


Hello, my friend!

I’m Julia McCoy, and I exist as your guide up the content marketing mountain.

Did you know? Content marketing is predicted to be worth more than $600 billion 
in 2024, with content creation being the top outsourced activity (CMI).

Writing is by far one of the most important, critical ingredients of a great content 
marketing campaign.

Emails.

Blogs. 

Web pages.

Ad copy.

A quick message to a client.

The success of all of those bits of pieces relies on -- you guessed it -- great 
writing skills.

In my journey interviewing tens of thousands of writers, and hiring only the best 
for my writing agency, we’ve consistently noticed a common obstacle.

The essay writing habit.

Learned in school, this habit actually stops great content from even happening. 
It’s why icky, fluffy content exists in the first place. (I wrote a book on how to skip 
college and build a digital skill for this reason.)

In this guide, I’ll show you exactly what that bad habit is, and why it stops writers 
from succeeding even before they’ve put proverbial pen to paper (*ahem* fingers 
to keyboard).

Stick around to the end for a list of 100+ “sticky” words to forever cut from 
your vocabulary.

Enjoy!

JULIA MCCOY
Founder, Express Writers 
& Content Hacker
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The Art of Writing for an Online Audience
– Unlearning Essay/Sticky Writing

and Learning Online Writing Standards

Even though you might know how to write, do you know how to write for the 
online reader?

AP classes may have gotten you college credit, but they do not hold nearly the 
same weight for online content.

When starting out as an online writer, producing engaging online content is, in 
fact, about breaking the rules a little. While AP Language and Literature courses 
pave the way for fundamental grammar intelligence, online content should be 
thought of as a new class. Maybe one that some schools will end up offering in 
the future.

TAKE A LOOK AT THIS ESSAY EXCERPT, NEXT TO 
A REAL-LIFE BLOG POST THAT EARNS TRAFFIC.



Essays are created for a grade in English class.

Online content is created to pull in a real 
human reader.

Our content must gain attention. 

And if we’re writing essays, they won’t. 
Our clients won’t like them, won’t send us that 
paycheck, and our audiences won’t care.

In this lesson, you’re going to soak in some 
NEW grammar rules -- the ones that your online 
readers will be happy you learned. 

The grammar rules of the internet are constantly 
changing. Is it e-books, ebooks, or eBooks? 
Is it internet or Internet? Is the Oxford comma 
loved or frowned on? How should punctuation 
around parentheses be used? Let’s find out. 



The formatting and flow of the Hubspot blog post is much more readable to an 
online reader than the sample essay. No matter if it’s an email, ad, web page, blog, 
you’re writing -- paragraphs should never be heavy. This is important because 
of the way an online audience reads content. They’re inundated with ads, popups, 
other links, notifications from their apps, text messages, that list goes on. To keep 
their eyes on the page means we must break up our content.

Secondly, keep in mind that internet grammar is subject to change. How do 
you know if you’re using the correct grammar when writing that ad, that email, 
that headline? Stay updated on your grammar knowledge.

FOUNDATIONAL RULES ABOUT ONLINE GRAMMAR 
First, the best foundation is to remember that typo-free, high-quality, well-written 
content is one of the best standards to follow. That means that great grammar 
skills are a must. 

But don’t bring in the styling nuances of what you learned in essay writing. Get that 
out of your system and learn the right style and format for your content. 

We’ll dive in more deeply, but here are some top must-knows:

• Single-spacing at ALL times in online content, not double spacing.

• This style is foundationally better suited to online content than the essay style.

https://expresswriters.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/screencapture-blog-hubspot-marketing-marketing-plan-template-generator-2020-06-01-14_41_20.png
https://expresswriters.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/essay-style.png


I recommend these books and resources:

• How to Write Copy That Sells: The Step-By-Step System for More Sales, 
to More Customers, More Often, by Ray Edwards -- You’ll find some interesting 
grammar rules mentioned briefly in this book. For example, Edwards praises 
the use of bullet points to convey information well inside of a page, and you’ll 
hear him talk about which casing to use in email headlines: Sentence case is 
best. All of his rules mentioned are geared to creating content that pulls in your 
readers, and I can say these rules work.

• Some of the rules in The Elements of Style by William Strunk Jr. (Author), 
E. B. White (Author) can be applied to online content. For example, they are 
pro-Oxford comma. Oxford commas are excellent in online content because 
they help readability. Anything that improves the readability of your content 
is a must-use.

• Grammar Girl’s podcast and resources. Her recommendations and knowledge
are spot on. Bonus: She’s always recording and sharing new info, so you’ll be 
able to stay on the current trends with her resources.

Now, how can you identify exactly what and how to cut from your content in 
order to hone real online writing skills?

Let’s discuss.

KNOW WHAT, HOW, AND WHEN TO CUT: IDENTIFYING
AND KILLING CONTENT THAT DOESN’T SERVE THE USER 

Ernest Hemingway was right when he referenced how terrible the first draft is. 

All first drafts of everything are garbage.
Ernest Hemingway

The any is shit
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Even the BEST content writer out there still writes first drafts that never see the 
light of day. When you sit down to write your first draft, your first ideas emerge. 
Those are your unrefined thoughts. It’s what you do after that first draft that 
takes your content to the next level. (Once you have a year and more of writing 
content under your belt, those first drafts will begin to look better – it comes 
down to time and practice – BUT, never beat yourself up for a bad first draft!)

ONE OF THE MOST IMPORTANT TOOLS IN THE ONLINE 
WRITER’S TOOLKIT IS THEIR ABILITY TO SELF-EDIT.

You must be able to ruthlessly edit and shave unnecessary words, phrases, 
and sentences, and reshape your first draft into something readable. 

The main thing you want to look for and get rid of is something known as 
“sticky sentences.”

LET’S TALK ABOUT STICKY SENTENCES.

Sticky sentences are those that contain too many sticky words.

Every sentence contains words that don't have any actual meaning but just hold 
your sentence together: and, in, the, of, etc. These "glue words" are empty spaces 
in your writing that your reader needs to get through to reach your meaning. 

Your goal as a writer is to remove stickiness so your reader doesn’t, well, 
get stuck in the middle of reading your content. 

For example, let’s look at a sticky sentence next to its improved self-edited version:

Sticky first draft: When it comes to writing, the reason why readers leave 
your page is probably due to the fact that you use a lot of fluffy words that 
make your sentences weak. 

Rewritten: Your readers leave your page because of weak, fluffy writing.

See the difference? 

How do you fix a sticky sentence?

Eliminate the bloated and unnecessary words in your sentences. 



Cut ruthlessly. Give power to the reader with actionable thoughts written out 
on their screen. 

The first sentences are tedious and yawn-inducing. The second sentences are 
direct, succinct, and impactful. 

The secret to crafting gut-punching writing and keeping your audience hooked 
is to get rid of filler and fluff. 

Before we get into a list of words that you’re going to sit down here and edit 
out of your sample, here are four tips on how to self-edit your content.

• First, read your sentences aloud. This will tell you whether your writing is direct 
and impactful or weak and watered-down. 

• Secondly, go over each paragraph 3x. You won’t spot filler words and phrases 
on your first read-through. Read your sentences 3-5 times as part of the 
editing process.

• Thirdly, cut words relentlessly. Scrutinize your words one by one. If they’re not 
essential to the meaning of your sentence, cut them out. 

• Fourthly, rewrite sentences to fit after you’ve cut. It’s not enough to simply 
cut the fluff, you need to rewrite a fluffy sentence into a more polished,
actionable sentence. 

Review again how we did that in this sentence:

Sticky First Draft: When it comes to writing, the reason why readers leave 
your page is probably due to the fact that you use a lot of fluffy words that 
make your sentences weak. 

Self-Editing to Do: When it comes to writing, the reason why Your readers 
leave your page is probably due to the fact that you use a lot of because 
of weak, fluffy writing words that make your sentences weak. 

Rewritten: Your readers leave your page because of weak, fluffy writing.

Remember your POVs. In online content, the second person POV is typically the 
most important.

• First person is the I/we perspective.

• Second person is the you/your perspective.

• Third person is the he/she/it/they perspective.



101 STICKY WORDS TO CUT
Your best friend is a thesaurus. Plug the sticky word into Thesaurus and choose 
a better one! 

1. Rather
2. Very
3. Literally
4. Virtually
5. Completely
6. Entirely 
7. Absolutely 
8. Obviously
9. Only

10. Basically
11. Actually
12. Accordingly
13. Fortunately (and 

unfortunately)
14. Definitely 
15. Certainly
16. Probably
17. Quite 
18. Totally
19. Really 
20. Always
21. Never
22. Almost
23. Often
24. Anyway
25. Perhaps
26. Maybe
27. A little 
28. A lot 
29. About
30. Each
31. Every
32. Think
33. Believe
34. Seem

35. Thing
36. Somehow
37. Somebody
38. Somewhat
39. Somewhere
40. Someone
41. Something
42. Sometimes
43. Most
44. Can
45. Ensure
46. Stuff
47. That
48. Then
49. So
50. Now
51. Area
52. Facilitate
53. Meaningful 
54. Utilize
55. Extra
56. In order to
57. Just
58. As a matter of fact
59. Kind of
60. Sort of
61. When it comes to
62. Time and time again
63. The thing is 
64. The reason why
65. One of
66. This time around 
67. Such as
68. Make it clear
69. Due to the fact that

70. As a matter of fact
71. Due to
72. For all intents

and purposes 
73. In the event of
74. In the process of
75. On a regular basis
76. When it comes to
77. With reference to 
78. In spite of
79. Has/have got
80. Plenty of
81. There is/there are
82. Try to figure out
83. You want to
84. Every single
85. The cause of
86. All things being equal
87. As far as I’m concerned
88. At the present time
89. For the most part
90. For the purpose of
91. Lacked the ability to
92. Result in
93. Which 
94. Take a look at 
95. Take action to
96. The first step is to
97. The most important 

thing is to
98. In terms of  
99. Go into
100. Show up
101. Go back over 

https://www.thesaurus.com/
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