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The Association of Colleges (AoC) represents nearly 95% of the 257 colleges in 

England incorporated under the Further and Higher Education Act 1992. 
 

 

Introduction 

What works well on paper will not always work the same on screen. This is 

because on paper you are looking at the ink, while on screen you are looking at 

shining light.   

 

This guidance provides information on how to write for the web, and the need to 

balance what you want to write with what readers want to see. 

 

The purpose is to help write concisely.  This will help to stop you from wasting 

time in writing quantities of information that people will not read – in essence, 

the more you write, the less people will read. 

 

Understanding Audiences 

Audiences do not read websites.  Instead they skim, scan and select the 

information that is most relevant to them1.  They will not read large amounts of 

text but will take quick glances and read a small amount of information, before 

moving on.  Therefore, it is rarely appropriate to cut and paste from a printed 

document to produce an identical web version. 

 

Readers will not follow a prescribed route through website. Instead, they google 

the term they are looking for and go to that individual page. Therefore, it is 

important that information is clear and there are good, relevant links.  Alongside 

this, there needs to be a consistent approach and feel to the site, so the 

audience can know what to expect and where to find things on any page. 

 

People publish web pages for the following reasons: 

• To tell people about a product or service (inform) 

• To sell something (persuade) 

• To give information (inform and perhaps persuade) 

• To tell people about you or your organisation (build credibility) 

• To entertain (personal blogs, for example) 

 

When developing a new page or content, understand the objective of what you 

want that content to achieve, as well as considering the audience.  Some 

questions to consider are: 

                                                
1 Nielson – ‘How Users Read the Web’ http://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-users-read-on-the-web/  

http://www.nngroup.com/articles/how-users-read-on-the-web/
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• Do you want to inform your users or persuade, reassure or motivate them 

too? 

• What outcome do you want?   

• What course of action do you want them to take next? 

 

Once you have a clear idea of the purpose of your page, who you are writing for 

and what they want, it is much easier to tailor your writing and get it right. Write 

for the wrong audience (users) and they will immediately leave your page. 

 

How to Write for the Web 

Messages 

For a good message, think CAPSS:  

Clear and concise: to the point, avoiding jargon and acronyms  

Active: make every sentence active  

Positive: talk about what can be done, not what can't be done  

Short: one brief, memorable sentence  

Specific: address a challenge or issue, and audience  

 

Active verbs 

To make the website have a more dynamic writing style, use active verbs, rather 

than passive. 

 

There are three main parts to almost every sentence2: 

• a subject (the person, group or thing doing the action); 

• a verb (the action itself); and 

• an object (the person, group or thing that the action is done to). 

 

With an active verb, the three parts appear in a order − subject then verb then 

object. For example: 

Peter (subject) watched (verb) the television (object). 

'Watched' is an active verb here. The sentence says who is doing the watching 

before it says what is being watched. 

 

With a passive verb, the order is reversed – object then verb then subject. 

The television (object) was watched (verb) by Peter (subject). 

 

Passive Active 

                                                
2 Plain English Campaign - http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/files/howto.pdf  

http://www.plainenglish.co.uk/files/howto.pdf


 3 

This matter will be considered by us 

shortly. 

We will consider this matter shortly. 

The riot was stopped by the police. The police stopped the riot. 

 

There are times of course when it might be appropriate to use a passive voice: 

• To make something less hostile − 'this bill has not been paid' (passive) is 

softer than 'you have not paid this bill' (active). 

• To avoid taking the blame − 'a mistake was made' (passive) rather than 

'we made a mistake' (active). 

• When you don't know who or what the doer is − 'the England team has 

been picked'. 

• If it simply sounds better. 

 

Front-load your content  

“Front-loading” your content means putting the conclusion first, followed by the 

what, how, where, when and why. This allows users to:  

• quickly scan through the opening sentence  

• instantly understand what the paragraph is about  

• decide if they want to read the rest of the paragraph or not  

 

Newspaper articles are good examples of front-loaded content; the opening 

paragraph is always the conclusion of the article.  This is called the inverted 

pyramid. 

 

Your primary information (the main piece of information or message that you 

are trying to convey to your user) should be the first thing the user sees.  

Everything else is secondary information and should follow later. 
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Sentences  

When writing for the web, sentences need to be short and to the point. On 

average, they should be around 15 to 20 words.  However, they don’t all need to 

be that length.  Some can be short.  Others can be longer and provide additional 

information, but they should ideally be about only one main point. 

 

Alongside this, short words should be used whenever possible.  Long words will 

not impress the audience or help with the style of writing. Writing for the public 

should be at the forefront of your mind.  Long, convoluted terms do not aid 

readers or make further education more digestible. 

 

Jargon 

Being at the heart of further education work, it is very easy for sector-specific 

jargon to become the norm in any form of writing you do.  For the website, as 

this is a largely external, public facing communications channel, many readers 

will not know what some of these terms mean.  Therefore, it is always important 

to avoid using jargon when writing for the website. 

 

Content structure 

Structure content so that text is in short paragraphs.  In addition, use sub-

headings to break up the text and provide an at-a-glance impression of the 

page’s content. 

 

Bullet points or numbered lists can help to break up lots of text and make them 

easier to read and scan.  They are preferable because they: 

• allow users to read the information vertically rather than horizontally  

• are less intimidating  

• are usually more succinct  

 

When considering content, try to sum this up in four paragraphs.  It means you 

must strip out everything but the most important and interesting details.  

 

Hyperlinks  

Hyperlinks are helpful on web pages, as they allow you to give readers the 

chance to find further information on a subject, without the need to write it 

yourself.   
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Previously, hyperlinks used to be indicated through the “click here” convention.  

This is now a little dated and is not the most effective or professional way to link 

to other pages.  Instead, hyperlink the relevant words, even if it means 

rewording the sentence to accommodate these. 

 

For example:  

A full description of the framework can be found in the glossary.  Click here for 

information. 

becomes 

A full description of the framework can be found in the glossary.   
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Top Tips for Web Writing 

1. Have a clear idea of the purpose of your page, who you are writing for and 

what they want.  

 

2. Front-load your content: Put the most important information at the top of 

your page and the least important at the bottom. 

 

3. Keep paragraphs and sentences short: use one idea per paragraph and no 

more than 20 words per sentence. 

 

4. Pay attention to grammar and spelling, write in proper sentences, and use 

active not passive verbs. If in doubt, refer to the style guide. 

 

5. Use bullet points, subheadings and links to break up your text. 

 

6. Always link on meaningful words: e.g. 'Download our guide to AoC policy 

groups'. Never write Click here. 

 

7. Simplicity is key - use simple, descriptive headings, short, sharp and to the 

point 

 

8. Cut out all unnecessary words 

 

9. Avoid jargon 

 

10. For a good message, think CAPSS:  

• Clear and concise: to the point, avoiding jargon and acronyms  

• Active: make every sentence active  

• Positive: talk about what can be done, not what can't be done  

• Short: one brief, memorable sentence  

• Specific: address a particular challenge or issue, and audience  
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