
Writing for the Web



Getting Started
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Writing for the Web…
… is good writing 



Getting Started

Writing for the web is about…
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§ Brevity, simplicity, accessibility

§ Helping the reader find what they’re looking for as quickly as 

possible

§ Being respectful of your reader’s time



Improving readability 
isn’t “dumbing it down”



Entire Piece of Content

Make your content easy to scan
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§ Use headers to break up content

§ Use the keywords your users are looking for. If they are looking for 

“financial aid,” don’t use “assistance.”

§ Make key information stand out and easy to find: use buttons, lists, bold, 

stand-alone paragraphs, and put it at the start of a sentence or list.



Jobs & Chicken McNuggets About UsAdmissions Academics Hands-On Eating Faculty & Research

Apply » I Degree Requirements » I Sample Sandwich » I Courses » I Faculty and Staff » I Internships » I Visit Us »

Public Relations at the SOJC
Do you ask a lot of questions? Are you curious, a great listener, and tuned in to the world around you? If you're passionate about connecting 

people and building relationships, public relations may be the ideal communication field for you. I bet you didn't read this. You probably 
didn't read any of this. Otherwise I'm sure you would have noticed the text doesn't really matter.

Potatoes & Events
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Entire Piece of Content

Did you scan? Did you see…
§ What school or college this is?

§ What program this page is about?

§ The “Visit” button? “Apply” button?

§ Anything unusual about this page?

§ Anything that made you hungry?



Academics Jobs & Chicken McNuggets About UsAdmissions Faculty & ResearchHands-On Eating Potatoes & Events

Apply » I Degree Requirements » I Sample Sandwich » I Courses » I Faculty and Staff » I Internships » I Visit Us »

Public Relations at the SOJC
Do you ask a lot of questions? Are you curious, a great listener, and tuned in to the world around you? If you're passionate about connecting 

people and building relationships, public relations may be the ideal communication field for you. I bet you didn't read this. You probably 
didn't read any of this. Otherwise I'm sure you would have noticed the text doesn't really matter.



Entire Piece of Content

Users don’t read. They scan.
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§ Users scan headlines, lists, and buttons for the keywords 

associated with the tasks they want to do

§ They will miss almost everything else on the page

§ Plan what users need to get from the page, and provide it in a way 

that’s easy to find



Entire Piece of Content

If Google can’t find it, nobody can
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§ What are your users Googling to find your page? Use those keywords in 
headings.

§ Prominent keywords improve SEO, accessibility, and makes the most-
searched info more findable

§ The more important it looks on the page, the more important Google 
thinks it is



Entire Piece of Content

Length vs. comprehension 

11

§ Nine paragraphs: 70% read to the fifth paragraph

§ Five paragraphs: 80% read to the fifth paragraph

§ Don’t tell people everything YOU know

§ Only tell them what THEY NEED to know



Paragraphs

Does it look friendly? Or off-putting?
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§ If it looks too long, it is too long

§ Break up content with sections, headings, shorter paragraphs



Read It? Or Skip It?



Read It? Or Skip It?



Paragraphs

Paragraph standards
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§ Average 1-2 sentences per paragraph

§ People are comfortable reading an average of 42 words per 

paragraph

§ Maximum length of any paragraph = 63 words



1-2-3-4-5 Rule

Paragraph structure for web pages
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§ 1 thought, expressed in

§ 2-3 short sentences, taking up no more than

§ 4-5 lines on the page



Paragraphs

Ways to break it up
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§ Vary lengths of paragraphs (OK to sprinkle in one-sentence 
paragraphs)

§ Bullets and numbered lists (for more than three items in a 
series)

§ People skimming a story are 47% more likely to read items 
in lists than almost any other copy on the page



Paragraphs

Break paragraphs when you…
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§ Pause
§ Elaborate
§ Change topics

§ Make an aside
§ Shift time or place
§ Emphasize a key point

§ Move to the next item on your list



Paragraphs

Which would you read?
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Sentences

Consider sentence length
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§ Read your sentence out loud. If you have to pause in the middle, 
it’s too long.

§ Vary sentence length, but shorten or divide if too long

§ 14 words: Average length of sentences that are easy to understand
§ 14 words: Comprehension is 90 percent
§ 43 words: Comprehension is 10 percent



Sentences

Use simple structure
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§ Follow subject-verb-object structure
“The player hit the ball”
§ Clarifies action
§ Eases understanding
§ Avoids passive voice

§ Avoid introductory dependent clauses
Example: “When it comes to using introductory clauses, they delay your subject and 
verb and complicate understanding.”



Active voice vs. passive voice

§ Online content requires action-focused, concise language

§ Focusing on the action, and using action verbs, tells stories more 

effectively

§ Active voice more quickly conveys who or what is doing the action

Sentences



Subject − verb relationship

The difference between active voice and passive voice involves 

the relationship of the subject to the verb. 

The researchers wrote the paper. (active)

The paper was written by the researchers. (passive)

Active vs Passive Voice



Active voice is…

§ More direct

§ Easier to understand

§ More descriptive

§ Action-focused

Active vs Passive Voice



Three uses for passive voice
1. To avoid the first person 

I will scold you about passive voice today. (active) 
You will be scolded about passive voice today. (passive) 

2. To emphasize what’s being acted on 
Scientists added reagent to the sample. (active) 
Reagent was added to the sample. (passive) 

3. When the person/thing carrying out the action is not known or unclear 
Someone ambushed the troops at night. (active) 
The troops were ambushed at night. (passive)

Active vs Passive Voice



Sentences

Use powerful verbs
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§ Turn your nouns back into verbs
§ Scan for words ending in  -tion, -ment, -ize, or –ility
§ Example: use “improve” or “inform” instead of “involvement” or “information”

§ Convert auxiliary words
§ Words ending in –ing
§ Example: “She was hitting the ball with max exit velo” has less impact than “she 

hit the ball hard.”



Words

Shorter is usually better
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§ Short words express ideas faster and to more people

§ Of the 235 words in the Gettysburg Address, almost 75% have only 

one syllable

§ If you must use a word longer than two syllables, surround it with 

shorter words or place in a short sentence 
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Trim the Fat

Instead of: Use:
prior to… before
terminate… end
subsequent… next
facilitate… help
request… ask
purchase… buy
in terms of… since
is able to… can
is necessary… must
passed away… died



Words

Be conversational
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§ Write like you speak to your friends

§ Read your content out loud to see how it sounds

§ Use grammar tools to increase “ease of reading” scores



Analyze text with grammar 
tools in Word or a site such 
as Storytoolz

Aim for lower grade levels 
(12 or below) and higher 
“reading ease” scores to 
boost comprehension

Grammar Analytics

https://storytoolz.com/readability


Jargon

Defy the curse of familiarity

31

§ The common reader might not know jargon or terms used within the field. 
Simplify.

§ Assume your reader doesn’t speak your office’s language – and might not 
care enough to look up meanings. Use common words.

§ Avoid acronyms. On second reference to an entity use general terms, in 
lower case: The center, the project, the program, etc.



Jargon

Sound familiar?
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Helpful resources
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§ digital.uoregon.edu/web-communicators/writing-for-web

§ communications.uoregon.edu/editorial-style-guide

§ Strunk and White, The Elements of Style

Writing for the Web

https://digital.uoregon.edu/web-communicators/writing-for-web
https://communications.uoregon.edu/editorial-style-guide
https://www.gutenberg.org/files/37134/37134-h/37134-h.htm

