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You may not realize it, but if you’re preparing a proposal for a client, an application for a 

funding competition, a personal statement for an admissions application, or even just an 

essay for school, you’re writing for someone who’s going to make an important decision 

about you based on your writing. What’s even more daunting is that this reader is going 

to review 10, 20, or even hundreds of submissions just like yours and make a call about 

which ones stand out the most. How will you cut through the noise and make sure that 

you don’t miss out on the opportunity that you’re hoping to get? After all, you’ll need 

more than great ideas or accomplishments to make a winning impression on a client, 

admissions committee member, or professor.   

One of the best ways to make your writing stand out (besides making sure that your 

content is interesting and impressive) is to make your writing easy for your reader to 

understand. You may not want to believe it, but the person who’s going to read your 

proposal or admissions essay probably isn’t going to be fully awake and focused when 

reading it. Your prospective client may be distracted about the fight that he had with his 

wife last night, and your admissions committee member may be exhausted from reading 

50 applications before getting to yours.  

Because your reader may be tired and distracted, you want to make sure that your 

writing requires as little work as possible for someone to read and understand. Avoid 

making someone who’s already exhausted reread your sentence three times because 

it’s long and difficult to follow. Similarly, make sure your proposal isn’t full of important 

details that are easy to miss because they’re buried in dense paragraphs. The last thing 

you want is to make your readers frustrated because they can’t get through your 

proposal or statement. You also don’t want your readers to have to guess what you’re 

talking about. If you make your writing easy to read, you’ll have a better chance of 

showcasing what you have to offer AND convincing the reader that you’re competent 

enough to know how to write well. In addition, because research shows that people view 

information more positively when the information is easy to read, a proposal or 

admissions statement that’s easier to read may leave a better overall impression on a 

reader.  

So how do you woo your reader by making your writing easy to read? Check out our 12 

tips below! 
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When you’re preparing a proposal, grant application, or admissions essay, you may be 

working with a character, word, or page limit. In these situations, it’s tempting to use any 

tricks that you can think of to reduce the number of words or characters in your 

document. Of all the strategies that fall into this category, perhaps one of the most 

common is to use abbreviations for terms that you use several times in a document. 

Abbreviations can be helpful when they’re used frequently in either your reader’s field 

(e.g., “SEO” for “search engine optimization” in digital marketing) or the English 

language more generally (“a.m.” for “ante meridian”). In fact, in some cases, people may 

be more familiar with an abbreviation than they are with the full term that it stands for 

(e.g., “DNA” for “deoxyribonucleic acid”).  

 

However, abbreviations stop being helpful if your reader is unfamiliar with them. This 

may be especially likely to happen if you use abbreviations that aren’t used frequently in 

your reader’s field or in the English language. It can also happen when you try to make 

up your own abbreviations. For example, there’s nothing stopping you from taking terms 

like “structured training method,” “one-page outline,” and “interactive behavioural 

intervention” and generating abbreviations to replace them with (e.g., “STM”, “OPO”, 

and “IBI”). The problem, though, is that your reader may have trouble keeping track of 

them as he or she progresses through your proposal or statement, especially if your 

document is more than a few paragraphs long.  

 

Even if you introduce an abbreviation properly by writing out the full term and placing 

the abbreviation in parentheses when you first use the term on Page 1, your readers 

may forget what the abbreviation stands for by the time they get to Page 5. The same 

thing can happen if you create a glossary of your abbreviations at the beginning of your 

document; there’s no guarantee that your readers will consult the glossary when they 

need it. After all, how many times have you read a document and either not bothered to 

look up a word that you didn’t understand or skipped right over the footnotes? Why 

wouldn’t you expect your readers to do the same thing? 

 

 

Using an abbreviation that’s unfamiliar to your reader may be okay if you use it 

frequently throughout your document and make it one of the only abbreviations that you 

use. If you start peppering your document with abbreviations, though, it may not matter 

that you’ve managed to meet your word count. If your readers are faced with a sentence 

like “We plan to develop an ASTR for IBRTs to accomplish HRTH” and, understandably, 

can’t figure out what it means, there’s a good chance that you’ll fail to make a strong 

impression on them. In these cases, you’re better off writing out the terms each time 

you use them and finding other ways to reduce your word count (see Tip 6 on writing 

concisely).  

 

Even if you introduce an abbreviation properly by writing out the full term and placing 

the abbreviation in parentheses when you first use the term on Page 1, your readers 

may forget what the abbreviation stands for by the time they get to Page 5. The same 

thing can happen if you create a glossary of your abbreviations at the beginning of 

your document; there’s no guarantee that your readers will consult the glossary when 

they need it. After all, how many times have you read a document and either not 

bothered to look up a word that you didn’t understand or skipped right over the 

footnotes? Why wouldn’t you expect your readers to do the same thing? 

 Tip #1: Use abbreviations sparingly 
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Take-home message   

 

 Abbreviations can make sentences difficult to understand, especially when the 

reader isn’t familiar with them 

 

 Abbreviations are safe to use in the following situations: 

 

o People are more familiar with the abbreviation than with the full term (e.g. 

“DNA”) 

 

o The abbreviation is frequently used in the reader’s field (e.g., “SEO” in digital 

marketing) 

 

 Avoid using abbreviations in the following situations: 

 

o The abbreviation is probably unfamiliar to your reader 

 

o Your document already contains several abbreviations 

 

o You use the abbreviated term only a few times in your document 
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When you’ve worked or studied in a field for a few years or even just a few months, it 

becomes second nature to write using jargon that’s specific to your field. It’s also easy 

to forget that these terms may not be familiar to people outside your field. For example, 

although terms like “search engine optimization” and “landing page” may be familiar to 

people in marketing or even business more generally, they may not be familiar to 

people in health care, education, and a variety of other fields.  

Using jargon may not be a problem if the person reading your proposal, funding 

application, or admissions statement is a member of your field or at least familiar with 

the jargon in your field. In many cases, though, the reader who’s going to play a role in 

deciding your fate may be unfamiliar with the jargon that’s commonplace in your field. If 

you aren’t sure which category your reader falls into, the safest approach is to assume 

that you’re writing for an educated reader from a different field. After all, you don’t want 

your reader to be making guesses about what you’re trying to convey or showcase.  

So how do you make sure that your writing is free of jargon? Here are a few 

suggestions:  

1. Avoid using terms that are specific to your field unless you plan on including 

definitions 

 

2. Imagine that you’re writing for your local newspaper; leave out any words that an 

educated member of your community wouldn’t understand 

 

3. Have a family member or colleague from another field review your work and 

highlight any terms that he or she doesn’t understand 

Note that one of the reasons that jargon is so tempting to use is that it often takes up 

fewer words and characters than a lay term does. The problem, though, is that what you 

gain by reducing your word count may not be worth what you’ll lose in clarity. Even if 

you have the luxury of including a glossary with key field-specific terms in your proposal 

or funding application, your readers may not take the time to consult it each time they 

come across an unfamiliar term. Avoid making your readers work any harder than they 

need to by using simple language and leaving jargon out. Not only will you make it more 

likely that your readers will understand your writing, but you’ll also convey that you’re so 

knowledgeable about your field that you can explain it to someone with a different 

educational and occupational background.  

 

 

 
Tip #2: Avoid jargon 

 

 

Note that one of the reasons that jargon is so tempting to use is that it often takes up 

fewer words and characters than a lay term does. The problem, though, is that what 

you gain by reducing your word count may not be worth what you’ll lose in clarity. 

Even if you have the luxury of including a glossary with key field-specific terms in 

your proposal or funding application, your readers may not take the time to consult it 

each time they come across an unfamiliar term. Avoid making your readers work any 

harder than they need to by using simple language and leaving jargon out. Not only 

will you make it more likely that your readers will understand your writing, but you’ll 

also convey that you’re so knowledgeable about your field that you can explain it to 

someone with a different educational and occupational background.  
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Take-home message   

 Sentences are easier to understand when they don’t contain jargon 

 

 Keep your writing free of jargon by dropping field-specific words, writing for a lay 

audience, and having a colleague or family member review your document 
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In addition to eliminating jargon, you can make your writing easier to read by using 

simple words that your readers will be familiar with. For example, consider the following 

sentence:  

Example 3.1. The committee members experienced exceptional indignation 

upon making the discovery that one of their avaricious colleagues had 

absconded with their financial property.  

This sentence isn’t very easy to read because it contains complex words, some of which 

aren’t used often in English and may therefore not be familiar to a lot of English 

speakers. Sentences like this are common in business, technical, and academic writing, 

but this doesn’t make Example 3.1 a good sentence. Instead, it’s a sentence that 

makes reading a chore for anyone who ends up reviewing your proposal or admissions 

statement. Even the most hard-working people avoid doing unnecessary tasks, so why 

would you expect your readers to do any more work than they need to do to understand 

your document?   

Just because a sentence expresses complex ideas doesn’t mean that it needs to be 

written using complex words and phrases. Instead of peppering your document with 

words from the vocabulary section of the SAT or the GRE, let your awesome ideas and 

your ability to express them clearly show your reader what you have to offer. For 

example, you could rephrase Example 3.1 to make it easier to read:  

Example 3.2. The committee members were very angry when they found out 

that one of their greedy colleagues had taken off with their money.  

This sentence provides the reader with the same information as the first sentence did, 

but it’s much easier to read because it contains simple words that most English 

speakers are used to reading on a regular basis. This revised sentence is also shorter, 

which is helpful if you have a strict character, word, or page limit to deal with.  

Some of you may still think that Example 3.1 is better because it sounds more “official” 

or makes the writer seem more intelligent. However, anyone who has ever needed to 

write for a lay audience knows that explaining complex ideas using simple language is 

challenging. Why? Because you really need to know what you’re talking about and who 

your audience is to do it.  

For this reason, educated readers know that a writer who can explain complex ideas 

using simple language is probably more knowledgeable about a topic than is a writer 

who can describe these ideas using complex terms only. Show your readers just how 

much you know by using simple language.  

 

Tip #3: Use familiar words 
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Take-home message   

 Sentences are easier to understand when they contain simple language 

 

 A good of thumb is to use words that would be familiar to most educated readers  
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Another way that readers can get lost in sentences is if the words in the sentences 

make it hard to figure out who or what the writer is referring to. For example, consider 

the following sentence:  

Example 4.1. Customers don’t like companies that restrict their accounts.  

Do you know who the “their” refers to? If not, don’t feel bad. The “their” is what we call 

an ambiguous pronoun.  

Pronouns are short, generic words (e.g., “she,” “they,” and “it”) that stand in place of 

longer, specific words (e.g., “Fiona,” “the Burke brothers,” and “the pumpkin”). In a clear 

sentence, it’s easy to tell what specific word a pronoun refers to. In some cases, though, 

the reader can identify more than one specific word that a pronoun can refer to. In this 

case, the pronoun is an ambiguous pronoun.  

In the sentence above, “their” is an ambiguous pronoun because it isn’t clear if “their” 

refers to “customers” or “companies.” Most people who read the sentence may 

conclude that “their” refers to “customers.” After all, customers may be most likely to 

dislike a company if the company is putting restrictions on the features of customer 

accounts.  

However, you can also interpret the sentence in a way that makes it possible to match 

“their” to “companies”: customers don’t like companies that limit the number of clients 

(or “accounts”) that the companies take on. Although this second way to interpret the 

sentence may seem farther from the original wording than the first way does, it’s still a 

reasonable way to interpret the sentence.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

If your sentence contains an ambiguous pronoun, your readers have to guess which 

specific word the pronoun refers to, and they may guess the wrong one. Avoid this 

situation by replacing ambiguous pronouns with the specific words they refer to. For 

example, if “their” refers to “customers” in the above example, you can rephrase the 

sentence like this: “Customers don’t like companies that restrict client accounts.” If 

your readers can interpret your sentences correctly on their first try, you’ll do a better 

job of selling yourself and your ideas or accomplishments. 

 

Tip #4: Avoid ambiguous pronouns 
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Take-home message 

 Remove ambiguous pronouns to make your sentences easier to read 

 

 Identify ambiguous pronouns by reviewing your document and making sure that 

each pronoun (e.g., “she”) can be matched to only one specific word (e.g., 

“Maria”) 

 

 If it’s possible to match a pronoun to more than one specific word, the pronoun is 

ambiguous 

 

 A simple way to fix ambiguous pronouns is to replace them with the specific 

words they refer to 
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. 

 

You can make your writing easier to read by writing mostly in active voice instead of in 

passive voice.  

In active voice, the person or thing that performs the main action of the sentence is the 

subject of the sentence. For example, “Mia kicked the soccer ball” is written in active 

voice because the person (“Mia”) who performed the main action of the sentence 

(“kicked”) is also the subject of the sentence.  

Compare this to the following sentence: “The soccer ball was kicked by Mia.” In this 

case, Mia performs the main action of the sentence, but she isn’t the subject. Instead, 

the soccer ball is the subject of the sentence.  

You can remember the difference between active and passive voice by remembering 

that a sentence is in active voice when the subject of the sentence is actively doing 

something (e.g., kicking). A sentence is in passive voice when the subject is passively 

being acted on (e.g., being kicked).  

Most active voice sentences have better clarity and flow than their passive voice 

equivalents for two key reasons. First, active voice sentences are typically shorter than 

their passive voice equivalents because passive sentences contain extra words (e.g., 

some form of “was” plus “by”). Because shorter sentences are generally easier to 

understand than longer ones (see Tip 10), active sentences tend to be easier to 

understand than passive sentences.  

Second, active sentences are more likely to contain subjects that are easy to identify. 

Consider the following sentences:  

Example 5.1. It was decided that the school would remain closed until the end of 

the week.  

Example 5.2. The school board decided that the school would remain closed 

until the end of the week.  

Example 5.1 is written in passive voice whereas Example 5.2 is written in active voice. 

In Example 5.1, the subject of the sentence isn’t mentioned in the sentence; we don’t 

know who made the decision to keep the school closed. It could have been the school 

board, the principal, the school superintendent, or the mayor of the city. We simply don’t 

know who it was because the sentence doesn’t tell us.  

In comparison, Example 5.2 has a clear subject: we know that it was the school board 

that made the decision to keep the school closed. In sum, Example 5.2 is written in a 

 

Tip #5: Use active voice instead of passive voice 
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way that makes it easy to understand who the key players are in the sentence and what 

the sentence means.  

Keep in mind that the subject of a sentence isn’t always “missing” from a sentence 

that’s in passive voice. In fact, it’s possible to write Example 5.1 in a way that explicitly 

identifies the subject of the sentence: “It was decided by the school board that the 

school would remain closed until the end of the week.” When writing in passive instead 

of active voice, though, it’s much easier to end up writing sentences that don’t have a 

clear subject. When a sentence doesn’t have a clear subject, it may be challenging for a 

reader to understand surrounding sentences or paragraphs. Furthermore, in a funding 

proposal that outlines work that will be performed by various people on a team, it may 

make it challenging for the reader to figure out who will be responsible for carrying out 

each task.  

Note that when the subject of your sentence isn’t important and you want to focus on 

the recipient of an action (e.g., “The ducks were released back into the wild”), it may be 

best to leave your sentence in passive voice. In most cases, though, changing 

sentences from passive to active voice can make them easier to understand.  

 

 

 

 

Take-home message 

 Sentences are generally easier to understand when they are written in active voice 

(e.g., “Bob wrote the report.”) instead of passive voice (e.g. “The report was written 

by Bob.”) 

 

 If your sentence makes sense when you place “by zombies” after the verb, it’s 

probably passive 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Want a quick way to identify sentences in passive voice? Call in the zombies! If your 

sentence makes sense when you place “by zombies” after the main verb (e.g., “The 

interviews were conducted [by zombies] in October.”), it’s probably in passive voice.  
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Another strategy for making your writing easy to understand is to write concisely. 

Writing concisely doesn’t just reduce your word count; it also makes your sentences 

simpler and therefore easier to navigate. To witness the power of writing concisely, take 

a look at the sentence below.  

Example 6.1. The organization utilized a gold-star methodology in order to 

develop the guideline on the prevention and management of diabetes in older 

adult individuals. (24 words) 

This sentence is wordy because it contains words that don’t pull their weight in the 

sentence. What does this mean? It means that these words add length to the sentence 

without really adding much in terms of meaning. They also make the sentence more 

challenging to read because the words are longer and unnecessarily complex. Compare 

the sentence above to the one below: 

Example 6.2. The organization used a gold-star method to develop the guideline 

on preventing and managing diabetes in older adults. (19 words) 

This sentence provides the same information as the one above, but it’s much lighter and 

seems to flow better. As a result, it’s easier to read. How do your transform your 

sentences from looking like Example 6.1 to looking like Example 6.2? We’ve got four 

tips for you: 

1. Remove redundant words: Redundant words are words that are implied by 

other words in the sentence. For example, in “When Obama first became 

president, he moved into the White House,” “first” is redundant because 

someone can become president only once (being re-elected is different). 

 

2. Remove unnecessary words: Like redundant words, unnecessary words add 

length to your sentence without adding much in terms of meaning. Unlike 

redundant words, which repeat information in the sentence, unnecessary words 

are simply longer ways of expressing the same information. For example, you 

can often replace “a number of” with “several” and “in order to” with “to.” 

 

3. Turn nouns into verbs when possible: Many words can be written as both 

nouns (e.g., “It is our recommendation that”) and verbs (“We recommend that”). 

As you can see from this example, the verb forms tend to be shorter. They also 

tend to have a stronger impact and make a sentence livelier.  

 

4. Replace long nouns and verbs with shorter ones. Not all nouns can be turned 

into verbs and not all verbs are short. In many cases, though, long nouns (e.g., 

 
Tip #6: Write concisely 
 

https://www.facebook.com/inpressedit
https://twitter.com/InpressEdit
https://www.linkedin.com/company/inpression-editing
mailto:info@inpression.io
https://www.instagram.com/inpressedit/
http://www.inpressionedit.com/


          Inpression Editing                                                                                  www.inpressionedit.com      14               

“methodology”) and verbs (e.g., “utilize”) can be replaced with shorter words that 

mean the same thing (e.g., “method” and “use”). 

Because knowing how to write concisely has so many benefits, we’ve done an entire 

series of blog posts on this topic. To learn more about the strategies described above 

and other tricks for writing concisely, visit our blog. In the blog posts, you’ll find longer 

descriptions of each strategy and additional examples. Check out the first post in the 

series here. 

Take-home message 

 Concise sentences are easier to understand than longer ones 

 

 Use the following tips to write concisely:  

 

o Get rid of redundant words 

 

o Remove unnecessary words 

 

o Use verbs instead of nouns when possible 

 

o Replace long nouns and verbs with shorter ones 
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An easy way to lose your reader right off the bat is to begin your sentences with long 

introductory phrases and clauses. Let’s take a look at the following sentence:  

Example 7.1. In view of data showing that at least one in five devices 

manufactured during the night shift is defective, the CEO decided to reduce the 

number of devices that are produced during the night shift. 

In this sentence, the reader must get through a long set of introductory words (i.e., “In 

view of data showing that at least one in five devices manufactured during the night shift 

is defective) before arriving at the main part of the sentence (i.e., “the CEO decided to 

reduce the number of devices that are produced during the night shift”).  

Sentences that begin with a long set of introductory words are difficult to understand 

because readers must store all of the introductory words in their memory until they get 

to the main part of the sentence. They then need to figure out how the ideas expressed 

in the introductory words relate to the rest of the sentence. This can be mentally 

demanding for readers, especially if they’re exhausted or partially distracted. As a 

result, it can take readers a few attempts to understand a sentence that contains a long 

set of introductory words, and even then, there’s no guarantee that they’ll interpret the 

sentence correctly. 

You can fix sentences that contain long sets of introductory words by rephrasing them. 

For example, you could rewrite Example 7.1 like this:  

Example 7.2. The data showed that at least one in five devices manufactured 

during the night shift is defective. As a result, the CEO decided to reduce the 

number of devices that are produced during the night shift. 

By rewriting the sentence, we end up with two sentences that don’t begin with long sets 

of introductory words. In the first sentence, the subject of the sentence (i.e., “The data”) 

comes right at the beginning. In the second sentence, the subject of the sentence (i.e., 

“the CEO”) appears after a short introductory phrase (i.e., “As a result”). Structuring the 

sentence in this way makes the information less mentally demanding to read and 

therefore easier to understand. It also makes it easier to figure out how the two parts of 

the original sentence relate to each another.  

  

 

Tip #7: Avoid long introductory phrases and clauses 
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Take-home message 

 Sentences are more difficult to understand when they begin with long sets of 

introductory words (e.g., “In view of data showing that at least one in five devices 

manufactured during the night shift is defective”)  

 

 Rephrase sentences so that you can remove long sets of introductory words 

 

 One strategy for improving sentences that contain long sets of introductory words 

is to divide the sentences into two or more separate sentences 
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Another way to make your writing easy to read is to use short rather than long subjects 

in your sentences. For example, compare the following sentences:  

Example 8.1. The marketing team’s inclusion of a new set of web analytics in the 

Q3 report impressed the board of directors.   

Example 8.2. The marketing team included a new set of web analytics in the Q3 

report. This additional information impressed the board of directors.  

You probably found that Example 8.2 was easier to understand than Example 8.1. 

Why? Example 8.2 is easier to understand because the subject of each sentence (i.e., 

“the marketing team” and “this additional information”) is pretty short. In comparison, the 

subject of Example 8.1 (i.e., “the marketing team’s inclusion of a new set of web 

analytics in the Q3 report”) is long; in fact, it’s long enough to be its own sentence!  

Sentences with long subjects are difficult to understand for the same reason that 

sentences with long sets of introductory words are difficult to understand: readers need 

to be able to remember a large number of words and piece them together in their mind 

before they get to the next key word in the sentence. Once readers do get to this point, 

they need to figure out how to piece together a long, complex subject with the rest of the 

sentence. For this reason, even though Example 8.1 contains fewer words than 

Example 8.2, it’s more difficult to read.  

As you can see in the examples above, one way to fix a sentence with a long subject is 

to divide it up into two or more sentences. For example, we created Example 8.2 by 

dividing Example 8.1 into two separate sentences. The first sentence in Example 8.2 is 

the subject of Example 8.1. (We weren’t joking when we said that the subject of 

Example 8.1 is long enough to be its own sentence!) The second sentence in Example 

8.2 is the rest of the sentence in Example 8.1 (with some new words added to the 

beginning of the sentence to serve as the subject of the sentence).   

Take-home message 

 Sentences are difficult to understand when they contain long subjects (e.g., “the 

marketing team’s inclusion of a new set of web analytics in the Q3 report”) 

 

 Replace long subjects with short ones (e.g., “the marketing team” and “this 

additional information”) to make your reader’s job easier 

 

 One strategy for replacing long subjects with short ones is to divide sentences 

into two or more separate sentences 

 
Tip #8: Make subjects short 

 

https://www.facebook.com/inpressedit
https://twitter.com/InpressEdit
https://www.linkedin.com/company/inpression-editing
mailto:info@inpression.io
https://www.instagram.com/inpressedit/
http://www.inpressionedit.com/


          Inpression Editing                                                                                  www.inpressionedit.com      18               

 

 
 
 
Just like it’s unhelpful to use long subjects in sentences, it’s also unhelpful to your 

readers if you place too many words between the main subject of your sentence and its 

verb. For example, take a look at the following sentences:  

Example 9.1. Some companies, because they can’t afford to pay salaries and 

benefits for too many employees, outsource their accounting services.  

Example 9.2. Some companies outsource their accounting services because 

they can’t afford to pay salaries and benefits for too many employees. 

What are your thoughts about these two sentences? You may have found the Example 

9.1 was a bit challenging to navigate whereas Example 9.2 was easier to understand. 

You may have also felt that Example 9.2 flowed better than Example 9.1 did. What’s 

the key difference between these sentences? The distance between the main subject 

and main verb in the sentence. In Example 9.1, there’s a long set of words between the 

main subject (i.e. “some companies”) and the main verb (i.e., “outsource”). In Example 

9.2, these words are side by side.  

When the main subject and main verb are close together, it’s easy for readers to piece 

these words together in their mind and understand what they mean. However, when the 

main subject and main verb are separated by a long string of words, readers have to 

store the subject in their memory while reading all of the intervening words. By the time 

readers get to the verb, they may have forgotten what the subject was. Avoid irritating 

your readers and making them work harder than they have to by placing the main 

subject and main verb in your sentences as close together as possible.  

 

 

 

 

  

 
Tip #9: Avoid placing too many words between a subject and its verb 
 

 

Note that sentences with long subjects and sentences with multiple words between 

the main subject and main verb aren’t the same thing. Sentences with long subjects 

may not contain any words that separate the main subject from the main verb. For 

example, in Example 8.1, the main subject (i.e., “the marketing team’s inclusion of a 

new set of web analytics in the Q3 report”) and the main verb (i.e., “impressed”) are 

side by side. Similarly, when multiple words separate the main subject and the main 

verb in a sentence, the main subject may still be short. For example, in Example 9.1, 

the main subject of the sentence (i.e., “some companies”) is short. Thus, when you’re 

trying to make your sentences easy to read and understand, you want to use short 

subjects and limit the number of words that separate each subject from its verb.  
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Take-home message 

 Sentences are hard to understand when there are too many words between the 

main subject and the main verb in a sentence 

 

 Rephrase sentences to place the main subject and the main verb as close 

together as possible 

If you had different answers, revise your statement as needed.  
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One of the easiest ways to lose your reader is to write long sentences that seem to go 

on forever. Sometimes people pad their sentences with extra words to make their 

proposal or admissions statement meet a specific word or character count. However, 

even when you’re trying to write concisely, you may inadvertently end up with long 

sentences because you’re trying to discuss multiple related ideas as efficiently as 

possible. For example, consider the following sentence:  

Example 10.1. The Larrington Education Task Force recommends referring 

school-aged children who score below their class average on reading tests to 

remedial programs that include a variety of components, such as worksheets, 

family reading programs, one-on-one tutoring, book clubs, and word games.  

How many times did you have to read this sentence before you were able to understand 

what it’s trying to convey?  

One of the reasons that this sentence is difficult to understand the first time around is 

that it’s a long sentence. Even for highly-educated readers, long sentences are 

challenging to interpret because they often convey multiple related ideas. When reading 

a sentence that contains multiple concepts or ideas, readers must store each piece of 

information in their memory and piece together the information on the fly as they 

progress through the sentence. As you can imagine, the more pieces of information in 

the sentence that need to be stitched together in a reader’s memory, the more 

challenging it is for readers to stitch the pieces together properly on the first try.  

Because a proposal or admissions essay rarely holds a reader’s undivided attention — 

the reader may be distracted by a screaming child in the background or thoughts about 

a recent argument with a colleague — even a moderately long sentence may take 

several attempts to interpret.  

So how do you fix long sentences?  

Even if you’ve made an effort to write concisely, your sentences may still contain some 

words that aren’t pulling their weight. For this reason, the first step to pruning a long 

sentence is to make sure that you’ve used all of the strategies outlined in Tip 6: 

eliminate any long, redundant, and unnecessary words in your sentence. In some 

cases, using these steps for writing concisely may be enough. In other cases, however, 

you’ll need to split sentences up into two or more sentences.  

 

 

 

 
Tip #10: Break up long sentences 
 

https://www.facebook.com/inpressedit
https://twitter.com/InpressEdit
https://www.linkedin.com/company/inpression-editing
mailto:info@inpression.io
https://www.instagram.com/inpressedit/
http://www.inpressionedit.com/


          Inpression Editing                                                                                  www.inpressionedit.com      21               

For example, you can split the sentence above into the following two sentences:  

Example 10.2. The Larrington Education Task Force recommends referring 

school-aged children who score below their class average on reading tests to 

remedial programs. These remedial programs include a variety of components, 

such as worksheets, family reading programs, one-on-one tutoring, book clubs, 

and word games.  

When you split a sentence up into two or more sentences, you reduce the number of 

pieces of information that your reader needs to remember and stitch together for each 

sentence. As a result, your sentences become easier to read. 

For those of you who have read our tip on combining sentences as a strategy for writing 

concisely, the idea of splitting sentences up may seem contradictory. If combining 

sentences can make paragraphs concise and therefore improve the quality of writing, 

why would we recommend splitting sentences up into two or more sentences to achieve 

the same goal?  

The answer is that combining sentences and splitting them up are beneficial in different 

situations. When you have multiple sentences that convey virtually the same 

information, combining the sentences can make your writing clearer and more concise. 

However, when the sentences contain separate ideas or separate pieces of a complex 

idea, they may read better as separate sentences. In the end, it all depends on which 

way of expressing the information is going to be easiest for your reader to understand.   

Take-home message  

 

 Long sentences are typically more difficult to understand than shorter ones 

 

 Use these strategies to shorten long sentences:  

 

o Remove long, redundant, and unnecessary words 

 

o Split sentences up into two or more sentences 

 

Want more details on how to implement these 11 tips? We’ve got them all in our guide 
on writing clearly. Download it here.  
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When you write, you want to assist your reader as much as possible. The less 

guesswork that your reader has to do to figure out what you’re trying to say, the more 

likely it is that you’ll make a strong impression on your reader.  

One great strategy for guiding your reader through your proposal or admissions 

statement is to make sure that each topic sentence — one of the first sentences of each 

body paragraph — clearly describes what the paragraph is about. Good topic sentences 

serve as route markers that tell your readers where they’re headed as they navigate 

through a document.  

So how do you craft good topic sentences? Identify the main point of each paragraph.  

For example, perhaps you’re outlining the reasons why the app that your company is 

planning to develop is going to do well. Your funding proposal may contain three body 

paragraphs, each of which focuses on one of the following topics: the features of your 

app, how your app addresses a user need, and why your app will outperform apps 

made by your competitors.  

In this case, your first topic sentence should state that your app will be successful 

because it will include several useful or unique features. Your second topic sentence 

should express that that your app will succeed because it addresses an important user 

need. And your third topic sentence should convey that your app will be successful 

because it will outperform its competitors.  

 

 

 

 

 

Besides serving as route markers, why are topic sentences so helpful? Well, there are a 

few different reasons.  

First, topic sentences can help your reader decipher ambiguous sentences in the middle 

of a paragraph. If a sentence has more than one possible meaning, a good topic 

sentence can help your reader figure out which one you were getting at.  

For example, the sentence “The code is secure” could mean that there are security 

measures in place to protect the computer programming code used to develop an app. 

However, it could also mean that there are measures in place to protect a security code 

(i.e., password) used to control access to online information. If you want your readers to 

interpret the sentence in the first way, use a topic sentence that focuses on “computer 

 
Tip #11: Include topic sentences 
 

 

Notice that your topic sentence should not only state what you will discuss in the 

paragraph (e.g., the features, purpose, or competitiveness of your app) but also bring 

your reader back to the key argument or claim that you’re trying to make (e.g., that 

your app is awesome and is going to be a success). This way, you clearly show your 

reader that you’re laying out the evidence to support your key claim. 
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programming code.” If you want them to interpret the sentence in the second way, use a 

topic sentence that focuses on “security codes.”  

Second, topic sentences can help you identify sentences in a paragraph that don’t 

belong in the paragraph. Because every sentence in a paragraph should be related to 

the topic sentence of the paragraph, you can identify sentences that don’t belong in a 

paragraph by checking each sentence against the topic sentence. If your topic sentence 

indicates that your paragraph will outline the unique features of an app but the 

paragraph contains a sentence describing the unique programming abilities of your 

coders, you know that you have a sentence that needs to move to another paragraph. 

Identifying and removing sentences that don’t belong can help you improve the flow of 

your paragraphs by making sure that the sentences within a paragraph don’t jump 

abruptly from one topic to another.  

Third, your topic sentences can improve the overall structure and flow of your 

document. Because your topic sentences should convey the key points of your 

argument, you should be able to use them to create a reverse outline. That is, if you 

remove all the text in your document except for the topic sentences, you should end up 

with an outline of your main argument. If you create a good outline before you start to 

write, you’ll find that you can turn the key bullet points in your outline into your topic 

sentences. The reverse outline is simply the product of the same process but in the 

opposite direction.  

Creating a reverse outline based on your topic sentences can help you figure out if 

you’ve included all of the important key points related to your argument and if you’ve 

organized these points in the right order. If there’s an important point missing from your 

reverse outline or the order of your points doesn’t make sense, you may need to add or 

rearrange your paragraphs.  

Take-home message  

 

 A paragraph is easier to understand when it contains a good topic sentence (i.e., 

a sentence that describes what the paragraph is about) 

 

 Topic sentences are useful for the following reasons: 

 

o They guide readers through a paragraph 

 

o They help readers interpret ambiguous sentences 

 

o They help you identify sentences that don’t belong in your paragraph 

 

o They help you create reverse outlines to check the overall structure and 

flow of your document 
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Another way to write clearly is to create a strong connection between the end of each 

sentence and the beginning of the next one. People who struggle with writing often write 

paragraphs that are made up of sentences that don’t really seem like they’re related to 

each other. The connections between the sentences may be clear in the reader’s head, 

but they aren’t obvious to the reader.  

Paragraphs that seem to jump from one unrelated thought to another make it difficult for 

readers to follow what you’re saying. They also imply that you don’t know enough about 

your product, service, or potential to explain it clearly. For these reasons, explicitly 

showing how your sentences link together can go a long way toward guiding your 

reader through your proposal or admissions statement.    

One strategy for making the links between sentences clear is to refer to the same thing 

at the end of one sentence and the beginning of the next one. For example, let’s take a 

look at the following examples: 

Example 12.1. Scientists studying the nutritional value of food have raised new 

questions about the types of molecules found in blueberries, including 

antioxidants. Molecules that stop other molecules in the body from oxidizing are 

called antioxidants. People can reduce their risk of developing many diseases, 

such as cancer and heart disease, by eating foods rich in antioxidants, which 

limit oxidation.  

Example 12.2. Scientists studying the nutritional value of food have raised new 

questions about the types of molecules found in blueberries, including 

antioxidants. Antioxidants are molecules that stop other molecules in the body 

from oxidizing. Because they limit oxidation, foods rich in antioxidants can help 

people reduce their risk of developing many diseases, such as cancer and heart 

disease.  

Most people would say that Sentence B flows better and is easier to read. Why? 

Because each subsequent sentence essentially picks up on the same topic that the 

previous sentence left off on. Linking sentences in this way makes it easy for the reader 

to see how the thoughts or ideas that you’re laying out in a paragraph relate to each 

other. It also helps the reader follow your argument as you unpack it sentence by 

sentence.  

It may not always be possible to start each sentence with the same words that you 

wrote at the end of the last sentence. Even in Example 12.2 above, you can see that 

the last word in the second sentence isn’t the very first word in the third sentence. When 

possible though, connecting the ends of your sentences can really guide your reader 

and help you make sure that the sentences in your paragraph progress logically from 

one related thought to another.  

 
Tip #12: Connect the ends of your sentences 
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Take-home message 

 A paragraph is easier to read and understand when it’s easy to figure out how 

the sentences in the paragraph are related to each other 

 

 Make the relationships between sentences clearer by referring to the same topic 

at the end of one sentence and the beginning of the next sentence 
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As we noted at the beginning of this guide, writing clearly isn’t just a recommended way 
of writing; it’s a strategy for making sure that the value you have to offer doesn’t get lost 
within winding sentences and dense paragraphs. Writing clearly isn’t always a walk in 
the park, but it’s an obstacle that you can tackle effectively when you have the right 
tools to work with. We hope the 12 tips in this guide have allowed you to add 12 useful 
tools to your writing tool belt.  
 
Have feedback for us on this guide? Want to ask a question? Get in touch with us today 
at info@inpression.io.  
 

 
 

  

 The end 
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At Inpression Editing, we help businesses, students, and professionals make the best 

impression possible on customers, investors, admissions committees, and hiring 

managers. We do this by providing online copywriting, editing, and writing coaching 

services for brand content, website copy, marketing materials, personal statements, 

resumes, and much more. Located in Toronto, Canada, we provide all of our services in 

both Canadian and US English. Check us out on our website or on social media (see 

buttons in footer).  

 

 

 About us 
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