
Structure 

- 35.0 Objectives 

35.1 Introduction 

35.2 Writing Content for the Web 

35.3 Some Features of Content Writing 

35.3.1 A Conversational Style 
' 35.3.2 Avoiding a 'Flowery' Style and the Excessive Use of 'Fancy' Words 
> .  

35.3.3 A Crisp and Precise Style 

35.3.3.2 Making Verbs and Sentences Simple 

35.4 Making harning Fun 

32.5 Let US Sum u p  

34.6 e w e r s  to Check Your Progress 

. . 
to show how skills in every area of language - listening, speaking, reading and 
writing - are required for content writers, 

to show how playing with the language allows the developinent of flexibility and 
awareness of language use, and 

to discuss some features of good writing for the web. 

Content writers for the web may generate their own material, or they may put 
together material from various sources. Ia either case, a good command over 
English is essential. Another skill that web writers need to have is that of reading 
fast and quickly assimilating what they read, so that they can provide the updates 
and the content at the required rate. 

It is also noteworthy that you need not just good writing skills, but also good listening 
skills (for example, if your job involves transcription, or the writing down of speech). 
Translation skills are always an asset. Oid fashioned skills like the ability to take 
dictation, and the ability to write a @is of a passage, turn out to be quite useful 
to train yourself for web writing. In addition, proof reading and editing skills come 
in handy. n 

In other words, you need an overall facility with the language if you aspire to be 
a content writer for the web. 



353 YVWIlNG CONTENT FOR THE WEB 

Web content writihg can be classified into 

News 

Lifestyle features 

Technical writing 

' Medical and legal matters, and transcription 

We have already discussed writing for newspapers for reporting news, or for 
feature writing. Technical writers write user manuals for computer applications. 
They may also write training material, and business reports or articles. They work 
with engineers to do reports and proposals, write instructions for equipment operation 
or manufacture, and do translation where necessary. 

Medical transcription is outsourced because doctors in the USA do not have time 
to document their case reports. They may simply dictate the report into a machine 
or into a computer that stores the voice in a digital foim. When the medical 
transcriptionist receives the file, (s)he plays it back and types the matter into the 
computer. These data are read, proofread and edited before they are sent back. 

Legal transcription involves the ability to access relevant material from readily 
available sources such as legal databases. Lawyers have to have a full range of 
background information abput cases similar to the one they are currently handling, 
in order to prepare their case well. The juniors who assist the senior counsel must 
have the ability to 

,+ 

access a database by keywords or phrases, 

build up a new database indexed by such keywords or phrases,and 

keep track of new documents so that they can be integrated into the database. 

.35J som m- OF c o r n  TvRmNG 

Some of the desirable features of content writing mentioned most often are: 

A conversational style 

Avoiding a 'flowery' style and the excessive use of 'fancy' words 

A crisp arid precise style 

The need for precision and succinctness is emphasized because of a finding that 
reading from a computer screen may be 25% slower than reading words on paper. 
That is, it is more of a strain to the eyes to read from a computer monitor. This 
encourages readers to skim through the sctreen rather than read evew word on it 
with their full attention. Add to this the presence of buttons for other sites, and 
animated advertisements, and you realize haw difficult it becomes to hold the 
reader's attention on the web (as we have already pointed out in earlier units). 

353.1 A Conversational Style 

We have mentioned in an earlier unit ('Listening to spoken,English'), that conversaticmal 
Enghsh often uses two small words - a verb and a preposition or adverb, referred 
to as a 'phrasal verb' - where a more formal style uses a larger, more learned 
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word. When we speak we say 'find ~ u t '  instead of 'discover', 'live in' instead of 
'reside', and so on. Learners of English often know the longer, more formal words, 
but do not know the equivalent phrasal verbs. 

One way of developing a facility with an informal variety of the language is to play 
with. the language, the way children do. In this unit we shall presznt you with a 
variety of language games which will serve to exercise your language ability. 
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Do you know these phrasal verbs? Look thep up in a dictionary to check their 
meaning. 

break down turn down put up 

break off . .. put on tum on 

bring up put off 

turn' over take after 

take in look after come over drop in . run into 

dght argue tbat style & a pmgnd dr cdtnral t r a i ~  ~t''rnay tn\c tiat 
.&Bag% &tyl@ if3 !it and dtwd, just 8 ~ i  :preferearn' in orfaxxi m. 
my Be right qrkwiu3n$. . * &nt a paficu~& style of laagurrgrk, faod or 

@ l a g *  , 

* .  
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Yet it is true that in Western cultures, a less flowery style of language is preferred 
than is commonly seen in our country. Compare die following phrases: 

We are pleased to invite you to .. . 
We solicit your gracious presence at . . . 

. , 1 
Which of these seems more polite to you? Which would you be likely to see in an 
invitation in our country? \ 

Our experience is that people in India prefer the second expression, which most 
current users of English tind too flawery, and so a little amusing, if not slightly 
insincere. Why or in what sense is your presence gracious? The speaker seems to 
be exaggerating your importance. It is true that for very important people, a slightly 
"elevated" sort of language seems appropriate. Royalty, for example, can be referred 
to as gracious. Similarly, the fact that a royal personage, or someone of comparable 
importance like a senior minister, found time to come to a function you organized 
is indeed "a privilege and an honour" that they confer . you. But ordinary people 
living ordinary lives do not need to be unduly praised, nor do they need to unduly 
praise others, or themselves. 

Some flowery expressions'are just relics of an earlier era. An adult student once 
asked the teacher: "Shall we pen down our thoughts?' He meant, simply, "Do you 
want us to write down what we think about this"? !!hnilarly, we do not now refer 
to our home as "our humble abode". If someone does not merely "say" something, 
but "opines that . . .," the reporter's language strikes us as belonging to the Victorian 
era. i 

Perhaps you are afraid that a style which is not flowery will sound rude or abrupt. 
I 

It need not, if you are sincere in what you say. A simple "Do come!" or "Please 
come", or "We would be very happy if you could join us", can sound every.bit as 1 
gracious as the more flowery expression quoted above. Similarly, an expression of 1 I 
thanks that puts some thought and content into what precisely why to wish to thank 
someone, will sound more convincing than mere fulsome praise. Flowery language 
and fancy words are often used to disguise a lack of meaningful thought content. 
This is very apparent in the way we describe or praise a person. It takes some 
effort to think why precisely a person deserves praise. In what way is their work 
or their actions deserving of mention? It is much easier to put together a lot of - 
empty words, and describe the work as "fabulous" or "~onderful"~ and the person 
as "scintillating" or "magnetic". But in the end, the words remain empty, if there 
is no convincing reason why they were used. As they say in my language as well 
as in English, empty vessels make the most noise. I 
Many flowery expressions are cliches: functions are "glittering functions", 
performances are "fabulous", apartment blocks are called "towers" or "residencies". 
Some flowery expressions are malapropisms, or the wrong use of words. We often 
read in the newspapers that someone "quipped" instead of "said" something - but 
if they have not made some clever remark, this is not the right word to use. The 
word "malapropism" comes fmm a character irr an 18Ih century play called The 
Rivals, by an English dramatist called Sheridan. Mrs. Malaprop likes to sound 
important, but she is not well-educated, so she uses big words which don't mean 
what she thinks they mean. The result is comic. One such example is her saying 
"a nice derangement of epitaphs" when she means "a nice arrangement of epithets". 
Can you see the humour in this example? An epithet is a descriptive word, like an 
'adjective; an epitaph is what iou say or write about a person who has died - it 1 
often refers to a short inscription on a gravestone. And derangement is madness, 
quite different from an arrangement. So Mrs. Malaprop's words are often 
inappropriate, which explains why she has this name. (She refers to a person as 

64 'the very pineapple of politeness', when she means 'the very pinnacle of politeness.) 



How do you avoid malapropisms? By making it a habit to consult a dictionary (in 
general, this is a habit of being careful with your language), and by reading only the 
best writers (rather than people who write no better than you do yourself). 

35.3.3 A Crisp and PradPe Style 

Simple reading, or simple viewing, is hard writing. The greatest compliment a writer 
or scriptwriter can get is for us to think that the message was so obvious that it 
was very easy to say or write! 

Simplifying starts with choosing the right words - the shortest and the commonest 
words that suit the purpose. The web is not for the specialist, but for everyone. One 
of the challenges is to put technical or scientific content into words that every 
literate person can understand if (s)he is interested enough to read about that topic. 
Look at this phrase, which might occur in a book about rockets: 

'the trajectory of the missile through the atmosphere' 

In writing for the general reader, and especially if it is a voice over for a visual, 

I you might want to substitute each of the words trajectory (=path), missile, and 
atmosphere. qnd write 

the curve of the rocket through the air. 

If you are writing about a concept the audience is not familiar with, use the simplest 
words and diagrams possible until the concept is clear. You can later lead the 
audience hick into the context of the subject. Big words can make the reader or 
listener feel intimidated, that is, frightened! 

In his book Living Communication, Abne M. Eisenberg describes an experiment he 
conducted in one of his classes, "to test the fear-producing potential of words7'.He 
says: 

"It was a week into the semester and the subject was anatomy and physiology of 
the nervous system. Not only was it a compulsory course (which never fails to 
precipitate anxiety), it also involved an extensive use of anatomical terminology. To 
say the very least, the students were pemed." 

Eisenberg thought that "a student could understand a lecture better if it were free 
from highly technical language." In order to test this premise, he arranged with the 
subject instructor for two separate lectures were given on the same topic. 

"In lecture 1, while pointing to various anatomical drawings of the central nervous 
system on the blackboard, the instructor substituted the word "thing" for each 
technical word. For instance, while he pointed to the encephalon (the brain), he 
referred to it simply as "this thing". 

After completing lecbre 1, he delivered lecture 2 in which the correct terminology 
was used". J 

Lnnguage Skills for 
Web Content Writing 

The passage below gives us some idea of how each lecture sounded; To read it 
meaningfully, remember that the word in brackets occurs in lecture two. In lecture 
one, it has been substituted by the word "thing". 
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What was the students' reaction to the two lectures? Eisenber, us: "... they 
seemed to feel that leaving out the highly technical anatomical ! yage  in the first 
lecture enabled them to grasp the relationships more easily. Then -n the technical 
language was inserted, it was noticeably less disturbing." 

Good sentence construction is all about keeping the relationships clear: about who 
did something, what they did, and to whom they 'did it. We saw above that if we 
can find out what "things" there are in a sentence, it helps us to understand it. We 
could try a similar exercise where we leave out all the doing words (the verbs) and 1 

simply say " D O  or "DID. This may not always be a straightforward matter, 
because as sentences get more complex or compact, the actions appear in the form 
of nouns and adjectives. 

Take for example the sentence: 

The doctor lamented the government's decision to dismiss the striking workers and 
close down the hospital. 

How many actions are the& in this sentence? 
. . . 

First, there's an action of 'blarnenting", or expressing sadness about something, or 
complaining about it. This "action" - an "act of speech" - is performed by a doctor. 

%at is the doctor complaining about?   he's complaining about some actions that 
others have done. What are these actions, and who has done them? 



The government has done the following things. It has taken a decision, or rather, 
two decisions. The decisions are: to dismiss the striking workers, and to close down 

I 
the hospital. 

Whit have the workers done? They have gone on a strike. 

, So a lot of information is packed into a sentence that is not very long, and this 
information has to be unpacked for the sentence to be understood. If we had 
written the following sentences instead, the writing would have appeared childish, ' or would have appeared td be appropriate in an informal conversation: 

The, workers went on strike, so the decided to dismiss them and close 
down the hospital, but the doctor is unhappy about this ... 

These sentences are actually good for a first draft of our writing. We can then 

/ make sure that all our thoughts are logically expressed. We then have to find ways 
of putting these thoughts together into a more compact style. This is why we began 
by saying that simple reading is hard writing. If we write each thought down as it 
occurs to us, our writing sounds childish and silly. In the attempt to pack our 
sentences with meaning, though, we must be careful to avoid ambiguity (as in the 
joke below). lack of clarity, or incoherence. 

- .  

The exercises below, and others like them, will discipline our writing by forcing us 
to say .what we mean in a simple and direct way. 
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35.4 MAKING LEARNING FUN 

You may have heard this saprres~ioa Before - the en?phds today is to eqjoy your 
Isamlag, As we have said, la god way to develop ftreility with the language is to 
play with it. The internet is r good r e s o w  for jokes, puns, and other very 
contempomy ftmm sf lmgugc play. Below, for oxample, is la callecdon of silly 
warnings wrhaps put an products in order to protect the rnanufachuars fkom 
lamuits), horn a dte called "~BWlunings.cem". ' 

C h  o &iu+zpd ~~ mMune: ~ e a i n p  of 6 s  garment does not embh jou 
te'fly. 

OH a twp cafr Me-$ a#ke: Warning: WnmD may be hot, 
th a bttle t$ & e d  m~: Suitable f81: ~ ~ m s  

C)ro a p&et $)e ~~ Aintiws B w :  hsmtam: open p h t ,  eat nuts. 
Hetny btter &y QM: This bmm does not actually fly. 

There am also dm fsr Ul$hthemd quizzes, md advice' on how to deel with 
e ~ ~ ~ s ; ~ ~ l ~ ~ m r l ~ ~ ~ w h w ~ ~ ~ ~ ~  
ww, 














