that...’) and personalise your writing ( ‘At this 

point I thought …..’ ); 
6. avoid Latinisms, obscure technical expressions, slang, abbreviations, and 

Americanisms   
7. avoid cliches (like the plague!); 
8. in your introductory paragraph, give an overview of the whole piece; 
9. vary your sentence length but prefer shorter sentences, and in the main use 

paragraphs of between 4-6 sentences;  
10. use subheadings to break your piece into smaller sections and use bullets for lists 

where possible; 
11. provide relief from solid blocks of text with pictures, diagrams, images, tables or just 

‘white space’; 
12. avoid copious footnotes and references; 
13. in your conclusion spell out the practical implications of your work and make 

recommendations where you can; 
14. Above all, draft and redraft and redraft your work as you make the journey from 

‘getting all your ideas down’ to ‘creating a coherent structure’ to ‘making it as 
readable as possible’. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

 
 

Introduction  
 

In his book ‘The Sense of Style’, Steven Pinker confesses that when he re-reads his own 
work after few days, he often finds himself thinking, “What did I mean by that?” or “How 
does that follow?” or “...all too often, “Who wrote this crap?”  He goes on to confess that: 
 

“I re-work every sentence a few times before going on to the next, and revise each 
chapter two or three times before I show it to anyone. Then, with feedback in hand,  I 
revise each chapter twice more before circling back and giving the whole book at 
least two entire passes of polishing. Only then does it go to the copy editor, who 
starts another couple of rounds of tweaking”. 

 

He argues that all of this is necessary because the combination of words in which ideas 
occur to a writer are very rarely the same as the combination needed for them to be readily 
understood by a reader: 
 

“It's hard enough to formulate a thought that is interesting and true. Only after 
laying a semblance of it on the page, can a writer free up the cognitive resources 
needed to make the sentence grammatical, graceful, and, most important, 
transparent to the reader.”  

 

All of this makes his advice on style - and that in all style guides - not so much on ‘how to 
write’, as ‘how to revise’.  And so it is with the notes below. They are a series of filters to 
guide you as you progressively refine your writing.  
 

But, before we get to these, there is a major pitfall that awaits us as practitioners tempted 
to ‘put pen to paper’! At the inaugural Fellowship supper, Dave Appleby talked of the gulf 
between the academic research community and educational practitioners. He described the 
experience of attending the 2014 British Educational Research Association (BERA) 
Conference, as like being in a ‘parallel universe’.   
 

 
 

They had recogniseable topics but they were delivered in a different language with little or 
no connection to practice. This highlights the simple fact that academic researchers write 
for other members of the research community and not for practicing teachers.  
 



 
 

 
 

The Forum aims to encourage practitioners to bridge this gulf by writing pieces that are 
serious and rigorous yet relevant and accessible to those working in education. Writing can 
be for many purposes - to describe, to inform, to persuade, to build a narrative, to explain, 
to review a book, to launch a dialogue or contribute to one that is already running. The 
Forum exists for all of these purposes and more but if we are to be successful in attracting 
 teachers as readers, we might have to ‘unlearn’ the dry, depersonalised academic style that 
we have been immersed in for much of our professional  lives.  
 

So - for those who have ideas to share but limited confidence or experience of writing for 
‘readability’, below are some guidelines that we hope you will find helpful as you  ‘refine’ 
your work and avoid the ‘fog’ of  ‘academese’.  
 

The guidelines are  in four sections:  
 General advice,  
 Style,  
 Vocabulary  
 Structure. 

 

(There are no notes on grammar, punctuation or spelling as most decent computer 
programmes cover this!) 
 

1.0 General  Advice  
 

‘Always remember never to take too much notice of people  
who use words like ‘always’ and ‘never!’ Anon 

 

Offering advice on writing is full of dangers. To the experienced it can seem patronising - 
 even insulting. To those who genuinely seek help, even the simplest guidelines can appear 
strange (avoid the passive voice?). Worse still they can paralyse the flow of ideas 
completely. (‘I got...’ too Anglo Saxon? ‘I obtained...’ too Latin? ‘I acquired...’ too French? ‘I 
procured...’ too pompous?) It is important then, to put the guidelines into context.  
 

Encountering interesting writing is similar in many ways to meeting interesting people. It is 
always pleasant to meet someone who has something fresh to say; it is even better when 
they say it in a way that is clear and simple, but it becomes memorable and even delightful 
when it is infused with some character and wit. In finding your ‘voice’, consider each of the 
rules of thumb below but break any or all of them before you say anything that is dull, 
mechanical, academic or pompous. 
 
‘The English Language is a work in progress. Have fun with it! 

   Jonathan Culver 

2.0 Style 

 

A good starting point is Matthew Arnold’s timeless advice ‘... have something to say and say 
it as simply as you can.’ This is generally interpreted as writing in shorter sentences and 
using words that have an Anglo-Saxon origin; but a mania for plain English if taken to 
puritan extremes can lead to writing that is plain dull! Few words have perfect synonyms; 
different expressions carry different shades of meaning and in more serious writing it is 



 
 

 
 

important to be precise. The English language is so rich and diverse it would be a waste - 
some would say a tragedy - not to use its full range. 
 

 

 

 

But this creates a tension in all writing that aims to be accessible: the dilemma of whether 
to use technical expressions that have precision but may not be readily understood, or more 
immediately accessible language that risks your meaning being blunted. This is particularly 
important as readers tend to lose interest where word recognition falls much below 100%. 
The advice here is to err on the side of accessibility and to find forms of expression that 
avoid unfamiliar terms but aim at precision and clarity. At times a new or uncommon 
expression may be the only way to capture a particular idea, and there is nothing wrong 
with challenging readers to add a new word to their vocabulary. The secret is to do this 
sparingly and to explain fully as you go. 
 

3.0 Vocabulary          

There are five advice points on vocabulary: 

 

 



 
 

 
 

3.1 Prefer a short word to a long one (most of the time!) 

Short words tend to be Anglo Saxon in origin and easier to understand; so prefer: 

about   to   approximately 

but    to   however 
show    to    demonstrate 

enough  to   sufficient  
take part   to  participate    

   
This can be difficult when you have spent 13 years of schooling being taught that good 
‘style’ is doing the exact opposite! 
 

3.2 If you can cut a word, cut it   
 

Extra words tend to overload a sentence and confuse rather than clarify; when you re-read 
be ruthless and replace: 
 

on a daily basis     with   daily 

owing to the fact that   with   because  
for the purpose of  with  to  
is dedicated to providing  with  provides  
in view of the fact that  with   since  

in the event that   with   if 
 

3.3 Prefer the active to  the passive voice 

 

The passive voice tends to sound stuffy and pompous, so prefer: 
 

I felt    to   it was felt 
I decided   to   it was thought appropriate  
we assumed   to   it was our broad assumption that  
we concluded   to   it was the eventual conclusion of the group that we  
 

People are interested in your thoughts and feelings.  Don’t completely depersonalise your 
writing and imagine that this will make it appear more scholarly and scientific. Use ‘I’ and 
‘we’, and feel free to express surprise, disappointment or amusement if it is relevant. 
 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 

 

 

 

3.5 Avoid cliches (like the plague!)  
 

Figures of speech are like jewels and should be used sparingly to create vivid images or 
helpful comparisons. Sadly the English language is full of overused and time-worn 
expressions which are neither colourful nor useful but trip off the tongue all too easily! So - 
slightly tongue in cheek: 
 

At all costs, avoid the question mark hanging over your pearls of wisdom by putting 
on ice your tendency to work like a Trojan into the early hours on your ‘piece de 
resistance’. You may breathe a sigh of relief at the end of the day but your work will 
not cut much ice with readers and your beads of perspiration will be to no avail if you 
have to go back to the drawing board and start from scratch! 

 

If you use simile, metaphor or imagery make it fresh, vivid and - above all -  your own.   
 

‘We didn’t have metaphors in my day. We didn’t beat about the bush!’ 
                                               

                                                                                                                          Fred Truman  

 

 
 
 



 
 

 
 

4.0 Structure  
 

There are seven advice points on structure: 
 

4.1 Introductions and overviews  
 

While we hope that fellows will be motivated to read all of the Forum entries, realistically 
some will be more interesting to particular readers than others. So that they know what to 
expect, it is important to map out the issues covered at the beginning, the direction of travel 
of the argument and the conclusions reached.  
 

Consider the example below from David Hargreaves - a rare academic who is also a master 
communicator. It is the opening paragraph of a paper that formed the basis of his address to 
the Teacher Training Agency (TTA) in 1996. In it he advocated a radical move to evidence-
based practice in education. (20+ years on we are not much further forwards!)  
 

‘Teaching is not at present a research-based profession. I have no doubt that if it 
were, teaching would be more effective and more satisfying. The goal of enhancing 
effectiveness and satisfaction can be achieved only by a combination of several 
means of which an adequate research base is only one. It is in my view a singularly 
important one which deserves to be given priority. However, I shall argue that 
providing a research base will require a radical change both in the kind of research 
that is done and the way in which it is organised. To make my case I look inside the 
profession and research community to examine what we now do: but I shall also look 
at another profession to detect what lessons can be learned about creating a 
genuinely research-based profession.’   

 

(Follow the link for the full address.  
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Portals/0/PDF%20reviews%20and%20summaries/TTA%20Hargre
aves%20lecture.pdf )  
 

4.2 Sentences and paragraphs  
 

In newspaper and magazine articles, space is limited. Editors encourage a brisk pace with 
short punchy sentences, paragraphs containing no more than three or four sentences and a 
structure that is simple and to the point. Usually there is a headline which gives an 
indication of the topic, an introduction that gives an overview and then an elaboration. 
Though we are inviting fellows to submit pieces that are between a 1,000 and 2,000 words 
long and are therefore more detailed, the Forum is for busy professionals so pace and 
structure will remain important.  
 

http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Portals/0/PDF%20reviews%20and%20summaries/TTA%20Hargreaves%20lecture.pdf
http://eppi.ioe.ac.uk/cms/Portals/0/PDF%20reviews%20and%20summaries/TTA%20Hargreaves%20lecture.pdf


 
 

 
 

 
 

Variety of sentence length is vital. Without it writing can feel robotic and mechanical. But in 
the main, sentences should be short and to the point so that they deliver a clear message; 
especially early on in a paragraph.  Consider once more the Hargreaves’ example above.  It 
opens with a short, powerful statement. It continues with a series of short sentences that 
outline the argument he intends to develop. It is simple and clear, and we recommend a 
similar style, with paragraphs of 4 - 6 sentences.  
 

4.3 Sections and subheadings 

 

It is also important to provide signposts as the reader moves through a piece so that - to use 
Pinker’s term-  the ‘arc of coherence’ is clear. David Hargreaves uses four subheadings: 
 

Introduction  
 

Part One  Educational Research in a Comparative Professional Framework 

 

Part Two  Diagnosing What Went Wrong 

 

Part Three The Way Forwards    
 

This also helps with navigating the text when seeking out specific points later.  
 

4.4 Bullets, tables and diagrams  
 

There are a variety of presentational devices that you can use in the final editing process to 
maintain reader interest - tables, diagrams, columns, ‘pull quotes’ (cartoons!) or simple 
white space. Psychological research shows that it is important to give readers ‘relief’ from 
continuous blocks of print. This is helped by subheadings - as shown above - but as a 



 
 

 
 

minimum it is aided by using bullet points when listing items rather than embedding them in 
long sentences.  Images often help! 
 

 
 

4.5  Footnotes and references  
 

While the Forum invites a more serious and detailed consideration of issues than you will 
find in most blogs, we do not encourage the kinds of academic writing found in 
undergraduate, or postgraduate theses. We want to discourage long literature reviews, the 
lengthy consideration of methodological issues, copious footnotes, and overlong references 
and bibliographies; not because these are unimportant, but because they are unlikely to be 
of interest to busy practitioners. The focus should be on the main issues, arguments and 
evidence, and the implications these have for professional practice. However, where the 
work of others has had a significant impact on your writing, it is courteous to acknowledge 
this and can be indicated by using numbers within the text (1) and similarly numbered 
references at the end.     
 

If you steal from one author, it's plagiarism;  if you steal  
from many, it’s called research                   Wilson Mizner  

 

4.6 Conclusions and implications  
 

For some writers, spelling out the implications of their work is not seen as important; but 
given that the target audience is practicing teachers, in Forum pieces this is crucial. 
Contributors are encouraged to consider the practical implications of their ideas as fully as 
possible and to set out recommendations where appropriate. For an example that is as 
relevant today as it was in 1996, consider once more the piece by David Hargreaves noted 
above. Below are just some of his recommendations and rhetorical questions, listed as 
bullet points: 
 

 Should schools and teachers identified as good by inspectors be funded to 
investigate further the evidential basis for their success? 

 Research that is closely related to policy and practice, … carried out by and with 
users, and that leads to results … (is)  more likely to be applied in practice.  

 There is much to gain and little to lose in moving as soon as possible to an evidence-
based teaching profession.   

 



 
 

 
 

4.7  Draft, redraft and redraft again - on the journey from formulating the ideas to 
considering the reader! 
 

Unless you are a brilliant writer who is inspired by a mystical muse and can complete your 
pieces in one go, you will probably go through several stage is in the writing process. The 
first is usually to ‘dump’ all of your ideas on a subject down onto paper (ok computer) 
sometimes randomly but in paragraphs as far as you can (this might take two or three 
writing sessions). 
 

Then you will begin to reorganise the sentences ‘within’ each paragraph to develop the 
logical structure of the idea contained within each one (this might take two more sessions). 
Arranging the paragraphs into an easy progression as you develop the coherence of your 
overall argument comes next  (two more sessions).  And finally you draft and redraft the 
piece (usually cutting as you go!) to help it flow and become as ‘readable’ as possible.  If it 
does not end up being half the length of the original then you are perhaps being too 
precious with your words! Clearly this description sanitizes the process. In reality it is far 
more messy and iterative than this! 
 

Summary  
 

‘What you do makes a difference, and you have to decide  
what kind of difference you want to make.’ Jane Goodall 

 

You should take all advice on writing with a pinch of salt  (including this). The most 
important thing is to actually sit down and begin to write and find your own ‘voice’ . As Tom 
Stoppard says: 
 

‘The hard part is getting to the top of page one.’ 
 

But if you wish to write in a way that makes people want to read what you have written, 
then - as indicated at the beginning  it will help if you go through the following process:  
 

1. Have something interesting to share and commit to saying it as simply as you can; 
2. Get your ideas out of your head and down onto paper or into a computer using the 

words that come into your head; 
3. Arrange your ideas into short paragraphs averaging between 4-6 sentences with 

varied sentence length;  
4. Arrange the paragraphs into a sequence providing an ‘arch of coherence’ with an 

initial paragraph that gives an overview of the whole piece and ends with a summary 
and recommendations; 

5. revisit each of your paragraphs individually to improve ‘readability’ by:  
a. using shorter, Anglo Saxon words - but variety and clarity are everything; 
b. if you can cut a word, cut it; 
c. edit out the passive voice (‘It was felt that...’)  
d. personalise your writing ( At this point I thought …..); 
e. where possible, edit out Latinisms, obscure technical expressions, slang, 

abbreviations, and Americanisms  (from the ‘get go’!) 
f. remove or  recraft  cliches  



 
 

 
 

 to  break up the text use: 
 . subheadings 
a. bullets for lists; 
b. pictures, diagrams and images,  
c. tables  
d. or just ‘white space’; 
 avoid copious footnotes and references but indicate significant influences; 
 now redraft and redraft your work as you continue the journey from ‘getting all your 
ideas down’ to ‘creating a coherent structure’ to ‘making it as readable as possible’.  
 

Incorporate these basic ideas into your overall approach to writing and then over time 
forget them so that you can pretend they were natural all along! 
 

I have always moved by intuition alone. I have no system, literary  
or political. I have no guiding political idea.                V. S. Naipaul 

 

And Finally! 
 

 
 

As an issue of style we aim to avoid all forms of vitriol and personal attack. The Forum aims 
to have impact through the power of ideas, evidence and argument, and we hope these will 
speak for themselves. This does not preclude Fellows being forceful or critical where 
appropriate, but this should always remain polite and avoid personal insult or sarcasm. It is 
perhaps worth reminding Fellows that: 
 

‘The purpose of wit is to amuse and sarcasm to abuse’ 

 

Anything you write is bound to upset someone; and while you may not agree with Kingsley 
Amis when he says: 
 

‘If you can’t annoy somebody,  there’s little point in writing’,  

 

please avoid the temptation to be offensive or retaliate!  Writing for the Forum is a peer-
supported activity. This is not only a form of proof reading for contributors but also provides 
an opportunity to ‘dry run’ your ideas and get some supportive feedback before you ‘go 
public’.   

http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/v/vsnaipau601722.html
http://www.brainyquote.com/quotes/quotes/v/vsnaipau601722.html


 
 

 
 

 

We hope this also provides reassurance and builds confidence for those making their first 
forays into serious writing. Please see the website for the current members of the Peer-
Review Group and email your draft piece to the AEFP administrator.  We promise that you 
will not get feedback like that given by Samuel Johnson:  
 

Your manuscript is both good and original; but the part that  
is good is not original, and  the part that is original is not good!’   

 

But no matter how good you become at writing you will never please everybody! So feel 
free to take your peer reviewer’s comments as ‘advice’, and if you prefer the way you have 
written it, stick to your guns! Not even J R R Tolkien had it easy when he started writing, as 
the literary editor Hugo Dyson showed in a pencil comment written in the margin while 
reviewing one of the master’s manuscripts:   
 

‘Oh f*ck; not another Elf!’   

 

Happy writing! 
 

 
 

AEFP Peer Review Group  
 

November  2017 

 

All references in the text are available from the internet.  
 

Recommended further reading  
 

The Sense of Style: The Thinking Person's Guide to Writing in the 21st Century  by Steven 
Pinker 2014  Penguin  ISBN: 9780670025855 

 

https://www.google.co.uk/search?espv=2&q=the+sense+of+style+isbn&stick=H4sIAAAAAAAAAOPgE-LWz9U3MDQqzi1Lq9RSzCi30k_Oz8lJTS7JzM_TLy_KLClJzYsvzy_KLrbKLE7KAwDJdNjcMgAAAA&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwiYwaHc69HSAhXEC8AKHSqCDvoQ6BMIjAEoADAT

