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Efficient Writing:    
An Important Tool for CoachesVocabulary 

- Brad Connaster 

Diction: Understanding Vocabularies 
Allow me to begin this discussion with a basic and very 
general question: What is language? I define it here in a 
way that will help us to talk about one aspect of 
language: diction. Language is a system that relates 
sounds to meanings according to a grammar, which is 
itself a system of semantic, syntactic, and phonological 
rules. Semantics, better known as diction to 
practitioners, deals with the choice and use of words in 
speech or writing. It is the cornerstone of conveyance. 

Vocabularies and Their Three Forms 
If words were 
cookies, then a 
vocabulary 
would be a 
cookie jar. A 
vocabulary is a 
group of words 
stored in a 
person’s 
memory bank. 
We all have 
different sets 
of vocabularies, and the size of those vocabularies 
ranges widely. 
(cont’ on page 6) 

- Jay Graham 

After playing professional football for 6 years, I 
returned to the college I’d played for as an 
undergraduate: The University of Tennessee. That 
decision wasn’t hard. The hard part was deciding which 
classes would be most helpful to my future career. My 
goal was to pursue studies that would tie together my 
degree in psychology and my experience in athletics. 
With these goals in mind, I decided to pursue a minor in 
English, with a writing concentration. I believe better 
writing skills will help me express what I have learned, 
and they will empower me to help future athletes 
succeed. The ability to communicate effectively is 
invaluable in the world of sports. Something that is 
particularly important is the ability to create effective 
documents.  

 
Figure 1. Three Types of Vocabularies 

Coaches who provide their athletes with comprehensive 
information, in simple, easy-to-understand formats, are 
the most successful. A recent trend in football has 
teams spending more time in meeting rooms and less 
time on the practice field. This change, coupled with the 
increased complexity of offensive and defensive 
schemes, makes instructional materials, which are 
accessible in the meeting room, very important. An 
additional benefit of written materials is that the athlete 
can study them at will and review them as necessary. 
Documentation of sports techniques allow coaches to 
better prepare athletes before they get onto the field.  
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Vocabulary (cont’ from cover) 
Most of us have vocabularies below 50,000 words. Then 
there are people like Shakespeare, who probably had 
closer to a million words at his disposal (he used 29,066 
different words in his works alone). When you consider 
that some people have no language faculty at all (a 
vocabulary of zero), you can appreciate the enormous 
range of vocabularies from person to person. 

As shown in Figure 1, vocabularies can be divided into 
three types: 

Cognitive ♦ 
♦ 
♦ 

Executive 
Cognitive/Executive 

Cognitive Vocabulary 
Your cognitive vocabulary contains all of the words that 
you know. As shown in Figure 1, you know many more 
words than you actually use. Our typical performance of 
language requires a surprisingly small vocabulary. You 
need only to listen to the Nixon tapes to understand how 
mumbles and grunts of a few words can convey meaning. 

Should we ever use words that the reader knows but does 
not use? Sure. We do it all the time. For example, when 
we teach through words, we often must define new 
terms. Therefore, education is a proper context for using 
words that the reader does not know. However, we 
should be careful about using words that we know and 
speculate that the reader doesn’t just to impress the 
reader. For example, I have never used my favorite 
word—perspicacity—in a sentence because I think that 
very few people know what it means. If you want to 
impress the reader with your glibness, use words that the 
reader knows but rarely uses (without the help of a 
thesaurus). We often feel the urge to do this in material 
that includes a byline—such as marketing material and 
magazine articles—but it should be avoided in more 
sober documents, such as technical reports.  

Cognitive/Executive Vocabulary 
This category of words includes all of the words that you 
know and use to convey meaning. This is where the 
rubber meets the road. The cognitive/executive 
vocabulary is the workhorse of diction. Determining the 
cognitive/executive vocabulary of the intended audience 
is a real chore unless you are already an insider (that is, 
you already speak the jargon).  

Nevertheless, it is incumbent of technical communicators 
to learn the linguistic conventions of the intended 
audience. Exceptions include a lay audience and multiple 
audiences, where some compromises have to be made to 
make the prose clear to all groups (often called 
“dummying down” the prose). 

Executive Vocabulary 
Using a word that we don’t understand may not be as bad 
as it sounds. In fact, we do it often when we employ 
clichés. For example, when we say, “warm the cockles of 
your heart,” “tit for tat,” or “vested interest,” we may not 
know the words cockles, tit, tat, or vested but still 
understand the complete terms that contain them. 

On the other hand, we sometimes use words incorrectly 
because we do not fully understand either their prescribed 
meanings or the special meanings that they take on in 
particular contexts. One example is the use of Latin 
abbreviations. For example, I’ve seen “i.e.” and “e.g.” 
used interchangeably, even though they stand for two 
entirely different things. 

Word Frequency 
Word frequency—that is, how many times a word shows 
up in print—can be used as a general guideline for how 
familiar your audience is with a word. You can access the 
frequency of a word using various word-frequency lists at 
a library, or you can go online. 

If you want to go online to determine the frequency of a 
word, you can go to the CL/MT Research Group Web site 
(which is the only public Web site that I know has a word-
frequency search engine). Follow these instructions: 

1. Go to http://clwww.essex.ac.uk/cgi-
bin/w3c/w3c. 

2. Click on the “CORPUS” button. (A corpus is a 
body of texts used in some sort of linguistic 
exercise, such as determining word frequency.) 

3. Go to http://clwww.essex.ac.uk/cgi-bin/w3c/w3c. 

4. Click on the “CORPUS” button. (A corpus is a 
body of texts used in some sort of linguistic 
exercise, such as determining word frequency.) 

 (cont’ on page 7) 
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5. Of the two corpora listed, click on the radio 
button next to “The Gutenberg Project, a 
collection of electronic texts.” 

6. Click on the “CONFIRM” button. 
7. From the list under  “1. Subcorpus,” select all of 

the subcorpora. 
8. Click on the “CONFIRM” button. 
9. Click on the “STRING” button. 
10. Under “1. String Type,” select the radio button 

next to “Exact match.” 
11. Under “2. String,” enter the word for which you 

want a frequency. 
12. Click on the “CONFIRM” button. 
13. Click on the “SEARCH” button. 

After the computer does some crunching, you will be 
presented with the number of times that the word 
appears in the subcorpora that you selected. A rule of 
thumb that I use is if the word appears less than 50 
times, then it is probably not appropriate for a lay 
audience. However, word frequency is not always an 
indicator of a word’s place in the lay vocabulary. For 
example, perspicacity turns up 11 times in the word-
frequency list, whereas popcorn turns up only once. If 
you accept the correlation between “the number of 
people who know the word” and “the frequency of the 
word,” then you will mistakenly conclude that more 
people know the word perspicacity than know popcorn.  

Conclusion 
We all know the bromide “choose your words 
carefully.” Technical communicators should add 
“according to the intended audience” to that bromide. 
When in doubt about the vocabulary of the audience, it 
is best to use common words found in the 
cognitive/executive overlap in the tri-vocabulary 
regions shown in Figure 1. 
Another bromide that we professional communicators 
should heed is “know thyself.” If you tend to use an 
elevated vocabulary, then you should not imagine 
yourself as the proxy of a lay audience—you will end 
up frust-rating a reader who is trying to get to meaning 
through your highfalutin words. When in doubt about a 
word, play it safe and use a synonym for that low-
scoring word.  

- Laura Purcell 

Brad Connaster, STC-ETC member and publications 
manager at EPRI-PEAC, shared his Editing by Ear 
presentation at the November chapter meeting for a rapt 
audience. “When people read silently,” said Brad, “they 
unconsciously translate what they read into speech-like 
code that facilitates word identification and the creation 
of meaning.” He went on to explain that the ancient 
Romans only read aloud (and thought you were crazier 
than Caligula if you didn’t), and that reading silently 
only came into fashion when libraries were designed in 
the Middle Ages. These library patrons were readers 
who needed reference books (that were chained to 
desks) and silence.  

Vocabulary  
(cont’ from page 6) 

Chapter Meeting: 
Editing by Ear 

 

  
Tim Hammon and Brad Connaster discuss “Editing by Ear” for an 

engrossed audience. 
Brad then described the reading process and then 
applied phonology to technical communication.  Some 
of the useful applications he shared with us included 
using punctuation, pronouns, and friendly 
abbreviations, as well as introducing new words, 
writing to satisfy the speech instinct, cultivating a 
human voice, and revising technical documents. 

Brad has published award-winning articles and fiction 
in magazines, journals, and newsletters, and has articles 
in Intercom and Technical Communication. He has 
taught technical writing, English composition, rhetoric, 
and journalism at Temple University in Philadelphia 
and Maryville College in Maryville, Tennessee. His 
research includes applying cognitive psychology to 
technical writing.   


