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OVERVIEW

Part I – MACRO: Form Follows Function

Part II – MICRO: Less is More



What is your 
biggest pet peeve? 

Share 3 reasons why
you find it irritating. 

Use full sentences.

No bullet points or lists.

3 minutes



PART I:
Form 

Follows 
Function



Form 
Follows 
Function

Appearance Reflects 
the Purpose



Form Follows Function

Writing is Designed to Fit the Specific Needs of Your Audience







Barriers



Extremely Busy



Often Task Switching



Reluctant Readers







Form Follows 
Function

STRATEGIES

1. B.L.U.F.

2. Organizational Structure

3. Chunked Text

4. Clear, Specific Headings

5. Digestible Data



#1

B.L.U.F.









1

2

3

4
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TRY IT OUT

Does your first 
sentence give the 

BLUF?



#2

Organizational 
Structure



SEQUENCE



CAUSE & 
EFFECT



COMPARE & 
CONTRAST



PROBLEM & 
SOLUTION





#3

Chunking 
Text



Community Policing
“Community policing” is an approach to law enforcement that uses community partnerships and problem-
solving techniques to proactively address public safety concerns, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. 
Community policing proponents assert that by building strong relationships, communities and police are better 
able to respond to and communicate during crisis situations.  Rather than a specific set of policies, community-
policing is a philosophy that may look different in every locality based on the needs of the police and the people 
in each jurisdiction. Recent evaluations of community policing practices have occurred at the state and federal 
level. President Barrack Obama created a Task Force on 21st Century Policing to identify and recommend best 
practices for “fostering strong, collaborative relationships between local law enforcement and the communities 
they protect.” In April 2016, Washington (HB 2908) (2016) became the most recent state to initiate a formal 
review of policing practices. The legislature created the joint legislative task force on the use of deadly force in 
community policing. The task force is charged with reviewing laws, practices, and training programs regarding 
deadly force and making recommendations to reduce the number of violent interactions between law 
enforcement officers and members of the public by December 2016.  Also in 2016, the Oregon legislature (SB 
5701) appropriated $959,000 for developing and disseminating research-based community policing skills 
through the Oregon Center for Policing Excellence. Utah lawmakers similarly empowered (HB 355) the state’s 
attorney general to establish a training center and provide resources regarding law enforcement use of force. 
Under the law, the attorney general will provide statewide training and informational materials regarding 
investigating use of force, tactical disengagement, sanctity and preservation of life and stress management in life 
threatening situations.  Last year, Ohio created a Task Force on Community-Police Relations to explore causes of, 
and potential solutions to, damaged relationships between police officers and communities. The Task Force 
released its final report in May 2015.

http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/TaskForce_FinalReport.pdf


PRIMACY 
and 
RECENCY 
EFFECT



Community Policing
“Community policing” is an approach to law enforcement that uses community partnerships and problem-
solving techniques to proactively address public safety concerns, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. 
Community policing proponents assert that by building strong relationships, communities and police are better 
able to respond to and communicate during crisis situations.  Rather than a specific set of policies, community-
policing is a philosophy that may look different in every locality based on the needs of the police and the people in 
each jurisdiction. Recent evaluations of community policing practices have occurred at the state and federal level. 
President Barrack Obama created a Task Force on 21st Century Policing to identify and recommend best practices 
for “fostering strong, collaborative relationships between local law enforcement and the communities they 
protect.” In April 2016, Washington (HB 2908) (2016) became the most recent state to initiate a formal review of 
policing practices. The legislature created the joint legislative task force on the use of deadly force in community 
policing. The task force is charged with reviewing laws, practices, and training programs regarding deadly force 
and making recommendations to reduce the number of violent interactions between law enforcement officers 
and members of the public by December 2016.  Also in 2016, the Oregon legislature (SB 5701) appropriated 
$959,000 for developing and disseminating research-based community policing skills through the Oregon Center 
for Policing Excellence. Utah lawmakers similarly empowered (HB 355) the state’s attorney general to establish a 
training center and provide resources regarding law enforcement use of force. Under the law, the attorney 
general will provide statewide training and informational materials regarding investigating use of force, tactical 
disengagement, sanctity and preservation of life and stress management in life threatening situations.  Last year, 
Ohio created a Task Force on Community-Police Relations to explore causes of, and potential solutions to, 
damaged relationships between police officers and communities. The Task Force released its final report in May 
2015.

TWILIGHT ZONE

http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/TaskForce_FinalReport.pdf


Community Policing
“Community policing” is an approach to law enforcement that uses community partnerships and problem-
solving techniques to proactively address public safety concerns, according to the U.S. Department of Justice. 
Community policing proponents assert that by building strong relationships, communities and police are better 
able to respond to and communicate during crisis situations.  Rather than a specific set of policies, community-
policing is a philosophy that may look different in every locality based on the needs of the police and the people in 
each jurisdiction. Recent evaluations of community policing practices have occurred at the state and federal level. 
President Barrack Obama created a Task Force on 21st Century Policing to identify and recommend best practices 
for “fostering strong, collaborative relationships between local law enforcement and the communities they 
protect.” In April 2016, Washington (HB 2908) (2016) became the most recent state to initiate a formal review of 
policing practices. The legislature created the joint legislative task force on the use of deadly force in community 
policing. The task force is charged with reviewing laws, practices, and training programs regarding deadly force 
and making recommendations to reduce the number of violent interactions between law enforcement officers 
and members of the public by December 2016.  Also in 2016, the Oregon legislature (SB 5701) appropriated 
$959,000 for developing and disseminating research-based community policing skills through the Oregon Center 
for Policing Excellence. Utah lawmakers similarly empowered (HB 355) the state’s attorney general to establish a 
training center and provide resources regarding law enforcement use of force. Under the law, the attorney 
general will provide statewide training and informational materials regarding investigating use of force, tactical 
disengagement, sanctity and preservation of life and stress management in life threatening situations.  Last year, 
Ohio created a Task Force on Community-Police Relations to explore causes of, and potential solutions to, 
damaged relationships between police officers and communities. The Task Force released its final report in May 
2015.

http://www.cops.usdoj.gov/pdf/taskforce/TaskForce_FinalReport.pdf




National Center on Educational Outcomes

… improves comprehension”

“… material separated into 
meaningful related groups …



National Center on Educational Outcomes

“…comprehension improves 
significantly… 

…when reading material is 
chunked into smaller units.”



PRIMACY 
and 
RECENCY 
EFFECT



Rule of 
QUARTERS





TRY IT OUT

Is your information 
chunked into 

related groups? 



#4

Clear & 
Specific 

Headings



Clear 
Headings



Free or Reduced-Price Lunch

Pell Eligibility

Income

Proxy Measures



Specific Headings: Two Methods

1. ASK A QUESTION THAT 
THE PASSAGE ANSWERS.

2. STATE THE CONCLUSION 
OF THE PASSAGE.



1. Ask a QUESTION that the passage answers.

“What is the legal standard for 
determining cannabis DUI?”

“Will rainy day funds be enough to 
weather the storm?”



2. State the CONCLUSION of the passage.

“Most drivers and passengers killed in 
crashes are unrestrained.”

“States showed fiscal and economic 
strength before the pandemic.”





TRY IT OUT

What headings 
would you write for 

each chunk?



#5

Digestible 
Data



Data Rule #1:

Paint a Picture

Present your statistics 
in a visual form 
whenever possible.





SAS Data Visualization Report

… engaging and gets the 
message across quickly.”

“… visually impactful 
representations of data …



SAS Data Visualization Report

“… complicated data starts 
to make sense … 

… when presented 
graphically.”



Which Would You Rather Read?
1 2



Data Rule #2:
Put Data into Context

“One out of every four…”

“Every 16 seconds…”

“The equivalent of…”



EXAMPLE (no context):

One “Exabyte” 
(1,000,000,000,000,000,000 
bytes) of data is created on 

the internet daily.





EXAMPLE (with context):

One “Exabyte” 
(1,000,000,000,000,000,000 
bytes) of data is created on 

the internet daily. This is 
roughly the equivalent of 

the data in 250 million 
DVDs.





Part I Takeaways:
Form Follows Function

The unique needs of your specific legislative 
audience determine the form of your writing 
design:

• Bottom Line Up Front

• Clear Structure & Organization

• Chunked Text

• Clear, Specific Headers

• Digestible Data



Form Follows Function: Looking Ahead

Choose a Strategy 

Bottom Line Up Front

Chunked Text

Clear, Specific Headings

Organizational Structure Digestible Data



PART II:
Less is More





“Its vanished trees, the trees that had made 
way for Gatsby’s house, had once pandered in 
whispers to the last and greatest of all human 
dreams; for a transitory enchanted moment 
man must have held his breath in the 
presence of this continent, compelled into an 
aesthetic contemplation he neither 
understood nor desired, face to face for the 
last time in history with something 
commensurate to his capacity for wonder.”

F. Scott Fitzgerald



“Oak Park: the home of 
broad lawns and 
narrow minds.”

Ernest Hemingway





Lean Writing 
STRATEGIES

1. Reduce Expletives

2. Eliminate Passive Voice

3. Condense Wordy Phrases



#1

Reduce 
Expletives



Expletives: What Are They?

Words that DO NOT add meaning to a sentence. 

Expletives hide the substance of a sentence behind filler words.



Expletives: How to Catch Them

SENTENCES BEGINNING WITH “IT” OR “THERE”

• It was a simple rule my parents made.

• There were many days when this rule angered me...



Practice 1: Reduce Expletives



Practice 2: Reduce Expletives



Practice 3: Reduce Expletives



Pennies 
Add Up



TRY IT OUT

Does your writing 
include expletives?



#2

Eliminate
Passive Voice



Passive Voice: What Is It?

When the OBJECT of an action is made into 
the SUBJECT of a sentence.

Passive voice is less concise, less direct and buries the main idea.



Passive Voice: How to Catch It

1. PAST-TENSE VERBS

• …was eliminated from the budget.

• …were discriminated against.

• …is portrayed in a negative light.

2.   WORDS BEFORE “BY”

• It is believed by...

• Questions were answered by…



Practice 1: Eliminate Passive Voice

PASSIVE

The ball (object) 

 was thrown by (verb) 

Jess. (subject)

Object → Past Verb → Subject

ACTIVE

Jess (subject)

throws (verb) 

the ball. (object) 

Subject → Present Verb → Object



Practice 2: Eliminate Passive Voice

PASSIVE

One type of air pollution (object) 

 is caused by (verb) 

hydrocarbons. (subject)

Object → Past Verb → Subject

ACTIVE

Hydrocarbons (subject)

cause (verb) 

one type of air pollution. (object) 

Subject → Present Verb → Object



Practice 3: Eliminate Passive Voice

PASSIVE

Passive voice writing 

was eliminated by 

the writing training.

ACTIVE

 

The writing training 

eliminates 

passive voice writing.



Pennies 
Add Up



TRY IT OUT

Does your writing 
use passive voice?



#3

Condense
Wordy
Phrases





Practice: Condense Wordy Phrases

THESE WORDY PHRASES CAN BE REPLACED BY ONE WORD:

 “The reason for”  → Because

 “Due to the fact that” → Since

 “In the event that”  → If

 “In a situation where” → When



Practice: Condense Wordy Phrases

1. “A large number of…”   →  _______ ?

2. “Despite the fact that…”  →  _______ ?

3. “Each and every…”   →  _______ ?

4. “Has the opportunity to…”  →  _______ ?

5. “At this point in time…”  →  _______ ?

6. “In a case in which…”   →  _______ ?

MANY

ALTHOUGH

EACH / ALL

CAN / COULD

NOW

WHEN



Pennies 
Add Up



TRY IT OUT

Does your writing 
use wordy phrases?



Part II Takeaways:
Less is More

“Writing Lean”

Minimize your word count to 

maximize your message’s power.

1. Reduce Expletives

2. Eliminate Passive Voice

3. Condense Wordy Phrases

Pennies add up to dollars!



Less is More: Looking Ahead

Choose a Strategy 

Reduce Expletives

Condense Wordy Phrases

Eliminate Passive Voice



Workshop Takeaways

1. Form Follows Function 

Address the Needs of Your 

Audience

2. Less is More                    

Write Lean



Thank You!

Jessica Hoffman, NCSL

Jessica.Hoffman@ncsl.org 

(720) 856 – 1393

mailto:Jessica.Hoffman@ncsl.org
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