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Andy’s Handy-Dandy Tips for Writing for the Web

A few year ago during the waning days of my journalism career, I attended a three-day seminar at the renowned Poynter Institute in Florida. The subject: Writing for the web.

Like it or not, it's a wired world these days, so for an organization like Great Start - and for all people who seek to educate and enlighten others about the benefits of early childhood programs - communicating well on-line is darned important.

So today I thought I'd share tips - some I learned at Poynter, some from personal on-line experience, some from writing professionally for 30 years - about getting your point across on the web. They sound basic because, well, they are. But they will help you, whether you're writing a blog, a Facebook entry, a tweet or responding to a news story you see on-line.

1) Be brief, be direct, use active verbs. (You'll know you're slipping into "passive" voice if you use forms of "be.")

2) Use short sentences and paragraphs. Nothing - and I mean nothing - turns off on-line readers like loooong paragraphs. If in doubt, do what journalists do: Use one sentence - or at a max two - per paragraph. It's not what your English teacher taught you, but it is more visually appealing, which is why newspapers do it.

3) Use links liberally. Link, link, link, link, link. But make sure where you're sending someone is a place they'll be interested to be.

4) If you're doing a blog, frequency is key. No one reads blogs that only have a post per month. Daily is best, weekly is the outermost limit.

5) Use strong, specific keywords (basically, what is your post about) in your headline and for your "tags," which are the words you post following your entry (on blogs and such) that help search engines find your bit of writing brilliance. (For instance, this blog could be tagged Early Childhood Investment Corporation, early childhood, Great Start, Andrew Heller, tips etc.) Also, only use one or two words in your link. Don't use a whole sentence or paragraph.

6) Read other on-line posts. What appeals to you will likely appeal to others. Figure out what grabbed your attention about a blog, a Facebook post, a tweet or a comment after a news story and imitate it in your on-line offering.

7)  Use polls, surveys in your work to draw interest. Two good, free on-line poll services you can use are polldaddy and surveymonkey, although there are others.

Here are a few good resources about on-line writing and editing:

Future of text on-line
http://www.poynter.org/uncategorized/81297/what-is-the-future-of-text-online/
Editing and writing on-line tips
http://editteach.org/
USA TODAY story on on-line writing
http://www.usatoday.com/life/lifestyle/2009-06-09-status-writing-online_N.htm
Tips for writing for the web
http://macloo.com/webwriting/index.htm
Now get writing. And watch this space for more tips.

Andrew Heller is Media Director for the Early Childhood Investment Corporation.
