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Models, Processes, and Strategies
3

ow do you write so much stuff?”
That’s a question we get from time to time. And though we’d like it

better if people said, “How do you write so much great stuff?”, Margot and I
are flattered nonetheless by those who are impressed with our volume. For
her part, Margot publishes about 250 pieces a year, mostly for newspapers,
magazines, and the web. My stuff tends to run longer, but I still seem to
crank out about 5,000 words a week. And neither of us writes full time.

If you had asked me five years ago why some people produce more writ-
ing than others, I probably would have shrugged my shoulders. Some people
are just fast, I would’ve said. But working with Margot, I’ve learned why some
people are fast. And in the process, I’ve become faster myself.

Now I know what you’re thinking because that’s what I thought, too. Any-
one can write quickly. But is quick writing any good? And if you’d talked to
me about this five years ago, I would have said that of course there’s a tradeoff
of quality for speed.

But today I’m not so sure.
In the last couple of years, I’ve doubled or tripled my productivity — and

the quality of my work seems actually to have improved a bit. Of course,
when Margot challenged me to increase my production, I was skeptical. I
was sure I couldn’t write as well if I went faster. But in the process of looking
at the way I wrote, I learned that the qualities I valued in my writing weren’t
necessarily the same ones my readers valued, and that I wasted a lot of time
on things that weren’t contributing to the final product.

Fortunately, Margot is a production writer, born and bred. And she made
a good case for me becoming one, too. After all, if it doesn’t get written, it
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doesn’t get read. And I was taking so long to produce documents that I just
wasn’t getting enough stuff out the door. So, over the relatively short time
I’ve known her, I’ve been putting her advice into practice.

In order to make my way from the writer I was to the more efficient writ-
er I wanted to be, I had to rethink three things: my models, my processes,
and my strategies. And then I had to keep on rethinking them — or at least
thinking about them — every time I sat down to write. After a few months, I
realized there was a kind of system here, a system I could use to improve my
own writing and the writing of others I was managing as well.

Models That Make a Difference

As working writers who don’t make their way in the world as novelists,
dramatists, or poets, we have to come to terms with the reality that just about
every document we create has been created before. We’re not breaking new
ground; that’s not our job. This month’s sales letter is not that much different
in style and structure from last month’s sales letter. In our role, we’re more
concerned about information than presentation.

As monotonous as it can be at times to produce the same types of docu-
ments over and over, we can use this consistency to our advantage. Over
time, every organization accumulates a large number of standard documents,
some of which are significantly more successful than others. On the way to
improving the efficiency and effectiveness of our writing, identifying our
best models is the best place to start.

Making use of good models across a team of writers, editors, and manag-
ers is a multi-step activity:

Step 1 Identify a commonly created type of document. Ideally, you’d
do a full inventory of all the documents you regularly create. But
we recommend picking just one important type of document at
first and focusing on that.

Step 2 Find a large set of samples of this type. Pull together as many
different finished examples of the same type of document as you
can. Looking over a wide range of potential models is very help-
ful when it comes to the next step of determining quality.
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Step 3 Sort samples by quality. Sort the documents you have into three
piles: good, bad, and in the middle. Then look at the good pile
and if it’s big enough sort that one the same way. The goal is to
end up with two or three documents that represent the “best of
the best”. These will be your models.

Step 4 Identify the characteristics of success. Looking at your models,
try to describe what you like about them. Use plain English lan-
guage not English-teacher language. Look at writing quality, doc-
ument structure and organization, even word count and layout
if that’s applicable. Make a list of the characteristics that make
these documents good.

Step 5 Distribute the successful models and the characteristics to ev-
eryone on the team. Everyone involved with writing, editing, and
approving documents needs to have the same “kit” containing
model documents and the language that describes their charac-
teristics. This will be your “Gold Standard” reference for new
documents in the future.

Step 6 Make sure team members understand how the characteristics
define the qualities in the models you would like to reproduce.
Now that you have models and simple language that describes
why they’re good, make sure all team members share the same
vision of quality. The goal here is to connect the language direct-
ly with the writing so everyone knows what you mean when you
say things like, “An entertaining lead that pulls the reader in” or
“Easy-to-understand statistics that support key points.”

This activity can be done in a matter of days but will more likely require a
few weeks to a month. It isn’t an easy thing to go through. But it doesn’t have
to be difficult, either. The hardest part is locating enough sample documents
of a given type so you can have a meaningful discussion about which exam-
ples are better than others. Terminology may present another challenge. It
seems that everyone has his or her own way of describing what good writing
is. Fortunately, when it comes to defining your own “Gold Standard” lan-
guage of quality, different terms can be combined as long as everyone under-
stands how they are related. This is often a great way to break down barriers
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between so-called “trained” writers and those who may think of themselves
in a less formal way.

By having a tangible example of the style and structure of an ideal docu-
ment, we can all get down to the business of creating it much more quickly.
For me, this has made an incredible difference in my productivity. Whereas
in the past, I would just start writing without thinking about the kind of
document I wanted to create, now I have a clear target.

Counting on Quality

One thing Margot brought over to my writing world from hers was the
idea of strict word counts. She’s a journalist by training. Where she comes
from, column inches are at a premium. If someone says they want 500 words
on a topic, they don’t 520 or 480. At first, I bristled at this. As you can see by
the sprawling mass of the text you’re reading now, I don’t always live by this
requirement. But even when I don’t have to write to a word count, I’ve found
that doing so helps me.

Aside from a couple of stints writing for newspapers and magazines, I
had never worked seriously with a word count. Now it seems I can’t work
without it. Of course, like just about every writer, I used to curse the space
limitations of the publications I wrote for. I always felt I could do a better job
with more words. Ironically, just the opposite turns out to have been true —
at least for me. Give me a word count and I write tight, conscientious copy;
give me a blank check for length and I’ll bore you to tears with page after
page of tedious detail. Writing to a word count is not only a great discipline,
it’s a great way to become a great writer. And even in a book-length docu-
ment, like the one I’m writing here, I’ll have tentative word counts for chap-
ters and sections.

Form Doesn’t Follow, It Leads

The second thing I noticed about my model documents was that the best
ones had a predictable “macro” structure or overall form. This is not to say
that they all had the exact same organization, merely that they followed cer-
tain logical and predictable structural patterns. For example, in my work in
education, most of my writing involves helping people solve tough prob-
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lems. So, it’s only natural that over the years I’ve developed a consistent for-
mat that goes something like this: Problem, Effect, Cause, Solution, Getting
Started. I identify the problem, describe its effects, talk briefly about the caus-
es, offer a solution or two, and then tell people how to get started putting the
solution into practice.

Just like I struggled with the idea of writing to a word count, I also strug-
gled, to re-use forms. I always thought part of my job as a writer was to
invent a new approach to organizing my thoughts every time I sat down to
write. But the truth is I was often caught up more in the idea of “being a
writer” than I was in just getting my writing out the door. This is not to say
that I don’t regard the writing I do now as artful or creative. It’s just that I’m
willing to admit that meeting the needs of my readers is more important
than meeting my own needs to be the next great American prose stylist.

Knowing my word count and my structure tells me how to pace my ideas
as I go. I know that my document will have certain sections, I know what
needs to be said in those sections, and I have a clear sense of how many
words I have to explain myself. Once I’ve gone though this approach a few
times in a conscious way, I can practically write new pieces in my sleep. And
because I’m emulating a high-quality model document, I’m more likely to
achieve consistent high-quality results.

Processes That Improve Product

To people who don’t write, it often seems that pieces spring up out of
nowhere. Just look at the newspaper. Every day a hundred new articles land
on your front porch. But the people who have to write those articles know
that writing is a process — sometimes a long one.

While having good models to shoot for has certainly improved produc-
tivity around our little office, we’ve made further gains by developing a sim-
ple writing process that makes the most of the talents and tendencies of the
people we work with. Now, with only two people working here, we can’t do
anything too elaborate. But we’ve managed to cover the bases by looking at
what we’re both good at — and being honest about the things we struggle
with.

Margot is great at coming up with story ideas, writing pitches, structural
planning, and first drafts. But she hates revising and editing. She also isn’t
into fancy formatting and layout.
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Under many circumstances, I can be a terrible first draft writer because I
almost always draft too long. However, I love revising and, even though I
find it tedious, I’m a fairly competent copy editor. I also like layout, format-
ting, and document design.

To make the most of our strengths, and to minimize the effects of our
weaknesses, we’ve developed a little process that usually involves Margot
starting on something and taking it to first draft. I then revise it and send it
back to her. She looks it over and sends it back to me when it’s ready for copy
editing. Then I take it from there through editing and formatting, and we
both read it over one time at the end just to see if there’s anything we missed.

In another variation on this process, Margot will plan the story and send
me just the planning document (usually in the form of what we call a “Con-
tent-Purpose-Audience” document which I’ll describe later in the “Strate-
gies” section of this chapter). I’ll give feedback on the planning document
and then she’ll use that to create her first draft. Having planned the piece out
ahead of time, her drafting usually take less than 30 minutes for pieces as
long as 1000 words. My revision goes faster, too, because I’ve been involved
in the planning as well. Sometimes we can crank out a fully finished piece in
an hour.

Lessons Learned

Margot and I have learned many lessons about process from our experi-
ence of trying to turn ourselves into a more efficient writing team:

••••• A process makes the most of our abilities. Even though we’re both
highly competent writers, we do better when we have a process that
makes the most of our abilities and helps us cover for our shortcom-
ings.

••••• A process saves time. Even with the time cost of having to commu-
nicate and coordinate our efforts, we’re more efficient when we use
a process as a team than when we write pieces individually.

••••• A process improves quality. The quality of our work is better be-
cause we feel accountable to each other every time we pass off a doc-
ument at a particular stage in the process.
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••••• A process improves our perspective. We’ve come to better appreci-
ate each other’s talents and to be more forgiving of our deficiencies.

••••• A process is less stressful. We have a lot more fun and feel a lot less
pressure because neither of us has to do everything all the time.

In designing a writing process that works for you and your team, it’s im-
portant to keep in mind that while there’s no single process that works for
every group, there is a generic process for creating written work that we
always have to consider. Regardless of how many people there are on your
team, how many approval cycles you need to go through, or which kinds of
documents you create, every document should move through five stages:

Stage 1 Pre-Writing. This is the planning stage before formal writing has
begun. This is the time to determine content, form, style, and
audience. It’s also the best time to get approvals for as many things
as you can. Much of what goes wrong — and right — with a
document is determined in pre-writing before a single word is
written.

Stage 2 Drafting. Few of us give much thought to drafting as a formal
stage in the process. It’s just writing, after all. But we can identify
and address many inefficiencies if we put our mind to it. For
example, I used to be a terrible “over-drafter”. I would spend way
too much time fussing and sweating over the subtleties of every
little phrase. That’s editing, something I shouldn’t have been
wasting my time on. Now when I draft, I focus on putting my
ideas on the page. The words come faster and the writing is clean-
er, clearer, and more natural. Ironically, when I do it this way, less
editing is required.

Stage 3 Revising. One of the best things Margot brought to our work
was a meaningful way of separating revising from editing. We
look at revising as making changes to ideas; we look at editing as
making changes to words. In this sense, revising has a collabora-
tive feel because the person doing the revising is not re-writing
the person being revised. In revision, we focus on big issues like
beginnings and endings, sequencing, clarity of ideas, voice, and
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supporting detail. There’s no point in touching up sentence struc-
ture if it turns out you’re going to kill an entire section anyway.

Stage 4 Editing. If ever there was a true statement about the writing pro-
cess, it is this: “Editing is where documents go to die.” The prob-
lem is that anyone who has ever been in school thinks of editing
as correcting. And since nobody likes to be corrected, nobody
likes to be edited either. Editors, for their part, seem to enjoy
over-editing. And let’s not get into all the little arguments people
have about grammar and other petty issues. There are two keys
to efficient editing: wall it off from revision and the rest of the
writing process; and have one person do it who is very good.

Stage 5 Publishing. We think of the publishing stage as having one im-
portant purpose: preparing a document for release to the public.
As such, publishing can include checking copy for errors. But
mostly it means formatting. Like editing, making documents look
good is a fairly specialized skill. Now that every writer has a font
menu as long as the Mississippi River, we sometimes get the idea
that we’re all junior desktop publishers. We probably aren’t.

This is a generic view of the writing process. The process you create will
conform more specifically to the needs of your organization and the docu-
ments you create. But aren’t these five stages an artificial way of breaking
things down? Isn’t writing more organic, less constrained, more creative?
Yes, it certainly is. But if we want to improve our ability to produce quality
writing more efficiently, we have to have a way of analyzing what we do. And
if we’re working with a team of other people, that way has to be something
simple that everyone can use and understand. Basing your workflow on the
generic five-stage process is a reasonable way to accomplish this.

Troubleshooting a Team Writing Process

Thinking about document production in terms of this five-stage model
allows us to identify inefficiencies at key points in the process. For example,
here’s a simple set of questions we can pose about our work at each stage.
Answering these questions will help us pinpoint areas for improvement.
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Pre-Writing
• Do we plan our documents before we begin drafting them?
• What kinds of planning do we do?
• Do we use the pre-writing stage to secure approvals?
• Do our pre-writing plans survive the rest of the process?
• Are we better off planning individually or in a group?

Drafting
• Do we take too long to draft?
• Would drafting go faster if we spent more time pre-writing?
• Do we do too much revising and editing in our drafts?
• How much of our draft copy do we end up throwing away?
• Are we too self-conscious about our drafts?

Revising
• How do we distinguish between revising and editing?
• Do we know how to collaborate effectively during revision?
• Do we sometimes get worse the more we revise?
• Do we reference our pre-writing plans when we revise?
• Are some people on our team better revisers than others?

Editing
• Do we feel bad when we get edited?
• Do our editors sometimes take away the writer’s voice?
• To settle arguments, do we fight or do we simply look things

up in a style guide or other reference?
• Does everyone feel like he or she is an editor?
• Do we have people who specialize in editing?

Publishing
• Do we fuss with formatting and layout at early stages?
• Do we have a single “gatekeeper” who approves documents

before they are released?
• Do we have models that serve as examples of our shared stan-

dard of quality?
• When a document is done, do we feel like we all share own-

ership in it?
• Are we pleased with the quality of our finished work?
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These are not the only questions we can ask about our writing process.
And some of them may not even apply to your particular situation. But ask-
ing them gets us in the habit of assessing how we do things using the five-
stage model.

The Iteration Gap

There’s a simple principle of process-based work that goes something like
this: the better we iterate, the better we do. Iterating means cycling through
stages. We do it all the time when we write; we’re just not always conscious
of it. For example, I know that my writing gets better when I put in several
cycles moving between drafting and revision. If I quickly draft something,
then let it sit a bit, then think about revision, and finally send it “back” for
more drafting, I usually end up with a better product than I would if I just
stayed in one stage or the other for a longer period of time.

In team writing projects, this plays out in what I sometimes refer to as the
“Iteration Gap.” This happens when one person sits on a document for such
a long time, trying their best to get their part absolutely perfect, that the gap
between iterations gets too long. In general, it is better to maximize the num-
ber of iterations in a production cycle than it is to maximize the amount of
time spent in each stage. So rather than spending a week drafting, followed
by several days of revision, think about the value of having several back-and-
forth draft-and-revise iterations.

One of the best ways to achieve more efficient iterations is to set time
limits. Time limits are especially helpful in stages of the process like drafting
and revision that can literally go on forever. I’ll be the first person to say that
writing to a clock can be incredibly frustrating. At the same time, however, I
would have to admit that it improves my work, and almost everyone else’s, as
long as it’s managed in a reasonable way. Parkinson’s Law — that work ex-
pands to fill the time available for its completion — is as true for writers as it
is for everyone else.

Yours, Mine, and Ours

One of the biggest challenges of team writing is the issue of ownership.
When several people work on a document, whose writing is it? Writing is a
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personal thing, so it’s no wonder we take it personally when other people get
into the act and start changing what we’ve done.

When I first began writing in a corporate setting, my sense of ownership
was strong and I often took umbrage when other people tried to change my
work. I hated being edited and often found myself second-guessing the work
of those who weighed in after me. I thought I was a pretty good writer back
then, and many other people thought so, too. But that didn’t change the real-
ity of the team writing situations in which I worked.

I spent years writing in a variety of professional settings always having the
same experience and always getting the same result. By the time an impor-
tant document went all the way through the process, I was sick of it. I didn’t
even like the parts I had written. And while my co-workers certainly respect-
ed my ability, I don’t think they liked my attitude.

I kept waiting and waiting for things to change. I thought that if I could
just find my way to the perfect team of co-writers, editors, designers, and
managers that I’d get what I wanted. But, of course, this never happened. It
wasn’t about finding the right people, it was about finding the right perspec-
tive.

These days, I do my best to embrace the truth of team writing projects:
the work isn’t mine or yours, it’s ours. Even if I do all the writing from start to
finish, the final document is truly a product of the team I belong to. That’s
the healthiest and most practical way of thinking about it.

The most serious problems we have with team writing occur when team
members put their own needs ahead of the needs of the team. I know that
sounds cheesy, but it’s true. My problem was simple: my need to feel like a
great writer was stronger than my need to support the organizations I worked
for in turning out good documents in a reasonable time.

Strategies That Solve Problems

A few years ago, I found myself trying to teach school kids how to write.
For the most part, it was a lot of fun — as long as I didn’t mind how badly
they wrote. It wasn’t their fault, of course. It’s not like anyone had ever taught
them what they really needed to know. Then something frightening occurred
to me: I wasn’t sure I knew what they needed to know either.

The kids just had so many problems. And all I really did was point them
out: “You don’t have a clear main idea. You don’t have enough supporting
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detail. Your ending doesn’t work. You’re not thinking of your audience. Your
second statement doesn’t follow logically from your first.” Etc. The tradition-
al litany of complaints went on and on. With a sense of irony only an English
Major could appreciate, I was rapidly turning into exactly the kind of teacher
I hated when I was a kid.

Then, fortunately for everyone, I got an idea. What if I could trick the kids
into dealing with typical writing problems before they even started writing?
This idea led to the creation of special pre-writing strategies kids could use
to plan out their pieces before they started drafting. Working through the
strategies would enable them to work out some of the rough spots before I
felt like being rough on them for all their mistakes.

A couple years later, I had a nice set of tools worked out — a toolbox of 10
or 15 pre-writing “organizers” kids could use that dramatically improved their
writing. And then it dawned on me that adults could probably use them, too,
especially the more complicated strategies.

If You’re Accountable for Writing, Get a Good CPA

The first and most generally useful strategy is called Content-Purpose-
Audience, or CPA for short. This strategy can be used as a pre-writing and
planning tool for any type of document. A blank version of the CPA organiz-
er looks like this:
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MAIN IDEA 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

KEY DETAILS 

THINK 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

DO 

PEOPLE 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

QUESTIONS 

 

Blank CPA Strategy Organizer
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The CPA strategy is based on the idea that any piece of writing can be
defined by three things: (1) The content you want to communicate; (2) The
purpose you are writing for; and (3) The audience you are writing to. When
we work with this strategy, we define content, purpose, and audience as fol-
lows:

••••• Content = Main Idea + Key Details. The content of any piece of writ-
ing can be summed up as the main idea and key supporting details.
The main idea is the one most important thing you want your read-
ers to know. It’s as if the entire piece could be crunched down into a
single sentence that contained the most essential kernel of informa-
tion you wanted to convey. The term “key details” in this case doesn’t
refer to every bit of detail in the piece, just those few crucial details
upon which the main idea rests.

••••• Purpose = Think + Do. After your audience has digested your main
idea and analyzed your key details, what is it specifically that you
would like them to think about and do? Too often, we waste the end-
ing of a piece by merely restating the beginning. But this old school
habit is probably best left back in the classroom. Because the end of
a document is the last thing your readers will read, it’s likely to be the
one thing that stays with them. Take advantage of the fact that they’ve
stuck with you all the way through and move them toward a conclu-
sion you want them to draw or an action you want them to take.

••••• Audience = People + Questions. Perhaps the best advice a writer can
have is “Know your audience!” But what does that really mean? In
the CPA strategy it means knowing exactly who you’re writing to
and exactly which questions they need answered. Knowing your au-
dience means more than demographics or market segmentation. It
means reading the mind of your reader and anticipating their need
for information by answering questions before they even think to
ask them.

Below you’ll find a completed CPA chart. In this example, the writer is
laying out ideas for a brochure about a university’s advanced degree pro-
grams for working teachers.
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MAIN IDEA 
 
 
 

An advanced degree from Bellamy University is 
the best investment you can make in your 
career. 

 
 
 
 

KEY DETAILS 

(1) A teacher who gets an M.A. after 5 years of 
experience will earn $150,000 more over the 
course of her career than with a B.A. alone. 

(2) A doctoral degree in education makes you 
five times more likely to be hired as a principal 
over candidates with M.A. degrees. 

(3) For $288 a month, and one weekend a 
month of your time, you can have an M.A. in less 
than two years through our unique Working 
Teacher option. 

THINK 
 
 

You can have a Master’s degree in less than two 
years (a Doctorate in two and a half) and get a 
significant, permanent pay raise that will 
benefit you for the rest of your career and on 
into retirement. 

 
 
 

DO 
 
 

Drop by the School of Education on Saturday, 
September 25th for an orientation. Schedule an 
informational interview by phone. Or visit our 
website at www.bellamyu/apply to begin filling 
out your application now. 

 
 

PEOPLE 

 

(1)  Teachers in the first half of their careers who 
don’t have M.A. degrees. 

(2)  Teachers in the second half of their careers 
who have M.A. degrees but not doctorates. 

(3)  Teachers who want to become 
administrators. 

 
 

QUESTIONS 

 

(1)  How much will it cost? 

(2)  How will fit it into my schedule? 

(3)  Will I get practical information I can actually 
use? 

(4)  Is it easy to get in? 

(5)  Will I be able to do the work? 

 

 

Completed CPA Strategy Organizer
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Critical Thinking? It’s as Easy as What-Why-How

Almost all informational texts require some form of logical argument.
Sales pieces and other overtly persuasive documents come to mind first. But
even when we we’re just conveying information, we still need to convey it in
a way that allows our readers to follow our reasoning. This is where the What-
Why-How strategy can help us out.

The What-Why-How strategy, or WWH for short, is simpler than CPA
and can often be used to work out part of a document as opposed to plan-
ning the whole. It is based on the idea that readers not only want to know
what you think, but why you think it, and how you know you’re right.

Here’s what a blank What-Why-How chart looks like:



We’re All in This Together (And We Hate It!)

{ 51 }

WHAT WHY HOW 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Blank WWH Strategy Organizer
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If your experience as a writer in school was anything like mine, you got a
lot of red marks on your papers and the occasional cryptic comment. The
comment I received most frequently was “Good idea. Needs more support.”
Of course, if I’d had more support, I would have offered it. So this comment
didn’t help me very much. What would have helped, however, is if someone
had shown me what good support looked like. Here’s how the three parts of
a What-Why-How chart do that:

••••• “What” stands for “What do you think?” This is your main idea or, if
you prefer the language of academia, your thesis. In even simpler
terms, this is the statement or opinion you are about to explain or
prove. This is most often just a single sentence. But it’s an important
sentence because it represents the heart of the message you want to
convey.

••••• “Why” stands for “Why do you think it?” These are your reasons for
thinking what you think. Everybody has reasons for the opinions they
hold. If they didn’t, they wouldn’t have the opinions in the first place.
Sometimes we have many reasons, sometimes we have just a few.
The trick is figuring out which ones our readers will respond to best.

••••• “How” stands for “How do you know?” This is the proof. We don’t
know anything for sure until we have proof. And if our readers are
going to be convinced of anything, they’ll need proof, too. This is
what my teachers were always looking for in my writing; this is what
they meant by “support”. The sad thing is that I would happily have
given it to them had I known that all I needed to do was come up
with the examples, explanations, and factual evidence on which my
opinions were based.

Here’s an example of a What-Why-How chart that was used as the basis
for a document promoting the value of a non-profit organization to poten-
tial donors:
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WHAT WHY HOW 
 
CED is a leading trade 
organization representing an 
elite group of entrepreneurs, 
service providers and venture 
capitalists. 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Most of the region’s top 
companies in up and coming 
industries are members. For 
example, Trimeris, Red Hat, 
Intersouth, Aurora, 
NationsBank, Ernst & Young, 
Etc. 
 
 
 

 
CED encourages 
entrepreneurial growth and 
sustainability through events, 
networking and professional 
development. 
 
 
 

 
CED hosts educational 
programs like FastTrac and 
conferences like Venture 2004 
that provide professional 
development opportunities 
and leadership skills training 
to area entrepreneurs while 
also linking them with service 
providers and funders. 
 

 
CED is the glue that holds the 
region’s entrepreneurial 
community together. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
Get some data here on 
current membership 
including percentage of 
region’s entrepreneurial 
companies that are 
members of CED. Also get 
quotes from top 
entrepreneurs. 

 
The Center for Entrepreneurial 
Development (CED) stimulates 
the growth of high-impact 
entrepreneurial companies in 
North Carolina to spur 
sustainable economic 
development through 
programs, net-working and 
support of emerging and 
mature growth industries. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

 

Completed WWH Strategy Organizer
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Sequencing Events with Transition-Action-Details

In the serious world of work, we don’t think of ourselves as storytellers.
Narrative writing just isn’t what we’re about. But a surprising amount of the
writing we do depends on sequential structures. Think about writing up pro-
cedures, processes, corporate histories, bios, directions, etc. All of these com-
mon documents are based on a sequence of events. Even though they don’t
feel like narrative writing, they are.

To quickly block out any kind of sequentially organized piece, you can use
the Transition-Action-Details strategy, or TAD for short. All sequential writ-
ing follows this basic underlying structure: A “Transition” introduces an “Ac-
tion” which is explained in the “Details”.

Here’s what a blank Transition-Action-Details chart looks like:
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TRANSITION ACTION DETAILS 
  

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

Blank TAD Strategy Organizer
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TAD is not a difficult strategy, nor is it meant to solve a terribly troubling
problem. Most people find sequential writing to be the easiest kind of writ-
ing they do. But in a team writing situation, things are more complicated.
Everyone has their opinions. Some want more detail, some want less. Some
want to start farther back, others want to end farther along. So even if no
individual writer would feel the need to use this strategy to organize his or
her thoughts, it can be a great way of sorting and soliciting feedback across a
team.

The strategy has three reasonably self-explanatory elements:

••••• Transitions. These are those little words and phrases our teachers
put up on the wall and expected us to use each time we moved from
paragraph to paragraph. Actually, there’s more to it than that. A tran-
sition doesn’t have to be a word or a phrase; it can be anything that
leads us into the next action. Some actions need no introduction;
they just follow logically from the action that comes before. As a
result, we might leave a few “Transition” boxes empty from time to
time.

••••• Action. Obviously, this is the thing that happens. When blocking out
an entire sequence, I like to start with the top “Action” box. Then I
like to move immediately to the last “Action” box and fill in the end.
After that, I fill in the steps in between. Getting the beginning and
ending nailed down first helps me figure out my pacing. I don’t have
to use all the rows in the chart if I don’t want to. And if I need extras,
I just add them.

••••• Details. Use the “Details” column to provide the reader with extra
information about each “Action”. I usually write my details as bullet
points but you can write them as complete sentences if you like since
that’s how they’re going to end up anyway in the final piece. As al-
ways, the trick with details is to include just the right ones. And the
best way to do that is to think of the most important questions your
readers will have and answer them.

Here’s an example of a Transition-Action-Details chart that was used to
sketch out a company history:
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TRANSITION ACTION DETAILS 
In 1994, while working with 
Baxter Scientific,  

Andrews and Feigler realized 
the challenges of finding and 
purchasing scientific products. 

Their idea was to create a 
streamlined purchasing process 
for scientists and purchasing 
managers. 

 They started by scribbling out 
possible alternatives to the 500-
page catalogs most purchasing 
managers were using to find 
and order supplies. 

They came up with many ideas 
that relied on the phone or 
email to access a central 
clearinghouse of product 
information. 

After a few weeks of head 
scratching, 

They hit upon the most efficient 
way to source lab equipment 
and supplies.  

“The best way to make the 
purchasing process work was to 
use the Internet. That’s when 
we made it our goal to build the 
best catalog on the web.”  

A year after creating their first 
napkin sketches, 

SciQuest was incorporated in 
the fall of 1995. 

Founders quit their day jobs, 
maxed out their credit cards, 
and liquidated 401K’s to 
support the company. 

 There faced many challenges 
right off the bat. 

The team had to figure out how 
to build the online catalog, how 
to make it work and how to get 
people to try it. 

 They had to get catalog 
companies to supply product 
data. 

They worked out a “bounty” 
system so they would earn 
money for sales via the web. 

 They worked with web 
developers and content 
aggregators to populate the 
catalog. 

The database had to be 
searchable by many factors like 
brand name, size, price, etc. 

 They built a marketing plan to 
promote the site and introduce 
users to ecommerce.   

Even though the catalogs were 
cumbersome and the process 
was arduous, many people 
didn’t yet trust the Web enough 
to actually buy anything there. 

After another year of hard work,  They signed up a few labs to try 
out the system. 

This would show reluctant 
customers that the system was 
trustworthy and reliable. 

Little by little, SciQuest added more 
manufacturers and customers. 

It was the first and largest 
online marketplace for scientific 
products. The company went 
public in 2000; it’s stock price 
shot from $16 to $90 on the first 
day of trading. 

Completed TAD Strategy Organizer
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Why Bother with Pre-Writing Strategies?

Pre-writing schme-writing. This is kid’s stuff. Why waste your time on
school boy strategies when you could be off sipping that second triple mo-
cha down at the corner Starbucks?

Here are a few reasons why we use them in our office:

••••• They’re fast. Each chart takes less than 15 minutes to fill out in most
cases. So even if you don’t like doing them at least they don’t waste
much of your time.

••••• They keep us from heading down blind alleys. Rather than spending
a week and 5000 words writing something up that nobody wants to
read, we can spend 15 minutes blocking something out and get a
sense of whether or not it will work.

••••• They speed up the approval process. Why write an entire draft only
to have it rejected? If you’re going to get rejected, and have to start
over again anyway, doesn’t it make more sense to spend 15 minutes
at a time coming up with new ways to please the higher-ups?

••••• They force people to put a stake in the ground. Ever sat around for
weeks on a project because whoever was in charge of the overall
direction couldn’t decide where he or she wanted to go? Sit this per-
son down and make him or her fill out a CPA with you.

••••• They save us from unfortunate embarrassments. Who hasn’t mis-
understood something in a meeting or a memo and devoted more
than a few hours to doing the wrong thing? Spend 15 minutes with a
strategy and then ask someone to check you off. You’ll be glad you
did.

••••• They improve consistency when different writers are working on the
same document. There’s nothing worse than parceling out work
across a long document and finding out later that there was a signif-
icant disagreement about what everyone thought the document
should say. These strategies also help to preserve consistency as peo-
ple pass things off at different stages of the writing process.
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There seem to be many reasons to use tools like these and only one rea-
son not to: many writers don’t like them. The reason many writers don’t like
them is because they think they don’t need them. And they’re right. Most
writers working on their own don’t need to use tools like these in order to be
successful. But we’re not talking about writers working on their own. These
are tools for team writing. And when we’re working as a team, it helps if we
all follow the same playbook. Since each person’s writing process is as indi-
vidual as they are, we look for simple ways to find common ground. Good
pre-writing strategies like CPA, WWH, and TAD can do that.
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