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Dump the Drone
Cathy Moore

www.cathy-moore.com

You can make your courses lively and compelling without adding more Flash. It's cheap
and (sort of) easy:

• Develop a lively, concise writing style
• Add human interest
• Add safe humor

It all starts with getting rid of Corporate Drone.

*******************

The Dangers of Droning

What is Corporate Drone?
• The writing style most of us were taught to use
• Vague, verbless text that oozes a numbing gray fog over business and academia
• It sneaks into all aspects of elearning, including dramatic scripts

Examples:

• This course enhances the expertise of R&D staff so that they may leverage
collaborative concepts to provide a competitive advantage.

• This activity will help develop an understanding of the basics of brand
management and how it can be effectively used to inform a marketing
strategy that ensures that the company's unique position in the marketplace is
maintained.

• By having a perspective into production unit activities, MZW is able to provide
load balancing with relation to supplier capacity.

• Carla: Because I am new to marketing, I would like to ask you some
questions. First, how can I better communicate with the sales force to ensure
a productive relationship?

Why do we write in Corporate Drone?
• It's how we've been taught to write

o Droners get higher grades
o Assignments encourage us to be wordy ("Write 12 pages about…")
o The higher the degree, the greater the need to drone

Everyone drones at some point.
We all have to recognize it

and fight it.
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What makes droning bad for elearning?
• Attacks learners' motivation

o Learners find no people, no story--just abstractions. Who cares about
abstractions?

o A screen full of grey text isn't inviting
o Drone is frustrating to read: learners know they're working harder than

necessary
o The lull of the drone puts learners to sleep

• Increases cognitive load
o Learners can't focus on concepts if they're busy decoding language

• Online text is harder to read already
o Usability experts say online text needs to be more concise than printed text

"But if we make our courses easy to read, learners won't respect them!"
• I'm not advocating a "See Dick run" style.
• Research shows that plain writers gain more respect than droners.
• Do you intentionally make your interface hard to use so learners will respect it?

Language is part of your interface. It's a way to deliver content.

Make your content challenging,
not the language.

*******************

Techniques to Dump the Drone

Design
Good design discourages droning.

• Make sure the course has a clear and preferably measurable goal.
• Cut everything that doesn't directly contribute to the goal.
• Break content into rigorously logical chunks.
• Make the structure clear and scannable with lots of headings.

Logical, clear design inspires
logical, clear language.

Rhythm
To avoid droning:

• Break things up with headings and bulleted lists.
• Vary your sentence length. Shorter is better, but variety is important.
• Vary your sentence type. Why not ask a question?
• Vary your sentence structure--interrupt yourself with dashes; tack on another

thought with a semicolon.

Language
Remember: you, who, do

You: Say "you." It fixes many problems right off:
• Changes your mindset--puts you in conversation mode instead of abstract academic

mode. You'll be less likely to drone.
• Makes you imagine an individual learner, which keeps your focus on what your

learners care about and need to know
• Makes you sound like a human being; learners develop a connection with you
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• Gets rid of the divine passive and makes responsibility clear: "The fire extinguisher
should be recharged every 6 months" (who does it?) becomes "Recharge the fire
extinguisher every 6 months" (you do it!)

• Ends fretting about gender; instead of "he/she" you can just say "you"

Example
Before: The chances of acceptance of the recommendation could be increased by
demonstrating its impact on profits.

After: To increase the chances that your recommendation will be accepted, show how
it will improve profits.

We naturally use simpler language
when we speak directly to another person.

Who: As much as possible, include people, real or imaginary, and show who is doing what to
whom.

• Give every sentence an actor.
o Common problem: "The code is then checked for bugs." Who does it? God?

Called the "divine passive."
o Rewrite to "Next, debuggers check the code." Makes responsibility clear and

adds people.
• Find ways to change nouns into people:

o "The field of child advocacy provides support to children who…" becomes
"Child advocates help children who…"

• When you add people, you naturally use stronger verbs and fewer abstract nouns

Example
Before: Behavior-based interviewing asks applicants to describe their actions in a
specific situation.

After: A behavior-based interviewer asks applicants to describe what they did in a
specific situation. An abstract noun, behavior-based interviewing, becomes a person.
Another noun, actions, becomes a verb phrase. End result: more people, more verbs.

Ways to include people, real or imaginary:
• My favorite: Immediately plunge learners into a realistic story in which they have to

solve a compelling problem. Give learners tools and info as they need them.
o This doesn’t necessarily require Flash--you can do it with text links

• Write an ongoing story that appears in scenes throughout the course to show how the
concepts apply to the learner's job

o Maybe have characters in the story make mistakes or pause at important
points; have the learner tell the characters what to do next

• Introduce each section with a fictional scenario that gives the learners a real-life
context to consider while they read the conceptual info

o Best if you revisit the same scenario at the end and have the learner apply
concepts to it

o Also best if you introduce a real problem and end the scenario with a cliff-
hanger

o Avoid the clueless newbie: "Paolo is new to quality assurance and wonders
how…" We don't care about Paolo!

• Include real people, especially if they show wit and creativity
o Classic example: Play a short motivational talk by the CEO at the start of the

course. Risks being stilted--it's best to find someone with an engaging style
o Show brief videos of real staff showing how they apply the concepts being

covered in the course
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o Show brief videos of people outside the organization, such as customers, to
give examples of the concepts being discussed

• Create composite characters and introduce them as examples
o For example, you could introduce the concept of buyer's remorse, then give an

example: "Grace bought our comprehensive plan last month, but now she's
wondering if…"

• Risky: Introduce a guide who appears throughout the course with introductory
information or to reinforce certain points

o Can easily become an annoying talking head
o Doesn't add much human interest unless the guide has a strong personality

that creates humor

What makes a fictional character interesting?
• Most interesting: a flaw that creates a dilemma (a know-it-all is wrong but doesn't

realize it; an over-enthusiastic person skips a step)
o Keep it subtle and simple
o Look out for stereotypes

• Also interesting: a situation that's embarrassing or otherwise evokes both humor
and compassion (the email sent by mistake)

• Not interesting: cluelessness. The new hire who has questions should be banned
from elearning. Cluelessness turns a potentially interesting character into a blank void.

o If you must use a new hire, maybe they could think they know it all and make
a mess as a result.

• Also not interesting: happiness. The character who has no problems but just
happens to have some questions is an obvious fake. Make your characters suffer at
least a little.

People are more interesting than concepts, but
fake people will sabotage your course.

Do: Use verbs that tell a story.

Use verbs, not nouns
• Sure sign of Corporate Drone: nouns piling up on each other with no strong verbs to

organize them
• Some nouns masquerade as verbs (look for -ing). They're weak and often confusing.
• Use almost any verb but is

o Ban is from your writing and your learners will immediately wake up
• Best: short, kinesthetic verbs--grab, jump, fall, climb, touch

Example
Before: The vetting group services are centered on researching, reviewing, and
approving wording in customer documentation, and providing support to the diversity
teams.  All the -ing words are nouns; the only real verb is the feeble are, and it's
passive.
After: The vetting group researches, reviews, and approves wording in customer
documentation. They also support the diversity teams.

Verbs are interesting.
Nouns are boring.
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Tell a story
Truth: Present information chronologically, showing who is doing what at each stage.

Example
Before: The course development process includes several steps. Before content
writing can begin, the course outline is developed and approved by the client. Once
the content has been written and its accuracy confirmed by the subject matter expert,
it is vetted before the course can be released. Not presented chronologically; half the
actors are missing; hard to scan; lots of weak "is" verbs

After:
Course development process:

1. The instructional designer develops the outline.
2. The client approves the outline.
3. The writer writes the content.
4. The subject matter expert checks the content for accuracy.
5. The legal department approves the content.
6. Learning Solutions releases the course.

Fiction: What makes a story interesting?
• Conflict: Any sort of barrier, challenge, mistake, problem (but not cluelessness!)
• Quick pace: Don't provide a detailed background. Jump immediately into the story

and include essential background info as part of the story.
• Show, don't tell: Don't say, "Jacob made a mistake when he deleted the archive,

because now his coworkers have no backups." Show the coworkers suddenly needing
a backup and finding it gone.

• Dialogue, not narration (a variant of "show, don't tell"): Use dialogue to move the
story as well as communicate character, and let learners draw conclusions on their
own. They'll be more involved as a result.

Example
Before: (tells more than it shows)

Because she didn't think it was important, Laura didn't prepare for the meeting
with her next prospect. Now she is meeting with him and doesn't have all the
information she should have. As a result, she doesn't seem professional.
Laura: How long have you used our system? [looks through her briefcase for
the client record]

After: (shows more than it tells; makes the problem more vivid)
Laura meets with her next prospect.
Laura: So, um, Dr. Drooper--oh, I'm sorry, it's Dr. Droper! Oops! So, doctor,
how long have you used our system? I don't seem to have your record here.

Show, don't tell.
Let your learners draw conclusions.

Humor
Is it ever safe? Can it work in global courses? Some approaches to consider:

• Give a character a common flaw (arrogance is an easy target) and make them suffer
(gently)

• Use embarrassing situations that apply worldwide, such as accidentally sending a
party photo to a client

• If the audience members are experienced and possibly jaded elearners, make fun of
elearning. Go over the top with the clueless newbie, the all-knowing narrator, etc.

• If the client says it will work, make fun of the learners (a popular course for geeks
gently poked fun at geeks)

• Include non-humans that are likely to be funny and inoffensive (poodles, aliens)
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• Don't base humor on popular culture, even if it seems global. Many people ignore it
and will miss your joke.

Test your ideas early and widely.

Cut, cut, cut
Ruthlessly trim text.

• We read 25% more slowly online
• We're used to scanning, not reading, online
• Nielsen and others: Cut text 50%

Cut:
• Any section that doesn't directly support an objective
• Painfully obvious content--anything that makes a learner say "duh"
• Blather, especially adjectives and adverbs

Example
Before: To successfully avoid unforeseen problems that could negatively impact costs,
we must proactively search for errors throughout all phases of product development.
After: To avoid expensive problems, we must search for errors throughout product
development.

*******************

Tools

Readability analysis
A useful tool but not a cure.

• Best used to compare documents.
• Could also be used to set requirements for course writers.
• Analyze a page at least. Don't do just one paragraph.
• Grade levels don't apply to adult materials!

Ignore grade levels
unless you're writing for children.

How to analyze a doc in Word
The readability analysis is part of the spell check.

1. Go to Tools  Spelling and Grammar.
2. Click Options.
3. Make sure "Show readability statistics" is checked.
4. Click OK.
5. Complete the spell check.

At the end of the spell check, you'll see a screen like this:
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Ignore the grade level unless you're writing for children. Look instead at the reading ease.

Higher reading ease = easier to read

Compare your results with the scores for publications you're familiar with. Remember that
learners are reading this text online, which requires more effort than reading print.

Reading ease of common publications

The course tested above scored 40.4, making it a little harder to read than the Wall Street
Journal. The learners are salespeople who prefer acting over reading. They would probably
prefer a style that scored closer to Time or Reader's Digest.

Ignore this!

Use this!
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Making content as easy to read as Reader's Digest doesn't mean your course becomes
Reader's Digest. Make your content challenging, not the language.

Remember:
• Learners are reading online, not print.
• Learners are frequently interrupted.
• Learners could have many distractions that are more appealing than your course.
• A course can require two hours of reading. Would your learners happily read the Wall

Street Journal for two hours, and online?

"Plain English" resources
The publications below have many useful suggestions. However, plain language isn't
enough. A plainly written course that's just an information dump is boring. Courses need to
provide human interest, surprises, and challenges.

Sites with writing tips
Check these sites for useful tips that will help you improve your readability scores.

• Writing for the Web: www.useit.com/papers/webwriting
o Lots of research on how we should write for online use

• US government: www.plainlanguage.gov
o Tips, research, before-and-after examples

• Plain Train: www.web.ca/~plain/PlainTrain
o Tips on word choice, sentence structure

• Plain Language Network list of resources: www.plainlanguagenetwork.org/Resources
o Links to sites with tips, examples

Other sites
• Measure the readability of a web site:

o http://juicystudio.com/services/readability.php
o www.readability.info

 Ignore grade levels or use them for comparison only
• Rants about the societal effects of Corporate Drone: www.cathy-moore.com/resources

Software
Avoid Bullfighter, which has been shown to miss serious problems. Word's readability analysis
is a good guide for rewriting.

Books
Revising Prose, by Richard Lanham. "Provides an easily learned method of revision to combat
the obscurities of meaning that plague The Official Style, and demonstrates how to revise this
stilted, dense prose into plain English." My favorite.

Line by Line: How to Edit Your Own Writing, by Claire Kehrwald Cook. Helps you "eliminate the
stylistic faults that most often impede reading and obscure meaning." I haven't seen it, but
many recommend it.

About me
I've been writing instructions for more than 20 years and have been involved in distance
learning since 1989. These days, I write content for elearning developers. My writing for kids
has won awards, and I write fiction and marketing copy, too.

You can find the most recent version of this handout and more information at my site:
www.cathy-moore.com

Contact me at:
cathy@cathy-moore.com
812-340-4884


