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Did you know that writing concise, clear, and compel-
ling prose can dramatically improve your career 
success?

It’s true. People judge you by your writing, especially when you’re not there 
to interact face to face. When you write well, your readers form a good opin-
ion of you. When you don’t, they may form the opposite opinion.

Take a minute to answer the following questions:

Do you procrastinate about writing or get bogged down in writing tasks?

Do you struggle with writing and wish it were easier?

Do you worry that your writing doesn’t get the results you want?

If you answered yes to these questions, you’ll find help in this report. The 
report will help you:

•	 Stop	worrying	and	start	writing	confidently	and	effectively

•	 Get	through	all	your	writing	tasks	more	quickly	and	efficiently

•	 Successfully	persuade	and	move	people	through	your	writing.

You will learn writing skills and strategies that you can use in any writing 
task you need to do—at work, at school, and in your personal life. 

Laura Brown

How to Write AnythingTM 

 
Laura is an astute collaborator 
and coach. She has a gift for help-
ing business writers express their 
ideas in a compelling way.
— Robert C. Daugherty
Chairman, Knowledge Invest-
ment Partners, LLC

Working with Laura has made 
me not just a better writer but 
also a better thinker. I recom-
mend her highly as a coach and 
a writer.
— Professor Ming-Jer Chen
The	Darden	School	of	Business;	
Chinese University of Hong 
Kong

Laura taught communications 
courses in our professional train-
ing programs. If you’re looking 
for a writing coach, you need 
look no further.
—	Dennis	Green
Director,	Master	of	Science	
Programs	School	of	Continuing	
Education, Columbia University

Laura is expert at teaching 
American business commu-
nication. Our work helped 
significantly in improving com-
munications to an international 
audience. 
—	Anita	Gupta
Head of Corporate Communi-
cations	and	Sustainability	DHL	
Asia-Pacific, Eastern Europe, 
Middle East and Africa
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The Five Most Common Writing Mistakes—
and How to Avoid Them

No matter where you’re writing—at work, at school, or in your personal life—there are a few 
basic mistakes that make writing harder and hurt the quality of your writing. 

Mistake #1: Not planning 

Mistake #2: Not fully understanding your purpose 

Mistake #3: Not understanding your reader 

Mistake #4: Not using drafts 

Mistake #5: Not proofreading

The good news is that if you can become aware of these common misktakes, you can learn to 
avoid them and become a more confident, productive, and successful writer. 

Let’s get started!

How to Write AnythingTM 
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Mistake #1: Not planning

The number-one mistake in most kinds of writing—whether it’s at work, at school, or in your personal life—is 
not taking the time to plan. Any document longer than one or two lines will benefit from at least some degree 
of planning. The more important the document is, the more carefully you should plan it.

 
What happens if you don’t plan? You may overlook something that’s important to your reader. You may leave 
out important information. You may end up with a document that’s too long or disorganized and hard to follow. 
If you fail to plan, you might find that you’re not really clear about what you’re trying to achieve with the docu-
ment you’re writing. Ultimately, an unplanned document is often a document that does a poor job of com-
municating and doesn’t get the results you want.

What do I mean by planning? You might be surprised to learn that it’s much easier than you think. Most of us 
were taught in school to construct elaborate outlines with Roman numerals, capital and small letters, and so 
forth. That kind of outlining can be a valuable skill if you’re writing a long and complicated document, but for 
most writing tasks, the planning can be much simpler.  

Here’s a quick way to plan almost any document you have to write. As you begin your writing task, ask yourself 
these five questions: 

1. What’s my purpose? What am I trying to achieve with this document?

2. Who’s my reader? What does my reader need and expect from me?

3. What’s the best way to persuade or impress my reader?

4. Do I have all the information I need to write this document?

5. How should I organize the information I have?

After you’ve answered these five questions, you can decide how to proceed. You may feel ready to start writing 
immediately, or you may feel you need to do some research before you start. You might even decide that you do 
need to write a formal outline before you begin. Whatever your next step, you’ll find that doing some planning 
will lead to a more successful final document. What’s more, taking a few minutes to plan can actually save you 
time by helping you ensure that you get it right the first time.

How to Write AnythingTM 
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Mistake #2: Not fully understanding your purpose

Have you ever received one of those long, rambling e-mails? You read on and on, and the writer doesn’t get to the 
point until the third or fourth paragraph. Why do people write lengthy, unfocused messages like these? The rea-
son is often that they weren’t really thinking about their purpose when they were writing, so the final product 
ended	up	long,	muddy,	and	ineffective.	

If you don’t fully understand your purpose in writing, you risk not including the right information in your 
document, you might include a lot of irrelevant information, and you’re likely to go on too long, creating a bulky 
document your reader won’t want to read.

To put it another way, if you don’t know exactly what you’re trying to achieve with your writing, you probably 
won’t achieve it.

For an example, let’s look at a complaint letter or e-mail. Far too many writers treat these as an opportunity just 
to vent, when the real purpose behind them is usually to ask for some sort of remedy. Writers often include long 
descriptions of the bad experience they had, but they neglect to ask for what they want—a refund, a replacement, 
compensation, etc.—leaving the reader to guess how to satisfy them. Your reader should be able to understand 
your request from your message: she shouldn’t have to read your mind, too. When you understand your pur-
pose, you can ask explicitly for what you want, and you stand a better chance of getting it. 

Cover letters for resumes are another good example. Many people write these letters with the idea “I want that 
job.” The trouble is, a resume cover letter alone can’t get you the job. The purpose of such a letter is to highlight 
important information on your resume and provide other relevant information so that the reader will want to 
bring you in for an interview. The more clearly you understand that purpose, the more successfully you can 
craft your letter.

In academic writing, you can think of your thesis statement as a kind of statement of purpose. If you keep your 
thesis	in	mind	as	you	write,	you’re	less	likely	to	drift	off	topic	or	include	irrelevant	information.	

To get the results you want from your writing, take a moment to pinpoint exactly what your purpose is, then 
develop your document to support that purpose.

How to Write AnythingTM 
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Mistake #3: Not understanding your reader

Too often we think only about ourselves when we write. While it’s smart to have a clear idea of your purpose, 
you’re only half of the communication equation—the other half is your reader. Before you write, take some time 
to think about your reader—who is she? What does she expect? How is she likely to respond to what you’ve 
written? If you really understand your reader’s needs and expectations, your writing project—whatever it 
is—will be more successful.

Let’s	look	at	an	example.	Say	you’re	writing	to	your	boss	to	ask	her	to	purchase	a	software	package	that	will	make	
your job easier. Instead of just describing what the software could do for you, consider your boss’ perspective. 
How much will the software cost? Is there a budget for it? What tangible benefit might your boss see from in-
vesting in the software?  If you think just from your own point of view—“I want this”—your case will be much 
weaker than if you take the time to understand your boss’ likely position. If you’re really hoping to persuade your 
reader, your message should include information that will appeal to your reader’s interests and motivate him 
or her to say yes to your request. 

Putting yourself in your reader’s shoes can help even if you don’t know exactly who your reader is. Let’s think 
about that complaint letter again. In most cases, the person who will read your complaint isn’t the person who 
caused	the	problem;	he’s	probably	a	customer	service	representative	who	reads	angry	messages	all	day	long.	You	
can make his life a little easier—and increase your chances of getting what you want—by writing a courteous, 
concise message with a clear request that’s easy for him to act on. 

Understanding your reader’s expectations is one of the keys to successful writing in school and college. Be sure 
you	understand	exactly	what	the	assignment	is;	if	you’re	not	sure	what’s	expected	of	you,	ask	your	instructor	for	
clarification. 

Considering your reader is a simple act of courtesy, but it also goes beyond that. When you take into account 
your reader’s needs, expectations, and attitude, you’re in a far better position to create a successful piece of writ-
ing.

How to Write AnythingTM 
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Mistake #4: Not using drafts

First drafts are rarely perfect. Even the most successful writers usually don’t get it right the first time, and they 
understand that working with drafts can help create a concise and polished document. And yet how many of us 
send important e-mails or hand in papers that are basically just unrevised first drafts? You could get lucky, but 
your luck—and your success as a writer—will improve if you learn to use drafts for your important docu-
ments.

What’s wrong with using your first draft as your final draft? Potentially, a lot of things. An unrevised first draft is 
likely to be incomplete. Its purpose may not be clear. It’s probably not well positioned to appeal to the reader—it’s 
likely just to be a “brain dump” of information, not something that will get you the results you want. Finally, a 
first draft is also more likely to contain errors that you could eliminate if you took the time to revise and refine 
the draft.

In an ideal world, you’d have time to write a full first draft and leave it alone for a day or so before you go back 
and revise it. If you’re short of time, though, you can still take advantage of working with drafts. A “rest” of 
even	an	hour	between	drafts	will	give	you	a	different	perspective	on	your	document	and	help	you	take	a	more	
objective view when you go to revise it. If you’re really strapped for time, go back and re-read Mistake #1 in this 
document—the section about planning—and ask yourself those five key questions about your draft. Use those 
five key questions as a shortcut to help focus your thinking and guide your revision, even when you don’t have a 
lot of time.

Often we find ourselves short of time because we’ve procrastinated about starting to write. Procrastination about 
writing is an extremely common problem—you’re not alone! If you experience problems with procrastination or 
writer’s block, you can download the free PDF “Overcoming Writer’s Block” at www.howtowriteanything.com. 
There you’ll find some tips and tricks to help you get started, so you can have the opportunity to polish your doc-
ument through multiple drafts.

How to Write AnythingTM 
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Mistake #5: Not proofreading

In this age of spell-check, grammar-check, and autocorrect, is proofreading really necessary? Yes! In fact, it’s 
more important now than it’s ever been. We’re writing more and writing faster today than we ever did in the 
past, and the risk of making careless mistakes is greater than ever before. 

When you don’t take the time to proofread, you can’t check your content. You risk omitting important informa-
tion or including inaccurate information, which can lead to time-consuming follow-ups. You may miss typos 
that can obscure your meaning. It’s easy, for example, to type 5:00 when you mean 6:00, and if you don’t proof-
read, you may be receiving guests an hour before you’re ready for them. Finally, when you fail to proofread, you 
may leave bone-headed grammar and spelling errors that will make you look ignorant and careless.

Spell-check can’t guess what you mean.	Mignon	Fogarty,	better	known	as	Grammar	Girl	(www.grammargirl.
com) asked her readers to write in with some of their funniest errors.*  One reader shared a recommendation 
she received, saying the job candidate was a “fat and accurate typist” instead of “fast and accurate.” Another 
submitted a memo entitled “Meet with Christ in Tulsa”—the writer meant “Chris.” Errors like this are completely 
beyond the capability of spell-checking software to correct. 

Autocorrect programs do guess what you mean, but they’re often wrong.	In	the	same	article,	another	Gram-
mar	Girl	reader	reported	that	thanks	to	his	spellchecker	he	sent	an	e-mail	to	“Dr.	Moron”	instead	of	“Dr.	Morri-
son.” If you haven’t yet visited the website www.damnyouautocorrect.com, you’re in for a treat of hilarious au-
tocorrect	gaffes.	Although	the	examples	there	are	funny,	autocorrect	can	create	serious	confusion,	and	you	can’t	
trust it with your important e-mails and other documents. 

When it comes to proofreading, there’s just no substitute for the human eye attached to an alert human 
brain.

For help in proofreading your own documents, visit www.howtowriteanything and download the free resources 
“Commonly Confused Words” and “How to Edit Your Own Writing.” 

*“Readers	Share	Their	Funny	Errors”	by	Mignon	Fogarty.	January	21,	2010.	http://grammar.quickanddirtytips.
com/funny-typos.aspx
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About Laura Brown and How to Write Anything

 
 

Continuing	Education,	Corning	Inc.,	DHL,	The	Dalton	School,	Deloitte,	Dun	&	Bradstreet,	GE,	McKinsey	&	
Company,	MetLife,	TMP	Worldwide,	Trinity	School,	Warburg	Pincus,	the	Wharton	School,	and	Workforce	
Technologies. 

Laura is available for workshops, trainings, and speeches for your organization. Please visit  
www.howtowriteanything.com for information. 
 
How to Write Anything: A Practical Guide to Everything You’ll Ever Have to Write—At Work, at School, and 
In Your Personal Life	(W.	W.	Norton,	2014)	combines	unique	writing	methodologies	with	a	comprehensive	en-
cyclopedia of over 150 writing tasks, complete with model outlines, dos and don’ts, and examples—designed to 
help you get through all of life’s writing tasks.

How to Write Anything will be available in early 2014. Sign up  for ad-
vance notice of publication at www.howtowriteanything.com!
 

 

Laura Brown, Ph.D, is a New York-based writer and writing consultant who 
has taught writing to just about everyone—from corporate executives to high 
school students. Her expertise encompasses instructor-led training, individu-
al coaching, classroom teaching, and e-learning development as well as audio, 
video, and webinar training for businesses, non-profits, and educational 
institutions. 
 
Laura’s clients include AOL Time Warner, Booz Allen Hamilton, the China 
Europe	International	Business	School,	The	Chinese	University	of	Hong	Kong,	
Citigroup,	Columbia	Business	School,	Columbia	University	Division	of	 

Writing is more important now than it’s ever been. At work, at school, in 
our	personal	lives—	business	and	personal	e-mails;	online	reviews	and	
forums;	proposals	and	reports;	resumes	and	cover	letters;	blogs,	Tweets,	
and text messages—we’re all writing more than ever before. 

Now there’s a resource for all your writing needs: How to Write Anything 
offers	concise	guidance	and	good	models	you	can	use	to	get	all	your	
writing tasks done quickly and painlessly. A comprehensive reference, 
How to Write Anything is the only practical writing book you’ll ever 
need.

How to Write AnythingTM 
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How to Write AnythingTM Training and Consulting
Writing is more important in the workplace than it’s ever been before. As phone and face-to-face contact de-
creases, writing often provides your only mode of contact with customers, clients, and even some colleagues. It’s 
more	important	than	ever	to	ensure	that	your	writing	is	efficient,	effective,	and	compelling.

Writing for Results
Do	you	see	results	from	your	writing?	Simply	writing	competently	isn’t	enough	when	you	need	to	win	readers	to	
your point of view and move them to take action. Writing for Results provides you with the tools you need to 
influence, motivate, and persuade others and get the results you want.

Writing in the Real WorldTM

College doesn’t prepare graduates for communication in the workplace. Most entry-level employees enter the 
workforce with a student’s attitude toward communication. Typically they manage the transition through trial 
and	error—a	haphazard,	inefficient,	and	sometimes	costly	process.	But	there’s	an	alternative:	Writing in the Real 
WorldTM	offers	participants	a	complete	orientation	to	communicating	at	work,	from	office	politics	and	etiquette	
to the nuts and bolts of clear, concise written communication. This program can be tailored to mesh with exist-
ing onboarding programs and adapted according to your organizational standards.

Writing for Administrative Professionals
Are your admins communicating as professionally and accurately as they could? Administrative professionals are 
often the face of the organization to your customers, clients, and vendors. Yet writing training for these key team 
members is often overlooked. Our training is specially designed to address the communication challenges that 
admins face and to help them communicate with confidence, accuracy, and professionalism.

How to Write AnythingTM

Have you taken writing training in the past but found it didn’t help? Do you procrastinate about starting your 
writing tasks? Does it take you longer to finish your writing tasks than you’d like? If you answered yes to any of 
these questions, then How to Write AnythingTM is for you. Our signature training program helps participants 
discover and exploit their own unique writing styles, making them more confident, productive, and successful 
writers. You can write anything, and we’ll show you how!

Customized Training Solutions
Do you have a communication challenge within your organization? We specialize in working with clients to cre-
ate customized writing training programs that address the specific needs of their organization and their people. 
We have over 20 years experience of listening and responding with solutions that work for the client. Contact us 
to start the dialogue.

Contact us at info@howtowriteanything.com
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