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Use your resources.
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Or, more simply…
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Fire Fighter vs Firefighter 
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Fire Fighter vs First Responder
When referring to IAFF members, use fire fighter(s), 
paramedic(s) or emergency medical personnel

First responders are other groups of professions 
that respond to emergencies (e.g., police, national 
guard, nurses, doctors)
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KNOW YOUR GRAMMAR

75 percent of Americans don’t know the correct use of grammar.

Bad grammar doesn’t mean you’re not smart.

There are some simple rules to help make you a better writer.
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WHY DOES GRAMMAR MATTER? 
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IS or ARE?
Neither of us _______ capable of winning. 

Cincinnati Fire Fighters Union Local 48 ______ 
paying for the bar bill.
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IS or ARE?
Neither of us is capable of winning. 

Cincinnati Fire Fighters Union Local 48 is paying 
for the bar bill.
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Doug saved ______ yesterday?

________ wants ice cream?

________ should we invite to the 
firehouse open house?
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Doug saved who yesterday?

Who wants ice cream?

Whom should we invite to the 
firehouse open house?
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When in doubt, try this simple trick: 

If you can replace the word with 
“he or she,” use who. 

If you can replace the word with 
“him or her,” use whom.
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AFFECTED or EFFECTED?
The massive fire _______ several residents of 
the building.

WRITING FOR COMMUNICATORS



18

AFFECTED or EFFECTED?
The massive fire affected several residents of 
the building.
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AFFECTED or EFFECTED?
Working late hours can _______ one’s sleeping habits.

The IAFF works to _______ positive change in our 
profession.
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AFFECTED or EFFECTED?
Working late hours can affect one’s 
sleeping habits.

The IAFF works to effect positive change in 
our profession.
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TOO, TO or TWO?
Sadly, the new apparatus was ______ expensive.

I have so much ______ learn in this class.
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TOO, TO or TWO?
Sadly, the new apparatus was too expensive.

I have so much to learn in this class.
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ARE or IS?
Everyone at the fire house ______ sick.

All the fire fighters ________ sick.

Doug, as well as his brothers, ____ going to jail.
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ARE or IS?
Everyone at the fire house is sick.

All the fire fighters are sick.

Doug, as well as his brothers, is going to jail.
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PLURAL vs POSSESSIVE 
Wrong: The EMT’s arrived on the scene.
Right: The EMTs arrived on the scene.
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Most Common Grammar Mistakes
(Misunderstandings)
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Plural vs Possessive
Plural means more than one - if you’re just using a word in its plural 
form — with no showing of possession or ownership — the 
apostrophe should be nowhere in sight. Form the plural by adding s
(EMTs)

The possessive form of a noun shows who owns or has custody of a 
thing. This is where we introduce the apostrophe: International 
Apostrophe Day was cancelled because of the apostrophe’s
rampant misbehavior.
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It and It’s
It’s is a contraction of it is or it has (It’s not the 

EMT’s job)

Its is a possessive pronoun (The hose was being 
used for watering the lawn, that was not its 

intended purpose)
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Capitalization
• The beginning of a sentence

• A title

• An official name – It was clear that Local 84 
President Greene wanted to help.

• Do not capitalize unofficial titles – The president was 
very proud of his local. 
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Capitalization

Brothers and Sisters – can be used
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Punctuation
Exclamation Points and Quotation Marks
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It vs They

People are they and a thing is an it.

When writing about a company or organization, 
the actual organization should always be referred 
to as an it, not a they, unless you’re talking about 
the actual people who work there. 
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When to use “such as” and when to use “like”
Such as is more formal and academic in style, whereas 
like is straightforward and direct. 
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Consider these two examples: 
• Chuck enjoys desserts such as brownies, cheesecake and 

macaroons.
• Chuck enjoys desserts like brownies, cheesecake and macaroons.

The second example suggests a comparison (like brownies…), 
whereas the first example implies inclusion (such as brownies…) and 
that’s precisely what is meant. In other words, many consider likeness 
as not being the thing itself. 
When you say “desserts like brownies,” you're implying that you don't 
enjoy brownies themselves, but instead enjoy a different dessert 
similar to brownies. 
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Where are you?
Where are you at?

Where you at?
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PROOFREADING

Checking for spelling and grammar errors is 
perhaps the most important part of the writing 
process. 
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• Don’t rely on spellcheck
• Have someone else read your work
• Look it up
• Change the font and size or color
• Doublecheck headlines and captions
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In grammar, there are 
exceptions to every rule.
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BEYOND GRAMMAR
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Communication is constantly changing.

1980s – newsletters and mailings

1990s and early 2000s – websites and email

Late 2000s and 2010s – social media
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WHO  - WHY  - WHAT 
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WHO
KNOW YOUR AUDIENCE
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WHY
Your Purpose
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WHAT
Call to Action
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Imitation is the most sincere form of flattery.

Not just “Monkey see. Monkey do”

WRITING FOR COMMUNICATORS



46

The average focused attention span in 2013 was 8 seconds. 
The average attention span of a goldfish is only 9 seconds, so …
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Brevity is the soul of wit.

So – be succinct.
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Clutter Kills
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De-clutter these sentences:

• It would be helpful if you could please respond ASAP.

• I believe I can make a substantial contribution.

• There are several examples that illustrate my point.
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De-cluttered sentences:

• It would be helpful if you could please respond ASAP.

• I believe I can make a substantial contribution.

• There are several examples that illustrate my point.
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Passive Voice 
vs 

Active Voice –
otherwise known as the “BS eliminator”
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What is really going on here?
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Use the ACTIVE voice – subject comes first and performs 
the action

The NFPA standards were endorsed by the chief. –
PASSIVE
The chief endorsed the NFPA 1710 standards. – ACTIVE

The fire was extinguished by morning. – PASSIVE
The fire fighters extinguished the fire by morning. –
ACTIVE
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Why use the active voice?

• It usually uses fewer words – this is good
• It is the most straightforward 
• Creates a clearer image in the reader’s mind of who is 

doing what
• It gives CREDIT! (good or bad)
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More examples of writing actively:
The mutual aid agreement went into effect last March. –
PASSIVE
Three townships entered into a mutual aid agreement last 
March. – ACTIVE
The campaign to raise awareness about breast cancer is 
called “Passionately Pink.” – PASSIVE
“Passionately Pink” is a campaign to raise awareness about 
breast cancer. – ACTIVE
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Some tricks to writing ACTIVELY:

• Put the subject first
• Avoid “to be”
• Swap –ing for –ed
• Go easy on the adverbs (describing words) –

usually ends in “ly”
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When to use jargon – is it a technical term? Then use plain 
English

Sometimes you have no choice but to use a technical term. But define 
it in plain English (e.g. atrial fibrillation, the most common type of 
irregular heartbeat…”), and use examples to illustrate it:

“It is crucial that we are able to have two sets of turnouts fire fighting 
gear due to contamination.”

“Our apparatus fire truck was old and broke down, which led to a 
delay in putting out the fire.”
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Engine/ladder/apparatus
Medic unit/box/meat wagon
Tour/Unit/Turn
Hoseline/Line/Pipe
Staffing
Brownouts

•

Bunker gear/PPE
Aerial
House/Structure/Apartment
Job/Worker
Chauffeur/Engineer
SCBA
ALS/BLS
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PROPER STRUCTURE
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Always write as if the first 
paragraph might be the only 

thing people read. 
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Emails and News Releases
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Make this email to members better:
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Is this more appealing?
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CREATE YOUR OWN

News Releases 
and 

Emails
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