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Steps for good writing 

PLAN & 
ORGANISE

WRITE REVISE & 
PROOFREAD

FINALISE & 
FORMAT

This assumes that your RESEARCH has already been done.
Planning and organising are the biggest tasks.



What is wrong with 
this diagram? 

1. The word “writing” is misspelt.

2. Some words are out of order.

3. Use of capitalisation is inconsistent.

4. The spaces between the words are 
not uniform.

“Steps for Writing”



WHY are you writing this document? 
WHO are you writing it for? 



TIP:  Force yourself to state your goal clearly. 

I am writing a __________________________________________
TYPE OF DOCUMENT 

for ____________________________________________________
AUDIENCE

with the goal of __________________________________________.
PURPOSE



First step: Make an outline

• Good organisation is the most important 
part of good writing.

• A good presentation of your ideas and 
recommendations will make them much 
more effective.

• Identify your main points first, and then 
decide on your sub-points. 

• Note that you may need to revise your 
outline as you work through your 
document.



TIP: Use questions & answers to organise your 
writing. Think about what your reader will want 
to know.

EXAMPLE: Advocacy document on a draft government policy

PURPOSE: To persuade stakeholders to support your input

PRIMARY AUDIENCE: Civil society, other stakeholders & decision-makers 

• What is the background to the policy document? 

• What are its key points? 

• What is good about it, and why? 

• What aspects of it should be changed, and why?

Consider putting forward re-drafted provisions that incorporate 
your recommendations.

Consider questions like these, even 
though your final subheadings 

might be different.

Offering drafts of what you propose 
makes your ideas clear, and makes 

other people’s work easier. 



Sample outline: Advocacy for law reform

SHORT SUMMARY OF KEY POINTS

1) Introduction: Purpose of your memo
2) Current legal position
3) Shortcomings of current legal position 
4) Field research in Namibia (optional)
5) Constitutional background 
6) Relevant international law 
7) Comparative law from other jurisdictions
8) Recommendation for Namibia 



Possible approaches: Educational material on a law

• Follow the order of the issue in real life,
not necessarily the order of the issues in 
the law.

• Pretend that you are talking to someone 
who wants to know about the law. 
People often explain clearly in speech, 
but freeze up when they start writing. 

• Use lots of illustrative examples. Do not 
choose random examples. Think about 
what examples will clarify the rules.



Married Persons Equality Act 

Namibian Citizenship Act 14 of 1990 
• What does the law do? 
• What is the purpose of the law? 
• When did the law come into force?
• What does the Namibian Constitution say about 

citizenship?
• Citizenship by birth
• Citizenship by descent 
• Citizenship by marriage 
• Citizenship by registration 
• Citizenship by naturalisation
• Honorary Namibian citizenship

• Dual citizenship 
• Losing Namibian citizenship
• Crimes 
• Gender equality in Namibian citizenship 
• The challenges of determining 

“ordinary residence” 
• Statelessness 

EXAMPLES 



• A “listicle” is an article written in list-format.
• It breaks up complex content into bite-size pieces for your readers.
• It is more inviting to 

read than a long, 
dense document. 

• Sometimes you will 
want to provide 
more detail, but 
a summary in 
list form may 
provide an 
effective
overview. 

TIP: If you are writing for busy policy-makers, be as 
brief and clear as possible. Consider “listicles”.





KEYS TO GOOD WRITING 
1.Use an orderly progression of ideas. 
2. Use short sentences and paragraphs. 
3. Make sure that each paragraph has ONE key point.
4. Use plain, straightforward language.
5. Be direct. Be sure that your recommendation / demand / concern is clear.
6. Ask someone to read your draft and give you feedback. Then revise and improve. 
7. Step away from your draft for some time and then read it again with fresh eyes. 



More tips for good writing 

1. Good writing anticipates reader questions.
Good writing anticipates what questions readers will have 
as they read a piece, and answers them in advance.

2. Good writing is grounded in data.
Data puts your content in context and gives you credibility.

3. Good writing tells a full story.
Mention counterarguments and opposing viewpoints 
and then answer them.

4. Good writing is simple, but not simplistic.
Assume the reader knows nothing about the issue, 
but don’t assume that the reader is stupid.



TIP: Consider numbered paragraphs to organise 
a complex document (key points and sub-points)

2.4. Courts have recognised a few limited exceptions to the common law rules on standing. 

2.4.1. In some circumstances, an applicant will be allowed to make an application to protect 
the liberty interest of another, provided a sufficiently good reason is shown why the individual 
cannot make the application on his or her own behalf.16 This may be allowed, for example, in 
cases where the interested person is in detention or fears victimisation.17 

2.4.2. Where a particular law was designed to protect a certain group, South African courts 
have allowed a member of that group to bring suit pertaining to that law without showing 
actual damage.18 As part of the common law at the time of Namibia’s independence, this rule 
should remain good law,19 although a search of the case law has not revealed any cases in 
which a Namibian court has applied this exception. 

2.4.3. The High Court has suggested that a broadened approach to standing may be justified 
where necessary to curb an abuse of public power, but no such exception has actually been 
recognised in Namibia to date.20



TIP: Avoid ambiguity
Check your writing to see if a statement could have 
more than one meaning. 

EXAMPLE: “I saw someone on the hill with binoculars.”
 Did you use binoculars to see someone on the hill? OR 
 Did you see someone on the hill who was holding binoculars?

EXAMPLE: “For each of the thirty-four (34) Magistrate’s courts in Namibia, 
a Clerk of Court is appointed for both the Criminal and Civil sections.”

 Is there a single Clerk of Court that handles Criminal and Civil matters? OR
 Is one Clerk of Court appointed for Criminal matters and another for Civil matters? 

EXAMPLE: The members of the Cabinet shall have the following functions:
(a) to direct, co-ordinate and supervise the activities of Ministries and Government departments
including para-statal enterprises, and to review and advise the President and the National Assembly on
the desirability and wisdom of any prevailing subordinate legislation, regulations or orders pertaining
to such para-statal enterprises, regard being had to the public interest;

Consider “subordinate legislation, regulations or orders… “ 
 Must all three of these things relate to “such para-statal enterprises”? OR 
 Is it only “orders” that must relate to para-statals? 



TIP: Take care with the passive voice
The passive voice is often problematic because it does not identify 
the person or institution responsible for an action. 

Passive: The document must be updated annually.
Active: The Director must update the document annually. 

Passive: This agreement may be cancelled by giving 30 days’ notice. 
Active: Either party to the agreement may cancel it by giving 
30 days’ notice to the other party.

But passive voice may sometimes be the right choice -
• when the actor’s identity is unknown or would be complex to describe
• when there are multiple actors
• when the intent is to leave the statement ambiguous
• when you want to emphasise the action instead of the actor.

EXAMPLE: My car has been stolen!
EXAMPLE: The Legal Assistance Centre was established in 1988. 



TIP: Minimise use of acronyms
“NCO pioneered the printing of MUAC tapes locally, the only CO in the ESAR to achieve this.” 

UNICEF Annual Report 2021

• NCO = Namibia Country Office
• MUAC = not explained in document; 

appears to be mid-upper arm 
circumference (MUAC) measuring tapes 
used to detect malnutrition

• CO = Country Office
• ESAR = not explained in document, but 

probably Eastern and Southern Africa 
Region



TIP: Take care with your commas
• You can find lots of guides to correct comma use on the 

Internet.

• A fast and easy way to test your comma use is to read 
your sentence aloud and PAUSE  at the comma. If this 
sounds wrong, you have probably used a comma where it 
was not needed.  

EXAMPLES: 

The Minister must be satisfied that “the proposed rehabilitation facility, has a clinic…”.

“A person does not qualify for appointment as member of the Board, if the person has, been convicted, 
whether in Namibia or elsewhere, of theft, fraud, forgery or perjury…”



TIP: Use parallel structures
This may be boring in some kinds of writing, but it is useful in educational material. 

Not Parallel: Mary likes hiking, swimming, and to ride a bicycle.
Parallel: Mary likes hiking, swimming, and riding a bicycle.

Not Parallel: The production manager was asked to write his report quickly, accurately, and in a detailed manner.
Parallel: The production manager was asked to write his report quickly, accurately, and thoroughly.

Not Parallel: The teacher said that he was a poor student because he waited until the last minute to study for the 
exam, completed his lab problems in a careless manner, and his motivation was low.
Parallel: The teacher said that he was a poor student because he waited until the last minute to study for the exam, 
completed his lab problems in a careless manner, and lacked motivation.

Not Parallel: The coach told the players that they should get a lot of sleep, that they should not eat too much, and to 
do some warm-up exercises before the game.
Parallel: The coach told the players that they should get a lot of sleep, not eat too much, and do some warm-up 
exercises before the game.
Even better: The coach told the players that they should get a lot of sleep, eat lightly, and do some warm-up exercises 
before the game.

adapted from:  https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/general_writing/mechanics/parallel_structure.html

https://owl.purdue.edu/owl/general_writing/mechanics/parallel_structure.html


It is a crime to obstruct the work of the Financial Intelligence Centre or 
any other institution that is carrying out duties under this law. It is also a 
crime to try to unduly influence or interfere with the Centre’s work. 

It is a crime to obstruct the work of the Financial Intelligence Centre or any 
other institution that is carrying out duties under this law. Trying to unduly 
influence or interfere with the Centre’s work is also a crime. 

EXAMPLES

The Inspector-General of Police has the following duties:
• making provision for balanced structuring of the police force 
• making suitable appointments to the police force 
• ensuring the efficient administration of the police force. 

The Inspector-General of Police has the following duties:
• making provision for balanced structuring of the police force 
• to make suitable appointments to the police force 
• efficient administration of the police force. 



Comic: Draft versus final

Reporting suspected child labour is 
mandatory for people who perform certain 
professional / official duties involving 
children, including: school principals / 
teachers, psychologists, religious leaders, 
social workers, and lawyers (unless 
information is privileged). It is also 
mandatory that anyone who has 
information about illegal child labour 
report this. Therefore, any situation 
involving potential child labour requires 
mandatory reporting. 

Children can report instances of child 
labour themselves. 



Short pamphlet:
Draft versus final

According to Articles 8 and 10 of the 
Constitution of Namibia, the dignity of 
all persons shall be inviolable and all 
persons shall be equal before the law. 
Additionally, according to Article 95 of 
the Constitution of Namibia, the State 
shall adopt policies aimed at promoting 
and maintaining the health of its 
citizens. It is imperative that Namibia 
not discriminate against LGBT
individuals with regards to the human 
right of accessing healthcare. 

The Constitution says that the State 
must adopt policies aimed at 
improving public health. The “public” 
includes lesbian, gay, bisexual and 
transgender people. 

The Constitution also says that all 
people are equal, and that a person’s 
dignity must always be respected. If 
lesbian, gay, bisexual or transgender 
individuals are not able to access 
healthcare services, their 
constitutional rights to equality and 
dignity are being violated. 



What is the purpose of the law?
The law restructures the governance of public
enterprises (PEs) under the Ministry of Public
Enterprises (MPE) as a central governance unit.
Given that PEs carry out functions for the
government good governance is necessary to
assure they are being held accountable, meet their
objectives and contribute to Namibia’s economic
development in a sustainable way.

What is the purpose of the law?
The law reforms the governance of public enterprises.
Since public enterprises carry out functions for the
Government, good governance practices are
necessary to make sure that they -
• meet their objectives
• are held accountable for their performance
• contribute to Namibia’s economic development in

a sustainable way.

Which draft do you find more clear and informative? 
Public Enterprises Governance Act 1 of 2019



TIP: Do not use “academic” or “legal” words for no
reason. Use short sentences with clear language.

To simplify the sustenance of the agency theory 
and its application to the context of this study, 
the following explanation is essential… To 
address the above-lamented issues and guiding 
research question, the study is structured as 
follows here forth…

…Before embarking on this journey I see the need to, and I will, 
present a brief exposé of the perspectives, their nature and then 
move onto the varieties, pretensions and problems of the 
rational choice perspective. A concoction of this will give one 
the crux of the matter: the borders, limitations and contributions 
of the thought…. 

The administration of justice requires that a trial court not only determine criminal responsibility, but also impose an
appropriate punishment on an offender. A court’s power to impose punishment may be prescribed by legislation or
determined on the basis of common law precedents. Where the legislature has dictated the appropriate sentence to be
imposed, the trial courts enjoy no discretion in formulating an appropriate sentence and must administer the sentence as
prescribed. Where the law does not provide guidelines for the imposition of punishment, sentencing courts have wide
discretionary powers in imposing appropriate sentences according to the circumstances of each case. This discretion
ought to be exercised reasonably, properly and judicially, as opposed to being exercised arbitrarily.





TIP: Avoid plagiarism.

1. A quotation is a direct copy of the words from your 
source material. All quotations must be in quotation 
marks and you must cite the source.

2. Paraphrasing presents information or ideas from the 
source material in your own words (not just changing a 
word or two). You must cite the source.

3. Take careful notes. If you copy and paste something 
into your draft from an online article, put the material in 
quotes and make a note of your source right away. 
Otherwise you might “accidentally” plagiarise later on, 
or you might struggle to locate your source in order to 
give proper credit in your final document. 



TIP: Identify your sources, in the text or in footnotes. 

• Give credit where credit is due. Presenting someone else’s words or ideas 
as your own is theft. 

• References help your readers fact-check your data if they wish. 
• References help your readers find out more about the topic if they wish. 
• If you found the source online, include the web address to help your 

readers.  



TIP: Use colour and visuals, 
with a purpose if possible.

In this example, the colours 
help the reader to trace each 
branch of government through 
the table.

Colour can also be used to highlight 
headings & sub-headings, or to guide 
the reader to key words. 



TIP: Use illustrations to expand 
or reinforce your message.

• Illustrations can function as examples or summaries, or they 
can add additional talking points. 

• Even if you just use simple icons found online, they can help 
the reader remember where to find certain parts of the text. 



TIP: Provide a summary if the input is lengthy.
RECOMMENDATIONS

1) The Electoral Act should clearly require Namibian citizenship (and not birth in Namibia) as a qualification
for voting, to be consistent with Article 17(3) of the Namibian Constitution.

2) Proof of citizenship for purposes of voting should take advantage of the computerised Population Register
maintained by the Ministry of Home Affairs, which identifies the citizenship of all persons registered and
incorporates information about renunciation or deprivation of citizenship where relevant. The citizenship
status of anyone who seeks to register to vote upon presentation of an identifying document should be
checked against Namibia’s Population Register by the Electoral Commission of Namibia. This would be
much more accurate than relying on sworn statements about renunciation (or deprivation) of citizenship and
could also take advantage of determinations of ordinary residence of foreign parents made by the Ministry.

3) Because of the importance of the right to vote, we would also propose instituting an accessible appeal
procedure where it transpires that a person who tries to register to vote is either (a) not listed in the Population
Register at all or (b) listed in the Population Register but not identified as a Namibian citizen.



• Who can get married?

• What is the minimum age for marriage?

• Can family members marry each other?

• What facts must be disclosed before the 
marriage takes place?

TIP: Make sure your 
headings are helpful



TIP: Use a clear table of 
contents in a long document

• Use main 
headings and sub-
headings.

• Don’t get too 
complicated, or 
the document 
may look 
inaccessible. 



Why 
proofreading 
is important

TIP: Proofread carefully



Errors can be confusing.

Errors can be embarrassing. 

Errors look unprofessional, 
which can undermine public 

confidence in your 
information. 

Local examples



Why proofreading is challenging



1. Use your computer’s spellcheck, which can also be set to check 
grammar. But note that the computer is not always right, especially 
for complex sentences. When in doubt, google the grammar rule. 

2. There are many free proofreading tools available online. 
My favourite is grammarly www.grammarly.com.

3. Ask a friend to proofread your work. If you read your own work, 
you are likely to see what you meant to say instead of what is 
actually there. 

4. Print out a hard copy to proofread. Seeing your work in 
a different format can make errors more visible. 

5. If you are proofreading something vital, consider reading it aloud. 
This is time-consuming, but it may slow you down and help you 
locate errors.  

Proofreading aids

http://www.grammarly.com/


Are there places where you should insert a manual page break (for 
example, to move sub-heading that appears all by itself at the bottom of 
a page)?

Are the spaces between the paragraphs uniform?  Automatic spaces 
before and after paragraphs are not useful in my experience. 

Even a simple document like a letter on your organisation’s letterhead 
looks more professional if it is well-formatted.

TIP: Make your format professional

• Text centred on page 
• Neat spacing
• Professional image



TIP: Avoid distorted photos
This is a common error in Namibian documents, PowerPoints & websites. 

Examples of distortion 



How to re-size a photo properly 

To re-size photos 
that you paste into 
a document, use 
the corner handles 
to avoid distortion.  



TIP: Finishing touches
Date: Omitting the date is a surprisingly common mistake! 
Your reader needs to know how recent your analysis is. 

Add an ISBN: An ISBN is an International Standard Book Number 
made up of 13 digits. It is the unique “ID” of the document based on 
standard international practice. You can get ISBNs from the National 
Library of Namibia. This may facilitate international circulation of 
your publication, or stocking of it in bookshops 

Copyright: If you want to control the document’s further use, add 
the copyright symbol beside the publisher’s name. 

Legal deposit: Give five copies to the National Library of Namibia. 
This is a requirement under the Namibia Library and Information 
Service Act 4 of 2000.

99945= LAC’s number 
as the publisher

You can copyright a 
publication by adding 

the copyright symbol ©
next to your 

organisation’s nameNational Library of Namibia = ww.nln.gov.na:8081/client/natlib1

http://www.nln.gov.na:8081/client/natlib1


FINALLY: Get the information out

Distribute your document to all relevant stakeholders, or 
to the targeted recipient. This can be done in hard copy or 
soft copy (electronic version).  Always provide a soft copy 
to encourage policy-makers to copy and paste your input. 

Add a polite cover letter or email explaining what the 
document is and why you are sending it. If feasible, 
highlight the key points. 

If it is for public consumption, send it to print and 
broadcast media with a press release and announce it on 
social media. 

Keep a list of 
the recipients 
for follow-up 
information. 

“Enclosed please find 
some suggestions for 

revising the draft Social 
Welfare Policy to make it 

more responsive to 
women.”



Posts with pictures



TIP: Consider a press release drafted with the needs of 
journalists in mind.  Make it easy for them to understand 
the context and highlight the key points.  

1. WHY DID WE CONDUCT THIS RESEARCH? 
This is the first study to assess the operation of Combating of Domestic Violence Act of 
2003. No one can anticipate exactly how laws will work in practice, and it is unlikely that 
any new law will ever be perfect. Therefore it is always vital to study laws in action, to 
see if they are serving their intended purposes….

2. HOW DID WE DO THE STUDY? 
The study is based on data from the court files of 1122 protection order applications 
from 19 different magistrates’ courts in 12 regions …

3. WHAT DID WE FIND OUT? 
Five key findings were summarized

4.  WHAT ARE OUR RECOMMENDATIONS? 
A short list of the key recommendations followed. 

Press release on the launch of the 
report 

Seeking Safety

Gender Research & Advocacy Project 
Legal Assistance Centre

31 July 2012 

Email soft 
copies and 

hand out hard 
copies.



One way to publicise your materials 
is via a newspaper advert. 

Thin documents can be distributed 
as newspaper inserts, to reach 
people throughout the country who 
might not otherwise have exposure 
to your information . 



TIP: Research and write a comprehensive document first, 
then use it as a foundation for different documents.

RESEARCH REPORT RESEARCH BRIEF FACTSHEET ON A SINGLE SUBTOPIC



TIP: If you have many publications, make sure 
that they are easy to find on your website. 
Consider a publications catalogue. 

www.lac.org.na/index.php/news/probono/

http://www.lac.org.na/index.php/news/probono/


Produced with the support of the Hanns Seidel Foundation
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