
Writing  
for the Web 
Improving user experience 
by writing the way they 
read. 



How Users Read on the Web 
� They don’t. 



How Users Read on the Web 
� They don’t. 
� People rarely read web pages word for 

word. 



How Users Read on the Web 
�  Instead, they SCAN. 
� They scan the page 

and pick out 
individual words and 
sentences. 

� They are looking for 
something meaningful 
to them. 



How Users Read on the Web 
�  If you write text that is scannable, your 

users will read your page faster. 
� They will retain your message better. 
� They will have a better experience on 

your site. 



How Users Read on the Web 
� They will stay longer. 
� They will come back more often. 
� You will build trust. 



The Dreaded Wall of Text 

Credit: hyperboleandahalf.blogspot.com 



The Dreaded Wall of Text 
� Wall of Text is the web term for one giant 

block of writing that is incredibly hard to 
read/scan.  

� There are few (if any)  
paragraph breaks, and  
no subheadings. 



Tips for Scannable Text 
� Use the inverted pyramid. 
� Write simply. 
� Limit yourself to one idea per paragraph. 
� Break texts into lists. 
� Use headings and subheadings. 
� Highlight keywords. 
 
Let’s take a look at each of these… 



Use the Inverted Pyramid 
� People decide whether they want to 

keep reading based on the first sentence 
or two. 

� Get to the point fast! 
� Structure your text like an inverted 

pyramid. 



Use the Inverted Pyramid 



Use the Inverted Pyramid 
� Put the most important stuff at the top of 

your text.  
� Users should be able to read your lead 

paragraph and get the idea of the whole 
piece.  



Use the Inverted Pyramid 
� A lead paragraph should be 1-2 

sentences, and 30–35 words.  
� Tell the main who, what, when, where and 

how of the story. 



Use the Inverted Pyramid 
� Content that's progressively less important 

comes lower down. 



Use the Inverted Pyramid 
� The second paragraph is where you 

develop some idea that is in the lead. 



Use the Inverted Pyramid 
� Present information in decreasing order of 

importance.  



Use the Inverted Pyramid 
� Each new paragraph should present the 

reader with some new information.  
� But it should be tied to the previous 

paragraph by the skillful use of transitions. 



Use the Inverted Pyramid 
� Put stuff that's not essential to the user's 

understanding at the end.  



Write Simply 

Ernest Hemingway 



Write Simply 
�  If your text is clear and concise, your users 

will spend less time reading—and will be 
happier. 

� Use vocabulary that is easy to follow. 
� Avoid jargon and clever wordplay. Explain 

jargon if you must use it. 



Write Simply 
� Get to the point quickly with: 

�  Short words and phrases 
�  Concise 2- to 3-sentence paragraphs 

� Use about half of the word count you 
might use for printed text. 



Write Simply 
� Take out the fluff and the unnecessary, 

paring the content down to an 
understandable minimum. 

� Reduce flowery parts of speech like 
adjectives and adverbs. 

� Replace passive phrases with active 
phrases. 



Write Simply 
� Never center text on the page. That’s 

harder to read. 
� When you're done, re-read your copy.  
�  If you can't work out what it says, what 

hope do your users have of 
understanding it? 



Write Simply 
� Limit yourself to one idea per paragraph. 
� This helps you stick to shorter chunks of 

text. 
� Put keywords at the beginning and end of 

paragraphs, where people pay the most 
attention. 



Write Simply 
� A great tool is HemingwayApp at 

hemingwayapp.com. 
� The goal is to 

reduce the 
grade level 
required to  
read your 
text. 



Write Simply: Case Study 

Wall of Text at 
 
coto.edu/about_us  



Write Simply: Case Study 
� coto.edu/about_us  



Break Texts into Lists 
� Lists make text even more scannable.  
� They break up large blocks of text into 

smaller chunks that are easier to read.  
� They give the user's eye something to lock 

onto when they scan the page.  



Break Texts into Lists 
�  If you find you are using a lot of commas 

within a sentence, consider a bulleted list 
instead. 



Bulleted Lists: Case Study 
http://blogs.scientificamerican.com/oscillator/fist-bumps-are-for-
germophobes/  



Bulleted Lists: in WordPress 
� Separate list items with a line return/enter. 
� Select the list items. 
� Click the bulleted list button. 



Headings and Subheadings 
� Headings are a great way to make a long 

sequence of paragraphs easier to scan.  
� Headings announce exactly what the 

chunk of text is about. 
� This lets your user decide whether they 

want to invest their time in reading that 
bit.  



Common Uses of Headings 
� A main site heading appears on every 

page. 
�  It gives the users context if they arrived 

there through a search engine (or any 
place else besides the home page.)  

� This heading is usually in the form of a logo 
in the top left corner. 



Common Uses of Headings 
� Sidebar headings let the user 

know where the links go, or 
why the content is different 
from the main column.  

� Sidebars sometimes also break 
down content into lists.  



Common Uses of Headings 
� A page heading is typically found above 

the main content and announces the 
topic of the page.  

� This is what you enter in the top text box 
when creating a page or post in 
WordPress. 



Subheadings 
� Subheadings in the body 

text help to break up the 
page. 

� They alert users to distinct 
transitions in topic. 



Subheadings 
� Subheadings point 

out details of 
possible interest. 

� Users scan 
subheadings first to 
decide what and 
whether to read.  



Subheadings 
� HTML comes with six different header 

levels: <h1> through <h6>.  
� The different heading levels are used 

to signify hierarchy in your content.  
� A level one heading <h1> is the most 

important heading, <h2> is the next-most 
important, and so on.  



Subheadings in WordPress 
� The heading levels can be 

formatted with this dropdown. 



Subheadings in WordPress 
� The page heading is already 

set as the Heading 1 for the 
page. 

� Within your body text, start 
with Heading 2. 



Subheadings in WordPress 
� Most of your 

subheadings will be 
Heading 2. 



Subheadings in WordPress 
�  If you need to further 

divide content within 
a section, use 
Heading 3. 

� Remember, it’s about 
hierarchy! 

H2 

H3 

H3 

H3 

H3 



Subheadings in WordPress 
� Note: the Sub Headline content type in the 

Flexible Content template will display as 
<h2> headings (Heading 2). 



Highlight Keywords 
� Make your keywords stand out. 
� Use the  B  button to make text bold. 
� Avoid using the  U   

button to underline.  
This makes web text  
look like a link. 

� Use italics sparingly,  
as they reduce 
legibility. 



Final Word 
� Beautiful and 

appropriate images 
can improve the 
user’s mood and 
comprehension. 

� Don’t use clip art! It 
usually is too goofy, 
low-quality, or 
overused. 


