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Getting the Structure Right:
Process, Paradigm, and
Persistence

(Part 2)

Christopher Balmford

The story so far ...
In the previous issue of Clarity', Part 1 of this
article:

* highlighted the importance of getting the structure
of a document right for its audience and its
purpose; and

* reviewed the structure of 3 documents to show
how poor structure inhibits communication.

Now, Part 2 focuses on a paradigm and a process

that help us to get the structure right — as long as

we are persistent.

In short, Part 1 was about the problem; Part 2 is
about the solution,

Many of the ideas here are borrowed from the
work of others: notably Dr Betty S Flowers,
Professor Joseph Kimble, and Professor David
Kelly. My contribution is to synthesise their ideas,
and to add some of my own.

My aim, is to present a state-of-the-art approach to
getting the structure right. And to encourage others
to share their thoughts on structure. Most of the
information I see about how to write clearly is
about word choice and sentence structure.
Sometimes there is information about paragraphs.
There isn’t nearly as much about structuring
documents at higher levels than the paragraph. And
most of what there is seems to be more about the
hallmarks of good structure than how to achieve
good structure.

We need more on the “how to” because getting the
structure right is both hard work and crucial. Only
when a document’s language, structure, and design
work together, is the document likely to
communicate successfully.

The solutions
To avoid poor structure, we need to:,

* put material in an order that makes the best sense
to the reader;

* put the main message first;

* put closely related material together;

* use headings liberally and rigorously;

» make sure that pieces of information with
comparable heading levels have comparable
weight, and a comparable level of importance;
and
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* use a numbering system that forces us to draft
clearly - even if we don’t use that numbering
system when we print the document.

These are the guiding principles, the hallmarks of

good structure, or perhaps the goals we are trying

to score. And to that extent they are useful. But
they don’t tell us how to score the goals. To find
out how to do that, we need to have a paradigm
and a process, and we need to be persistent.

The paradigm

My favourite paradigm for the writing process was

developed by Dr Betty S. Flowers and is called

“madman-architect-carpenter-judge”.? In her

paradigm, Dr Flowers separates the writing process

into 4 distinct stages: each requiring the writer to
use a quite different approach and to adopt a quite
different personality. The 4 personalities are:

* The madman who brainstorms, takes notes and, is
enthusiastic, experimental, and above all creative;

* The architect who reviews the information that
the madman has created and gathered, and uses it
to develop an outline of the document;

* The carpenter who fleshes out the structure by
writing the text and producing the first (however
many) drafts; and

* The judge who edits and reviews drafts.

As Dr Flowers points out, when applying the
paradigm, it is important to keep the roles separate,
to give each personality its turn without allowing
the other personalities to interrupt. For example,
the judge must not be allowed to interrupt the
madman;
[The judge has} been educated and knows a sentence
fragment when he sees one. He peers over your
shoulder and says “That’s trash!” with such authority
that the madman loses his crazy confidence and
shrivels up. You know the judge is right; after all, he
speaks with the voice of an English teacher. But for
all his sharpness of eye, he can’t create anything.

The Flowers paradigm is an excellent way to
conceptualise the writing process. More than that,
it provides us with a methodology that helps us to
begin at the beginning and to go through the
middle until we to get to the end. It’s fun too.

However, in the context of this article, it sort of
begs the question: what do we actually do when we
are in architect mode?

Having taken off our madman’s hat and put on our
architect’s hat, we see before us a pile of
information: notes, mind-maps, articles, books
(probably blossoming with yellow post-it notes)
and perhaps a few pages of hastily written text.



What the architect has to do is use all that
information to create a useful outline for the
document — a structure that the carpenter can
develop into a full-blown draft.

As architects, we have to get the structure right.
But how do we go about it? Having found a
paradigm, what process can we follow?

The process

Professor Joseph Kimble has described the process
of sorting information to structure a document.
And he has developed an analogy that helps us not
only to see more clearly what we do, but also to do
it: to get the structure right. With Joe’s kind
permission, I use his material in the plain-language
training courses I run (and in this article). His
approach and analogy stay in people’s heads. They
tell me so — sometimes months after they came on
the course.

Here’s what Joe has to say about the process.

Technically, when you organise the document you
are doing three things: dividing, classifying, and
sequencing.

* Dividing Deciding how to cut into the material,
what principle you will use. You may think of it as
creating your headings and subheadings....

* Classifying Describing what ideas go under what
section (heading) and subsection (subheading). The
main principle is to put closely related ideas
together.

* Sequencing Putting the section and subsections in a
logical order,

Usually, you divide and classify as one blended
operation. As you sort the information into the
different sections, you may realise that one of them
is too broad or too narrow, or that the sections
overlap. So you have to rethink the division. On the
other hand, sequencing is pretty much a separate
operation.*

It is useful to recognise the 3 separate steps in
developing a document’s structure. (They are, if
you like, the paradigm of the architect’s role.) In
many documents, although the headings at a high
level are in a sensible order (that is, the high-level
sequencing makes sense), the ideas under the
headings have not been properly divided and
classified. This dramatically weakens the power of
the high-level sequencing. To get the structure
right, the dividing and classifying have to be done

properly.
So let’s look at the dividing and classifying in
detail, and then worry about sequencing.
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Dividing and classifying

Here’s the analogy that Joe developed to support

the first 2 steps in the process: dividing and

classifying.
Suppose you’re doing the washing. You put whites
in one pile and darks in another. Your principle of
division is colour. But where do you put the grey T-
shirt? If you put it with the whites, then your
‘sections’ (and headings) have changed: not ‘whites’
and ‘darks’, but ‘lights’ and ‘darks’. If you put it
with the darks, then that section has a new heading:
‘lights and darks’. Or maybe you create three
sections: ‘whites’, ‘lights’ and ‘darks’.

Then there are the sweaters that have to be washed
by hand in cold water: they go in a pile called
‘handwashables’. And then there’s the business suit
that goes to the dry-cleaners. Now your principle of
division has changed; it's not colour any more. Now
the principle of division is how the item will be
washed.

By the way, usually it is impossible to use the same
principle of division throughout a longer document.

Finally, having sorted things out into their separate
piles (with headings), you have to sequence the
sections. (And here’s a question Why do most
people wash the whites first? What sequencing
principle is that?)

Of course, when you put away your clothes, all this
changes, because your purpose changes.

So much for homely examples. What you should
produce by dividing and classifying is a hierarchy of
ideas.’

When we are in architect mode, sorting
information to create a structure and outline for our
document, we go through the same process as we
do when we sort the washing. That is, we pick up a
piece of information, work out what it is about,
give it a heading, and put it in a pile. As we go
through this process, we may resort the piles and
change the headings. That’s Joe’s “dividing and
classifying”. Then (perhaps at the same time or
perhaps later) we start to put our ideas in an order:
we put the information in each pile in order and we
put the piles themselves in order. That’s Joe’s
“sequencing”.

Audience and purpose

Before we leave dividing and classifying, and the
“sorting the washing analogy”, I want to dwell for
a moment on Joe’s comment “when you put away
your clothes, all this changes, because your
purpose changes”. He makes a crucial point.
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To illustrate Joe’s point in my training courses, I
tell the group a story about sorting the washing at
home. It goes like this:

At home, I sort the clean washing into piles that, in
my mind, are headed:

* “Gracie”. She’s my 5-year-old. I either put her
clothes away for her, or help her do it.

* “William”. He’s my 7-year-old. I ask him to put
his clothes away ~ I usually have to nag him a
bit!

* “Kym”. My wife (whose age I have chosen not to
reveal). I leave her clothes on the bed. She’s old
enough to put them away by herself — without
being nagged.

* “Me”. I put them away all by myself.

* “The linen cupboard” — which is of indeterminate
age and quite unable to put away the sheets,
pillowcases, towels etc. that are stored in it, so we
put them away.

The point is, when we sort clean washing to put it
away, our audience and purpose are completely
different from what they were when we sorted the
dirty washing before washing it. When we are
sorting the clean washing, it doesn’t matter what
colour the particular item or garment is, or how it
would be washed. What does matter is whose
garment it is, or where it goes. We are sorting
exactly the same information (except that it’s now
clean) but we put it in completely different piles
with completely different headings. And all
because our audience and our purpose have
changed.

Beyond the analogy

Now, there is at least one key difference between
dividing and classifying washing (whether it’s
clean or dirty) and dividing and classifying
information for a document: if you like, there’s a
gap between the analogy and reality. The key
difference is that when you reach into a pile of
washing and pull out say, a white shirt, you get the
whole shirt - no worries. But when you reach into,
say, an insurance policy and try to pick up one of
the exclusion clauses dealing with why the
insurance company won’t pay, it is quite likely that
you have got only some of the information that is
relevant to that clause. (After all, closely related
information may be scattered elsewhere in the
document.) You can be even less sure that you
have all the exclusions. This doubt is caused
because (as we saw in Part 1 of this article®) many
documents are so badly structured that crucial
pieces of information that relate to the same idea
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are often scattered throughout the document,

There is a solution (to the gap between the analogy
and reality) that helps to make dividing and
classifying the information for a document as easy
as sorting the washing. Not only that, it helps to
make sure that your document has lots of useful
headings. Here it is, in all its glory.

A modified decimal numbering system:

the benefits

One way to close the gap between the “sorting the
washing” analogy and reality is to use a modified
decimal numbering system.

The decimal numbering system (unmodified) is
recommended by the International Standard (ISO)
on the “Numbering of divisions and subdivisions in
written documents’”. That standard was produced
in 1978. The modificaticns were developed by
Professor David Kelly in 1990, when he was the
Chairman of the Law Reform Commission of
Victoria and working on the Commission’s various
reports on plain language.®

In the decimal numbering system, the whole
number (that is, 1, 2, 3, etc.) appears beside the
heading. The sub-numbers (that is, 1.1, 2.1, 3.4,
etc.) appear beside the relevant paragraph.

In the modified decimal numbering system, the
whole number is used for the first paragraph (the
heading is not numbered), and the sub-numbers are
used for the sub-paragraphs.

This is how the decimal numbering system works,
and what it looks like.

How does the modified decimal numbering
system work?

1. When you use this system, you put the main
message in the first part of the paragraph, where
the number is still whole. The number appears
below the heading and beside the main
paragraph. (This paragraph is an example.)
Where do qualifications and exceptions go?

1.1 Qualifications and exceptions are dealt with
in subsidiary numbers.

What about procedural or ancillary material?

1.2 So is material that is merely procedural or
ancillary.

Where do the headings go?

1.3 Each whole number gets a heading.
Sometimes each subsidiary number also gets
a heading.



Why is the modified decimal numbering
system helpful?

2.This system helps because it forces you to comb
your ideas out into separate threads. The system
prevents you from having 2 main ideas in the
one main paragraph because when you try to
give that paragraph a heading, you can’t ... so
you’re forced to:

* separate your ideas;

» work out which ones are main ideas and which
ones are subordinate ideas;

* give each of the main ideas a number and a
heading; and
* put subordinate ideas in sub-paragraphs.

All this makes it easier to see the ideas that need
to be put together, or that need to be linked in
some way.

Is the “forcing™ aspect unpleasant?

2.1 Sometimes the discipline imposed by the
modified decimal numbering system is
frustrating and even irritating. But it helps
you “sort the information for the document”,
and that helps you to get the document’s
structure right. So, even if it is a bit
unpleasant at the time, it’s always worth it
in the end.

How does the modified decimal numbering
system help sort the information?

3.This system helps sort the information because:

* it brings a high level of rigour to the processes
of combing out the information into separate
threads, giving each thread a heading, and
establishing the priority of each thread (that is,
the dividing and classifying); and

» it makes it easier to sequence the information
because all you have to do is put the headings
in the right order. You can rely on the
headings, because you know that every main
point has a heading and that there aren’t any
ideas floating around that aren’t revealed by the
headings. Then, as you edit the document, the
system makes it easier to check the validity of
the sequencing, and to reorder things if
necessary.

How does it make it easier to check the validity
of the sequencing?

3.1 The system makes it easier to check the
validity of the sequencing because you can
do that just by running your eye over the
headings. Again, you can rely on them.
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How does it make it easier to reorder things?

3.2 The system makes it easier to reorder things
because when you want to move information
around, you pick up the heading (and the
text that hangs off it) and move that block of
information around. You do that confidently
because you know you're getting all the
related ideas. To return to the “sorting the
washing analogy”, you know you’ve got the
whole garment,

(That’s the end of the demonstration.)

Some concerns about the modified decimal
numbering system

Sometimes, people express one or more of the
following concerns about the modified decimal
numbering system:

* It may lead to the document having too many
headings.

* It is ugly when you end up with, too many
numbers — for example “clanse 2.2.3.2.6”.

* A reference to “Section 1” is ambiguous: Does it
refer to all of Section 1, or just to the main
paragraph where the number is still whole?

Here are my responses to those concerns.

Too many headings In fact, having lots of
headings is helpful for the reader. According to
work done at the Document Design Centre in
Washington DC, a document should have a
heading “for nearly every paragraph™. Many
people find that hard to believe. I did when I first
read it. But over the last few years I've become
convinced — partly through several formal testing
projects on insurance documents that I have been
involved in, and partly through the training courses
I deliver.

In those training courses, we talk a lot about
headings. When I say that the Document Design
Centre recommends a heading for nearly every
paragraph, many audiences visibly flinch. I talk
about that reaction with them.

Later, at the end of the first day of the course, I
hand out a rewrite exercise that the participants do
as “homework” and present to the group the next
day. (Each of them gets a different exercise.) I
encourage them to use lots of headings in their
rewrites. Often, they use 3 or more headings in one
page of text. Often, they use a heading for a
paragraph that is only one or two lines long. Once,
someone used 8 headings in a one-page letter!
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The next day, when the participants are presenting
their homework, I make a point of asking the group
whether there are too many headings. There never
has been. They even liked the one-page letter with
eight headings! Yet these are the very people who,
just the day before, flinched at the thought of a
heading for every paragraph.

To be fair, when something I'm writing is getting
close to final, I often go back and delete a few
headings for aesthetic reasons. At that stage, it
always seems easier to delete than to add.

Too many numbers This concem is valid.
However, it applies equally to every numbering
system. After all, a reference to clause 2.2.3.2.6,
awkward as it is, is no worse than a reference to
clause 2(2)(c)(ii)(F).

The solution lies in avoiding descending to such
depths. To do that:

» for simple lists, it’s often best to use dot points;
and

» for more complicated material, its nearly always
better to break the flow, and the structure, higher
up the chain". (For example, if you are about to
create a division at the third decimal point,
between, say, “2.3.1” and “2.3.2”, it’s usually
better to change “2.3” into “3” so that what was to
be “2.3.1” becomes “3.1” and what was to be
“2.3.2” becomes “3.2”. This usually requires a
slight change to the text of “2”, and an
introductory thought at the start of the new “3”.)
Thankfully, one advantage of the modified decimal
numbering system, and its call for a heading for
each main paragraph, is that it makes it easier to
break the structure higher up the chain.

In all the documents I've written using the modified
decimal numbering system, I have never been
beyond the third decimal point (that is 2.2.3). And I
have been that far on only a handful of occasions.

Ambiguous references The ambiguity can be

overcome in either of these ways:

* a reference to the main paragraph (but not to the
sub-paragraphs) can be to “Section 2, first
paragraph.” A reference to the entire section can
be to “Section 2”, This can be supported by using
a graphic (for example a vertical bar in the margin)
that is visually linked to the whole number (that is,
“27”) to show that a reference to clause “2” includes
the subparagraphs 2.1, 2.2 etc; or

* when the document is printed, another numbering
system can be used, or the numbers can be
abandoned altogether.
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Having read this rave about the modified decimal
numbering system, it may surprise you that I am not
so fussed about what numbering system is used
when the document is printed. The reason I'm not
fussed is that the main advantage of the system is
how it helps the writer to get their thinking straight
and the structure of the document right.

The advantage of actually using the modified
decimal numbering system in the final, printed
version of the document is that the hierarchy of the
material is revealed visually and numerically to the
reader. It makes the reader immediately aware of the
relative importance of each piece of information as
soon as they look at the page. However, even if the
system is not used in the printed document, that
impact can be achieved through careful design.

If you use the modified decimal numbering system,
I would be interested to hear whether the ambiguity
has actually arisen and how you have tried to solve
it. In my experience, it is rarely a problem. And the
benefits delivered by the system make it worthwhile.

A conclusion for the modified decimal
numbering system

In short, most numbering systems affect and reveal
only those ideas that are related to one another.
They do not help writers to determine, or readers to
realise:

* the relative priority of the information presented;
or

* how the ideas are related.

The beauty of the modified decimal numbering
system is that it does reveal the relative priority of
the messages and the relationship between them.
Importantly, the system does that during the writing
process. In this way, it helps writers to get their
thinking straight. And that is crucial to successful
communication.

Sequencing: the process continued
After the architect has divided and classified the
madman’s material, the architect must start to put it
all in order. To use Joe Kimble's word, he or she
must sequence it. As always, the architect must do
that with the audience and purpose firmly in mind.

The guidelines about sequencing for legal writing
tend to make the following sorts of points:



* let your audience and purpose determine the
structure;

* deal with the more important before the less
important;

* put the main message first;

* put known information before unknown
information;

* move from the general to the specific;

* place rules of universal application before rules
with a narrow application; and

* (Although it is relevant to classifying, it is also
relevant to sequencing) put closely related
material together,"

These points are all extremely useful. In many
ways, they apply as much at a sentence or
paragraph level as they do at higher levels.

There is another useful set of guidelines that reflect
a much more journalistic approach to writing.
They deal more with the importance of a good lead
and the various ways of telling a story. In the legal
context, that journalistic approach to sequencing is
particularly relevant to persuasive writing: for
example, in some letters, court documents, and
marketing documents. Even so, that approach
works with (and not against) the approach
described in this article. Indeed, the two
approaches work together in even the most dry and
contractual, or legislative, piece of writing.

But the aspect of sequencing that I want to deal
with in this article is at the highest level: if you
like, what order to put the chapters and sub-
chapters in. At that level, the most useful guideline
is to put the material in the order that the reader is
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most likely to expect, to need, or to find useful.
Easier said than done.

The documents whose sequences work tend to be
sequenced either:

* in a chronological order; or

* in a rights-based order.

Chronologically structured documents

A construction contract is, basically, a
chronological document. After a few opening
clauses dealing with the broad requirements that
the builder will build and the owner will pay, the
document can go on to deal with the various rights,
obligations, and procedures in a chronological
order. For example, in a simple building contract
(for new homes) produced by the Housing Industry

Association (in Australia), the chapters are ordered
like this:

* Main obligations

* Before work begins

* During work

+ Completion of works

* Variation of obligations
* Remedies

* Disputes

* Miscellaneous

* Schedules

Consider a more complicated construction contract
produced by The Royal Australian Institute of
Architects. The chapters are arranged in the order
shown in this table:

Which sets the scene by explaining that

Overview - the Architect will administer, the Builder
will build, and the Owner will pay.

Documents

Security -

Liability - All of which need to happen, or be

Insurance resolved, before work can begin.

The site

Building the works
Variation to the works
Completion of the works
Payment for the works

Termination of engagement

Miscellaneous
Definitions
Schedules

oot

In reality, each of these concepts
overlaps. However, conceptually,
they happen in this order.

-

Termination can be dealt with last: after
all, no doubt the parties hope that it will
never happen.
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