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General 

• Readability level of about Year 7 (Use Review tab in Word to check) 

• Plain English (simple language; avoid jargon, corporate buzzwords, 

idioms) 

• Active rather than passive voice 

 Write this 

 Not this 

The team decided … 
It has been decided … 

Spelling 

Australian spelling – Macquarie Dictionary 

 Write this 

 Not this 

colour, organise 
color, organize 

Titles and headings 

• Sentence case (minimal caps) for document titles/headings 

 Write this 

 Not this 

Quick reference writing style 

guide 

Quick Reference Writing Style 

Guide 

• Title case (initial cap for each major word) for names of programs, 

projects, teams, divisions, e.g. ‘Department of Transport and Main 

Roads’ 

Punctuation 

• Single (not double) space after full stop 

• Single (not double) quotation marks 

• No comma after e.g. or i.e. 

• Oxford (serial) comma only where it helps avoid ambiguity 

• En dash, em dash, hyphen and minus sign are all different symbols. 

Use spaced en dashes (hold Alt + 0150) to set apart information 

within a sentence. 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 

Numbers and dates 

• Words for one to nine, numerals for 10 and above 

• Commas in numbers with four or more digits to separate digits into 

groups of three (right to left), e.g. ‘2,000’, ‘$52,000’ 

• % symbol with numerals and in tables and figures, ‘per cent’ in text 

• Right align numbers in tables 

• Measurements – no space between number and unit: 

 Write this 

 Not this 

80km/h 

80 km/h 

 
• Date format – day first, no ordinals, no commas: 

 Write this 

 Not this 

Tuesday 8 April 2025 
Tuesday, April 8th 2025 

If using ordinals as shown below, do not use superscript (undo 

autoformatting in Word): 

 Write this 

 Not this 

Please return all keys by the 20th. Please return all keys by the 20th. 

• Times – take note of spaces, en dashes and colons (see AGSM for 

further explanation): 

 Write this 

8pm 
6–7pm 

6am – 8pm 6:30–8:15am 

Inclusivity 

Use inclusive and gender-neutral language wherever possible. 

 Write this 

 Not this 

colleagues, team, people ladies and gentlemen, guys and gals 

parental leave 
maternity/paternity leave 

partner, spouse 
husband, wife, boyfriend, girlfriend 

chairperson, police officer chairman, policeman 

 

 

 

 
 

First Nations terminology 

Preferred terms: 
Use initial caps for: 

• First Nations 

• First Peoples 

• First Australians 

• Aboriginal and Torres Strait 

Islander peoples (avoid 

acronyms such as ATSI) 

• Indigenous 

• First Peoples/Nations/Australians 

• Elders 

• Traditional Owners/Custodians 

• Country or Land (for area of 

land, sea and sky associated 

with a distinct group of people) 

Accessibility 

• Sans-serif fonts of at least 12-point are easiest to read. 

• Text and background colour contrast should be at least 25% (Use 

online contrast checker or TMR palette to check). 

• For hyperlinks, use meaningful, descriptive link text (not just ‘click here’). 

• Include descriptive alt text for all images. 

See TMR’s intranet or WCAG for more accessibility guidelines. 

Generative AI 

If using ChatGPT or QChat to generate copy, always fact check and 

edit for style. 

Terminology 

• artefacts  (not ‘artifacts’) 

• backlogging (one word) 

• bikeway (one word) 

• car park (two words) 

• cleanup (one word) 

• employees, our people, 

workers (not ‘staff’) 

• ex-Tropical Cyclone (capital e 

only if at start of sentence) 

• guardrail (one word) 

• linemarking (one word) 

• on-site (hyphen for adj. or 

adv. before noun) 

• on site (two words for after noun) 

• per cent (two words) 

• RoadTekkians (double k) 

 

Quick reference writing style guide 

This at-a-glance writing guide is for general RoadTek comms. 

Use your discretion and make style choices appropriate for the 

audience, content and medium (for example, numerals may work 

better than words on a poster). 

Additional resources: 

• Australian Government Style Manual 

• Whole-of-government web writing style guide 

• TMR writing style snapshot 

These guides contain discrepancies. Use this guide in the first 

instance and always prioritise consistency. 

BEFORE

AFTER

Comments, questions, criticisms? 
Ideas, opinions, advice?

Get in touch!

Rebs Harris AE 
rebs.f.harris@tmr.qld.gov.au
rebs.rfh@gmail.com

Patient: RoadTek Quick Reference Writing Style Guide

History: PDF, single page, A3, uploaded to intranet,
based on the Australian Government Style Manual
• Used by: E.g. HR, WHS, finance, admin personnel.
• Used for: E.g. reports, policies, procedures, safety 
alerts, toolbox talks, operations unit newsletters.

Signs and symptoms: User reported a broken hyperlink 
in the doc, which led to further anecdotal feedback 
indicating need for full review.

Existing problems with (mark X for all that apply):

Recommendations:

• Further testing

• Treatment to be confirmed pending results

□ Accessibility
  compliance

□ Hyperlinks

□ Completeness

□ Document length

□ Unnecessary/unused
  content

□ Ease of use

□ Consistency

□ Esoteric linguistic
  terminology 

X

X

X

X

Background
The Comms Team for RoadTek, a commercial road-construction/maintenance arm of 
Queensland’s Department of Transport and Main Roads, made a single-page, quick-
reference writing style guide for users who are not trained in writing or editing but who 
need to write for their roles.

Incidental feedback told us that the guide is being used as intended and users love the 
single-page format, but there is room for improvement. The next revision will be user-
centred, with less of a top-down approach.

Our style guide is a bit crook! What can we do about it?

Conversations
We’ll track down users, actually ask them 
what they think, and actively listen to 
what they have to say.

User survey
We’ll write and send out a survey to 
capture what we missed from the 
conversations.

Error audit
We’ll look closely at draft material that 
comes to us for editing, raw content in 
Viva (internal social media) posts, and 
emails, to identify the most common 
errors.

Analytics
We’ll use the following tools.

Built-in PDF accessibility checkers

Built-in SharePoint tools for:
• page-level insights – traffic to the webpage 

where the document is hosted
• content engagement – downloads, shares, 

interactions

Heatmapping (e.g. Mouseflow or Hotjar) for:
• clicks, scrolls, time spent on different parts of 

the page

Treatment options
We won’t know until results are in, but we’re pre-empting:

• Less content – we’ll probably cut some items that aren’t so relevant.
• New items – we’ll need to cover the most common errors.
• More examples – showing more than telling.
• Plain English – this resource is for people who don’t know editing lingo.
• Layout and format – clearer sections and consider HTML format 

(webpage as an alternative to PDF).
• Contact details for questions/comments.

Heatmapping visualisation example

Further testing
We’re sending this thing for a full medical. This means …

?
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