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Preface 

 
 
By reading this short document, you have a goal in mind. You want to improve your writing and 
you want to make writing easier, and you hope that reading this short document will help you do 
those things. I think that this short document can help—as long as you actually write. 
 
This short document won’t make you a straight-A student or a published author all by itself, but 
it will help you put words down on paper or a computer screen more easily and to make those 
words more easily understood by and more interesting to your readers. Of course, you have to 
write in order to take advantage of whatever you learn from this short document. 
 
So the first thing you have in order to become a better writer—whether of novels, nonfiction, a 
school assignment, letters, resumes, to-do lists, whatever—you have to sit down and write. This 
is one principle of writing that never changes. In addition, you’ll find out as you read this short 
document that some other principles of writing never change. One main purpose of writing is to 
communicate, and the ways to facilitate communication have not changed during the ages. 
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Chapter 1: The Writing Process 
 
The writing process that I write about here can be used for any project that requires more than a 
couple of pages of writing. For short notes to your friends, second and third drafts are not need-
ed; however, in any paper that involves research or is more than a couple of pages long or is es-
pecially important, the process of writing successive drafts should be used. Proofreading, of 
course, should be used for all writing. A misspelled word may not be very important in a letter to 
a friend, but leaving out important information in a personal letter can be a very bad mistake. 
(Leaving the word “not” out of a sentence can change “I do not love you” to “I love you.”) 
Proofreading is more than correcting spelling; it also includes checking papers (and personal let-
ters) to make sure that all relevant information is included. 
 
The process that you should use to write your papers includes the steps of prewriting, writing 
successive drafts, and proofreading. 
 
Prewriting 
 
Of these steps, prewriting—the time spent working on a paper before you actually sit down to 
write the first draft—is perhaps the most important. Writing teachers are infamous for telling 
students to write about what they know, and then assigning a research paper on a topic that the 
students know little about. If you are able to choose your own topic for a research paper, choose 
a topic that you already know a lot about. That way, the information you research will be easy to 
fit in with the knowledge that you already have. Whether or not you are able to choose your own 
topic for a research paper, start researching the topic early. Start researching your paper well be-
fore you write a first draft. 
 
From my personal experience in journalism, I realize that I spend over half the time allotted for 
an article on research. I begin writing only after I have gotten the interviews or read some articles 
in the library. I almost always have several pages of notes by my side before I turn on my com-
puter. 
 
Some exceptions exist to this rule, of course. Everyone knows someone who whipped out a good 
term paper the night before it was due without using any notes. Well, those people have done 
their prewriting—perhaps by writing a term paper on the topic in another class. Or they have a 
major interest in the subject and have lots of facts and opinions about it in their head. I have writ-
ten a few articles without notes, but these articles are generally about subjects I have thought 
about for a long time.  
 
Journalist Bob Greene wrote his high school senior thesis in a single weekend instead of over the 
months he should have spent writing it. He got an A. How? He wrote his senior thesis on a topic 
that fascinated him: the assassination of President John F. Kennedy. In his bedroom, he had an 
entire shelf of books about the assassination. He had read and reread those books, and so he had 
already done the research even before he decided to write about the assassination for his senior 
thesis. 
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Be aware, however, that sometimes you do not want to have all the research done before you 
begin to write. Often, students who have to write theses and dissertations in graduate school nev-
er start writing because they want to take another course or read another book before they begin 
to write. In cases such as that, it is important to start writing quickly. Write the information you 
know while researching new information. 
 
In writing an essay test, prewriting is very important. To do well on an essay exam, you have to 
know the material. If you know the subject about which you’re writing, you will write much eas-
ier and better than if you are trying to pad your essay, like this: 
 

Edgar Allan Poe is a great writer. “The Raven” is a great poem. “The Raven” is a great 
poem by a great writer. 

 
If you ever take an English literature course and have to write a term paper about a poem or other 
work of literature, the first step is to read that work of literature. Once you have read the work of 
literature, your subconscious starts to take over and think about it, even when you are doing other 
things. You will also find yourself thinking about it at odd moments.  
 
Here is another reason why it is important to choose a topic early, even if you aren’t taking an 
English class. If you know that you will be writing about the national debt, for example, you will 
be alert should you read an article in a newspaper or magazine about that topic and will copy the 
article and perhaps take notes from it. You won’t be in the position of deciding to write about the 
national debt three days after reading a very good article on the Web, and then wondering on 
which Web site you read that article. 
 
Whatever you are going to write about, you need to have a large chunk of information about your 
topic in your head before you begin writing. Otherwise, you will find yourself trying to read and 
write at the same time. To my misfortune, I used to do this in the past. 
 
Sometimes I have had to write a 10-page paper for a course and have found myself with a pile of 
books, a computer, and an all-too-empty cup of coffee beside me at 4 a.m. while I desperately 
tried to read enough to write first one paragraph, then another paragraph, and then another para-
graph. Writing is much easier if you have enough information in your head and in your notes to 
write your paper without stopping after every paragraph to read enough to write the next para-
graph—a process that often leads to plagiarism. 
 
Believe it or not, the next step after doing the research is to take some time off and not worry 
about writing the paper (which is another reason for starting work on a paper early). In between 
each step of the writing process, you need to relax. When you have to hurry and cram all the 
steps of the writing process together in a few hours or a few days, you may find yourself realiz-
ing that you left something essential out of your paper. If you take breaks between steps, that is 
less likely to happen. 
 
By relaxing after you believe that your research has been completed, you may realize that you 
need more information and that you know where to get it. One of the more frustrating things 
about writing occurs when you realize that you need more information that is not beside you in 
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your notes, but is in the library, which closed 10 minutes ago. In such a case, you start to surf the 
Web, hoping to find information that you know exactly where to find in the library. 
 
One word of caution here: The steps in the writing process do overlap. It is very common to want 
to do more research after writing your first draft. Some students who know a lot about the topic 
may want to write a first draft, and then figure out where they need to add facts and evidence 
from research. Then, of course, they do the research to get those facts and evidence. But almost 
always, the more information that is relevant to your paper that you have in your head or in your 
notes, the easier it is to write.  
  
The First Draft 
 
The next step of the writing process is writing the first draft. I recommend that before you do 
this, you work out in your mind what the first sentence or paragraph will say. This saves you 
from the sinking feeling of sitting in front of a blank computer screen with no idea of where to 
start. If you have thought of the first sentence of your paper, you can begin to put information 
down in words of your own choosing. Because you have done your prewriting, you will have 
little trouble writing the middle paragraphs, although they will probably need revision later on. 
 
In writing your first draft, you do not need to be too concerned with spelling and all the other 
things that make an English teacher’s pen bleed red ink (or an editor’s pencil bleed graphic). 
What you are doing is getting information down in your own words so you can revise it later. 
(However, I tend to proofread and correct obvious errors after each draft instead of waiting until 
after the final draft to do all the proofreading.) 
 
Even so, you should have a plan for what are writing. Your plan need not be a full-fledged out-
line. Instead, you may wish to jot down a few words to remind you of the topics you wish to 
cover in your first draft. Beside the words that indicate topics, you could jot down numbers to 
indicate the order in which you will cover those topics. 
 
After writing the first draft, the next step, again, is to relax. Don’t try to cram the writing steps 
together. While you relax, you may get good ideas on which you can act. This relaxation may 
mean ignoring your paper altogether, or it could mean doing something related to your paper, 
such as reading more articles, even if you’re not sure that you’ll be using those articles when you 
write your second draft. 
 
Even while you are relaxing, your subconscious will be working on your paper. For example, 
you may suddenly realize that you need to add some explanatory paragraphs in your second draft 
even though you have not been consciously thinking about your paper. 
 
After relaxing, you should criticize your first draft. In doing so, look at such things as the paper’s 
beginning (introduction), body (middle), and ending (conclusion). Determine whether the intro-
duction is interesting and the conclusion strong, and whether the body has the relevant infor-
mation. Mark the paper to show where the weaknesses lie. I also proofread the first draft to cor-
rect obvious errors in spelling, grammar and punctuation because I find these things distracting 
when I try to edit. 
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After criticizing your first draft, you will have an idea of what your paper needs and you can 
begin to work on gathering more information or writing a stronger, more interesting beginning or 
ending. 
 
The Second Draft 
 
When you begin writing your second draft, you may have to revise only some sections of your 
first draft: a few sections may be weak, while other sections are strong. Don’t rewrite paragraphs 
that are already in good shape unless you are going to improve them. One advantage of using 
computers instead of old-fashioned typewriters is that you avoid retyping good writing—typing 
is not writing. 
 
If you use paper and ink or pencil to write your first draft, I recommend that you leave enough 
space between the lines to add phrases or make other minor improvements later.  
 
You don’t have to worry about neatness in most cases until you type your finished draft. Writing 
is an ugly job, but first-year composition students, journalists, novelists, and other people have to 
do it. 
 
After writing your second draft, put it aside and do something else, and then come back to it. 
Always remember this rule. Even when you have to squeeze together the rules of the writing 
process, relax for a few minutes before you start the next step. Do an easy Sudoku puzzle on the 
Web, or take a quick walk around the block. 
 
The Final Draft 
 
Usually, after writing the second draft, you are ready to write the final draft. You are now mostly 
concerned with sentence structure and proofreading, but it is not uncommon to have to add a few 
more sentences or work some more on the paper’s conclusion. You will also have to check the 
paper format to make sure that it is correct. If you have already typed the second draft on a com-
puter, this final step will be fairly easy. 
 
To write a good final draft, check to see that the revisions that you made to your first draft have 
been successful. Check to see if you need more information in your paper. Check to see if an in-
troduction is boring or if a conclusion is not really a conclusion. In addition, read your paper (if it 
is fairly short) out loud so that you can check the “sound” of your paper for repetitious sentence 
structure or bad rhyme. You will also have to write a good title or headline for your paper or arti-
cle and know how to proofread. If you are writing an academic paper using the MLA format, you 
have to check your quotations and paraphrases, in-text citations, and Works Cited list to make 
sure that they are correct. 
 
Proofreading 
 
Sometimes, writing courses stress proofreading and grammar to the exclusion of everything else. 
Other times, writing courses ignore proofreading and grammar. Actually, format, content, style, 
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and proofreading are all important. You have probably all heard the debate about whether a pa-
per should be graded on its content or its style, spelling, correct use of punctuation, etc. The 
proper answer to this debate is that a paper should be graded on all of these things. No one wants 
to read a paper that has nothing to say, and if an author has good ideas but cannot express them 
in a form that people can easily read (remember: good style and spelling, correct use of punctua-
tion, etc. make a paper more easily understood), then few people will read it. Your papers should 
communicate something worth communicating. 
 
Proofreading is something that you can probably learn to do with a reasonable amount of effort. 
Your local bookstore probably has a copy of an English handbook, and if you do invest in a 
copy, you need to read it or at least refer to it once in a while. Listen to any explanations that 
your teachers or editors make when they correct something, and take note of what is corrected in 
your papers or articles. After the conference with a teacher or editor, or after a paper is handed 
back to you after being graded, get your English handbook and start reading those sections that 
pertain to the errors you have made in your writing. If you start reading through your English 
handbook a little at a time (an English handbook can make good bathroom reading), you will run 
across items that are useful to know and that will improve your proofreading skills. 
 
Conclusion 
 
Once you understand the writing process, writing should be much easier because you know what 
you want to accomplish at each step. No longer will you make the mistake of starting to research 
and write your paper the night before it is due. No longer will you try to do everything in one 
marathon session of writing. Follow the writing process, and do your writing in stages—it is so 
much easier. The rest of this short communication is devoted to more tips to make your writing 
easier and better, 
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Chapter 2: Before You Begin to Write 
 
Write About Something That Matters to You 
 
When choosing a topic about which to write, be sure to choose something about which you care. 
If you are writing about something that interests you, researching the topic and writing about it 
should be easier than if you are writing about something for which you care nothing.  
 
Be aware that you can use writing to learn about things that concern you. If you are allowed to 
choose your own topic in a writing course, you can use this freedom to make your paper do a 
double duty. For example, let’s say that you have been assigned to write a paper on a topic of 
your own choosing in a college composition course. Of course, you are interested in having a 
career when you graduate, so you decide to write your paper about a career that you are interest-
ed in, or you decide to write a paper on a topic of interest to people in your future career, or you 
decide to write a paper that you can add to your writing portfolio and use to get you an entry-
level job in that career when you graduate. By doing one of these things, you have made your 
paper do double-duty: it completes the assignment in your composition course, and it helps you 
in your future career.  
 
The concept of double duty can be applied in many other ways. If you are studying ancient 
Greek history at the same time that you are taking a composition course, you may decide to write 
a research paper about Alexander the Great. In this case, you complete a writing assignment, 
learn more about a fascinating figure of Western civilization, and study for what may be an essay 
question on your final exam in ancient Greek history. 
 
Remember to write about what is important to you. You can accomplish more than one goal at 
the same time, and you will write much easier than if you had decided to write on a boring topic 
just to complete an assignment. 
 
Do Research Before You Begin to Write 
 
As a sometime journalist, I’ve picked up a few tricks about writing. I’ve had to—with a deadline 
staring me in the face, I’ve had to get my writing done whether I’ve wanted to or not.  
 
The first thing I’ve learned is to know what I’m writing. That means doing research before sit-
ting down to write. The research can be done in many different ways. As a journalist, I get a lot 
of information from people sources. (One of the best parts of being a journalist is getting to ask 
people personal questions and not getting slapped in the face for it.) To do writing on academic 
subjects, however, I have to do library research and read lots of books and articles. Sometimes I 
write about personal experiences that I “research” by going through my own memories. The im-
portant point is to know your subject—no matter what kind of research you have to do—before 
you sit down to write. 
 
A warning: You certainly don’t have to have your entire paper in your head before you sit down 
to write. After all, you’ll be making decisions about what to include or exclude as you write. In 
addition, especially when writing about difficult subjects, you’ll discover ideas as you write. 
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Some people writing very long papers such as theses and dissertations think that they have to 
know everything before they begin to write—that’s a trap. In a very long paper such as a thesis 
or a dissertation, you need to research a chapter or a section of a chapter, then begin writing that 
chapter or section. In a very long paper, you will write about what you have researched at the 
same time you are researching your next chapter or section. 
 
Make a List of Questions 
 
Before you begin to do research, make a list of questions that you want to have answered before 
you begin writing. Making up the list of questions before you begin your research has two major 
advantages: 
 

1) It focuses your topic. 
 
2) It narrows your research to the information you need for your paper. 

 
Your list of questions need not be detailed or long. 
 
Gathering Information: Using People Sources 
 
People are a wonderful source of information, and you should be prepared to make use of this 
source of information because of its many advantages: 
 
1) You can interview people with experience in whatever you are interested in. If you are inter-
ested in a career in law enforcement, you can do two different kinds of research. First, you can 
read books on careers in law enforcement, and second, you can interview police officers, prison 
officials, lawyers, judges, crime reporters, private detectives, security personnel, and whomever 
else you can think of who is involved with law enforcement. Obviously, you should do both 
kinds of information gathering: from books and from people. From books, you can gather vast 
amounts of data about law enforcement (its history, statistics about crime, etc.); from people, you 
can get the nitty-gritty aspects of law enforcement and how they affect the people who work in 
that area. 
 
2) You can talk to the experts. The experts are the people who have done the research, read the 
books and articles, and worked in the field. You can take advantage of their knowledge and their 
experience by simply asking them questions. Remember, the experts have devoted a substantial 
part of their lives to the endeavor in which they are expert; you, on the other hand, may have on-
ly a few weeks or months to study their area of expertise. It pays to interview the people with 
detailed knowledge and experience. 
 
3) You can often get a local angle on an important issue. It is one thing to study homelessness in 
some far-off city or country, but what about homelessness in your own town or neighborhood? Is 
there hunger in your town? Whatever you’re studying, it may pay to get a local angle on the sub-
ject. Big problems sometimes strike closer to home than we imagine. 
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4) You can often get good quotations to use in your paper or article. Quotations from real, live 
people provide a good way to liven up a paper and to put a human face on an important issue (if 
you are writing a paper about the homeless, can you interview a homeless person in a shelter?), 
so you should not ignore real, live people.  
 
5) Interviews are often a quick source of information. For one thing, you can direct your ques-
tions specifically toward the area in which you are interested, instead of turning over pages that 
may be related to the subject in general, but are not specifically about what interests you. 
 
OK, so you are convinced that you should interview a few people while you research your paper. 
What do you do? 
 
It’s pretty simple, in general. In many cases, you can telephone the person you wish to interview, 
set up a time (the length of the interview will vary, but between 25 and 35 minutes is usually 
enough) and location convenient for that person, arm yourself with questions, then arrive at the 
interview, ask the questions and take notes and record the interview. (Or you can interview the 
person over the telephone or email the person a list of questions.) Afterwards, if relevant, you 
send a nice thank-you note or email to the person you interviewed. It’s simple, but here are a few 
pointers: 
 
• Don’t be afraid to ask for the interview because most people will be willing to talk to you. Of-
ten, the experts are engaged in educating people about their work; by agreeing to be interviewed 
by you, they are helping to educate you and anyone who will read what you write. Also, it’s flat-
tering to be asked for an interview, and many people simply like to talk about their work. If one 
person does not want to be interviewed because of lack of time or for some other reason, try an-
other person. Most people are accessible. 
 
• Be prepared for the interview. Have a list of questions ready to be asked. Do research on the 
subject before you come to the interview. Don’t ask questions that you could easily find the an-
swers to in the library; instead, ask the person you are interviewing important questions based on 
that person’s knowledge and experience. 
 
• Arrive on time for the interview. 
 
• Be prepared to record the interview in some way, either by taking notes or by tape-recording it. 
The advantage of using a tape recorder is that you can have a real conversation (with lots of 
questions and answers, of course) with the person you are interviewing, but be sure to use a high-
quality tape recorder that has fresh batteries. You don’t want to interview someone, and then get 
home and find that all you have on tape is an inaudible mumble because the tape recorder’s bat-
teries were run down. (This happened to me once when I interviewed a municipal court judge; 
fortunately, he agreed to be re-interviewed.) The disadvantage of taking notes is that you have to 
write very quickly; on the other hand, you will never have to worry about weak batteries. I rec-
ommend both taking a few notes and using a tape recorder to record the interview. The notes you 
take can help you to locate an important quotation on the recording. 
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• If relevant, send a thank-you note or email after the interview. Journalists are not expected to 
(although they are expected to publish articles about the subjects they have researched—
otherwise, they wouldn’t be doing the research), but if you aren’t a journalist, you should send a 
thank-you note or email. It is appropriate to show appreciation for the time these people have 
spent on the interview. 
 
Be aware that there are other kinds of people sources you can use in researching a topic. If an 
expert on your topic is giving a lecture in your hometown or appearing on a television program, 
make sure that you hear what he or she has to say. 
 
Gathering Information: Using Library Sources 
 
Use Original Sources Whenever Possible 
 
During your research, you may come across many references to “studies” with and without fur-
ther references. When possible, you should check out the original study instead of relying on the 
article you have read. Don’t rely too heavily on the interpretations that other people have made 
of the study. Write the names of the studies you cite in your papers and articles, and be sure to 
give enough information so that your readers, if they want, can look up the study. Specialized 
bibliographies are good sources to use to find out where original sources have been published. 
 
Predictions and Estimates 
 
You should also, when possible, check out the predictions and estimates that you unearth in your 
research. When you cite the estimated number of rapes that go unreported in the United States 
each year, give the name of the individual or group making that estimate. The same goes for pre-
dictions.  
 
Always try to identify which group or individual originally made the prediction or estimate. 
Don’t be surprised if the predictions and estimates you uncover in your research vary widely. No 
one knows the future, and estimates are just that—estimates. 
 
Statistics 
 
You should also check out statistics when possible. A good source for checking statistics is the 
Statistical Abstract of the United States, which is published annually by the United States gov-
ernment. You can use this book to check the statistics you find in your sources and also to look 
up statistics relevant to your papers and articles.  
 
Another very useful source for when you write about social problems is the FBI Uniform Crime 
Report. This book gives up-to-date statistics. Often, in it you can find statistics that are more up-
to-date than the statistics you find in books and articles.  
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Use Reliable Sources 
 
When you do research, choose sources carefully. All too often, people simply repeat what they 
have read in newspaper or Web articles. All too often, the writers of those newspaper or Web 
articles have incorrect information. Joe Bob Briggs is an expert on drive-in movie theaters, and 
he is appalled at the incorrect information about drive-in movie theaters that is repeated from one 
newspaper or magazine article to another. Also, all too often, the writers of those newspaper arti-
cles do not cite their sources or give incomplete information about their sources.  
 
You won’t always be able to check every original study, prediction, estimate, and statistic you 
find in your sources, so it pays to use sources you can trust. Newsweek and Time and The New 
York Times are good sources; The National Enquirer and Wikipedia are not. If your source iden-
tifies the study it is using or gives information about the source of predictions, estimates, and sta-
tistics, it is certainly more useful, and probably more reliable, than one that says, “According to a 
study…” but does not identify the study. 
 
Library Bibliographies 
 
Bibliographies 
 
The word “bibliography” has two meanings. One use of the term is the list of articles and books 
that you hand in with a term paper that you have researched. The second meaning is a reference 
work that has collected together descriptions of articles and books that are related to one particu-
lar area of study. The second meaning is the one about which I am now writing. 
 
Bibliographies are a good way to locate books, articles, and papers on specific topics. These 
days, bibliographies are computerized, making it easy to find books, articles, and papers from 
many decades. In the old days of printed volumes, the researcher would have to search many 
volumes of the bibliographies.  
 
Bibliographies can be very general to very specialized, and they are packed with information. 
 
Bibliographies can be better to use than Google because bibliographies often filter out bad 
sources such as Wikipedia. 
 
Readers’ Guide to Periodic Literature 
 
The Readers’ Guide to Periodic Literature is a reference guide to literature that appears periodi-
cally—for example, weekly or monthly. This is a very handy guide to general-interest maga-
zines. It indexes articles that appear in popular magazines such as Time, Newsweek, Vogue, Eb-
ony, US News and World Report, etc. It is a wonderful place to quickly gather information on 
topics of general interest such as acid rain, dating, teachers, Donald Trump, Elvis Presley, Jane 
Fonda, rock music, films (with listings of reviews), and more. 
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Newsbank 
 
Newsbank is to newspapers what the Readers’ Guide to Periodic Literature is to popular maga-
zines. It gathers newspaper articles on topics of general interest and makes them available in an 
easily accessible form. 
 
Art Full Text 
 
This reference work indexes articles about artists and art and includes the full text of those arti-
cles. This is a good place to look up articles about Andy Warhol or Vincent Van Gogh or the 
contemporary New York media artist Jenny Holzer.  
 
Books in Print 
 
To find out whether a book is in print, go to this reference work. This is handy for ordering par-
ticular translations or particular editions. Some translators are better than others, and some edi-
tions have new material or are better editions than others. This reference work will tell which 
editions of J.D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye (or, if you’re a baseball fan, Bob Uecker’s Catcher 
in the Wry) are in print. 
 
Book Review Index 
 
This reference work is very useful for quickly finding book reviews. You can look up either the 
book title or the author, and find out which periodicals have reviewed which books. This is the 
place to go to find out what reviewers have thought of Catcher in the Rye over the years. 
 
Book Review Digest 
 
This reference work includes short excerpts from book reviews, as well as references. 
 
Current Biography 
 
This is a monthly magazine that has many years of biographies of popular personalities. This is a 
good place to go to for biographies of famous living (at the time they were written about) people. 
One issue I looked at had biographies of singer James Cleveland and playwright Caryl Churchill.  
 
Education Full Text 
 
You don’t have to be in education to find this index useful. It covers many topics relevant both to 
those interested in education and to those interested in social issues. Education Full Text covers 
such topics as teenage pregnancy and illegal drug use (and you thought that life as an educator 
would be boring). 
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General Science Full Text  
 
This reference work is useful for everyone interested in science. You don’t have to be a science 
major to use this index. 
 
Humanities Full Text 
 
The humanities include the arts: sculpture, painting, pottery, literature, etc. This is a good refer-
ence work for art majors and other people. 
 
Index to Black Periodicals (1984-  ) 
 
Previous titles of this reference work are Index to Periodical Articles By and About Blacks 
(1973-1983) and Index to Periodical Articles By and About Negroes (1960-1972). 
 
MLA International Bibliography 
 
If you ever need to research a specialized topic about Edgar Allan Poe, this is the reference work 
for you. You can look up articles about famous authors, literary genres (the novel, epic poetry, 
etc.), historical periods in literature, and linguistics. This reference work is the bible of English 
majors. 
 
The Music Index 
 
This reference work indexes articles about musicians and music. Frank Zappa has several entries. 
 
The New York Times Index 
 
This reference work indexes one of the great newspapers of the world. If you are interested in 
writing about Dr. Martin Luther King, Jr., you can read articles in The New York Times about his 
“I Have a Dream” speech and his assassination. This index will show you where to look for the 
relevant articles in this newspaper. Reading newspaper stories about wonderful (or horrifying) 
events is a good way to learn what it was like to be alive during those times. 
 
The Philosopher’s Index 
 
If you ever become seriously interested in Plato, Descartes, or Sartre, this is the reference work 
for you. You can look up articles or books about famous and not-so-famous philosophers and 
philosophical topics of interest (logic, ethics, metaphysics, aesthetics, etc.). 
 
Social Sciences Full Text 
 
This reference work is useful to anyone interested in social problems. 
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Conclusion 
 
The H. W. Wilson Company publishes many bibliographies, both print and Web-based. Check 
out the company’s Web site at <http://www.hwwilson.com/>. 
 
In addition, check out the resources available at your local library and at the library of your local 
college or university. Many local libraries make available the use of online bibliographies. For 
example, in 2009, Ohio University in Athens, Ohio, paid $2 million so that its faculty and stu-
dents could use many specialized bibliographies for research. 
 
In addition, see whether your local library and the library of your local college or university have 
special collections that are useful and interesting. For example, some big libraries have rare book 
collections containing rare items—for example, a novel of Charles Dickens in the periodical 
form in which it was originally published. Art libraries contain prints and slides and perhaps 
original sculpture and other artworks; history libraries have maps; music libraries have stacks of 
records and cassettes (some rock, perhaps, but probably mostly classical). You never can tell 
what you’ll find in a specialized library. 
 
Interlibrary Loan 
 
If you need to do research for your paper, you will likely discover that your school or public li-
brary is your very good friend. Where else can you get a better deal than a library? The library, 
buys, stores, and lends out books—for free (or very little). Indeed, through Interlibrary Loan you 
may discover that several libraries are your very good friends. 
 
Sometimes you will discover that you need a book or an article that your hometown library does 
not have. At those times, you will have to use the Interlibrary Loan Department to get the needed 
material. 
 
The Interlibrary Loan Department works because of computers and because of cooperation 
among libraries. When a library patron needs material that the library does not have, the librari-
ans use their computer to communicate with other libraries to see if they have the needed materi-
al. If they have it, they will send it to your library, from which you can borrow it. 
 
To make a request for material, you need to know such things as author, title, journal name, vol-
ume number, date, page numbers, etc.—whatever is relevant for the librarians in the other library 
to know so that they can easily find the material you need. You fill out a form—perhaps online—
with this information at your library. 
 
You also provide information such as your name, etc. When the requested material comes in, the 
library staff will let you know. 
 
The Interlibrary Loan System is convenience at its best. 
 
The state of Ohio has a system of borrowing from other Ohio libraries that is called OhioLink. 
OhioLink links together many libraries in Ohio and allows patrons from one library to borrow 
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items from another library in Ohio. I hope that one day UnitedStatesLink and WorldLink will 
exist. 
 
Why Wikipedia is Not a Good Source 
 
Here are some examples of why Wikipedia is a bad source: 
 

Example #1 
 
The Pop-Tarts page is often aflutter. Pop-Tarts, it says as of today (February 8, 2008), 
were discontinued in Australia in 2005. Maybe that’s true. Before that it said that Pop-
Tarts were discontinued in Korea. Before that Australia. Several days ago it said: “Pop-
Tarts is german for Little Iced Pastry O’ Germany.” Other things I learned from earlier 
versions: More than two trillion Pop-Tarts are sold each year. George Washington in-
vented them. They were developed in the early 1960s in China. Popular flavors are 
“frosted strawberry, frosted brown sugar cinnamon, and semen.” Pop-Tarts are a “flat 
Cookie.” No: “Pop-Tarts are a flat Pastry, KEVIN MCCORMICK is a FRIGGIN LOSER 
notto mention a queer inch.” No: “A Pop-Tart is a flat condom.” Once last fall the whole 
page was replaced with “NIPPLES AND BROCCOLI!!!!!” 
 
Source: http://www.nybooks.com/articles/21131 
Volume 55, Number 4 · March 20, 2008 
 
Example #2 
 
Will Harris: I heard that you recorded a second solo album; is that still kind of in limbo as 
far as getting a release? 
 
Ian Astbury: Um…I haven’t recorded a second solo album. 
 
Will Harris: Oh, okay. Dammit, I know you can’t trust Wikipedia, but on Wikipedia, 
there is a report that you had recorded a second solo album that is just sitting in limbo 
waiting. 
 
Ian Astbury: Wikipedia is the worst propaganda bullshit. It is so wrong on so many ac-
counts. 
 
Will Harris: Yeah, and I get burned every damned time I do any research on there, and I 
don’t know why I keep going back to it. 

Ian Astbury: Because it’s there in front of us, and that’s just us as human beings. We just 
don’t look any further than the end of our noses. 
 
Will Harris: Well, that is true. 
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Ian Astbury: That’s why the culture is in such a shitty situation. We believe what we see 
and read and hear, so…I don’t know. 

Will Harris: Well, I’m notoriously naive, so that might have something to do with it in 
this case. 
 
Source: Will Harris: A Chat with Ian Astbury, lead singer of The Cult (bullz-eye.com) 
http://www.bullz-eye.com/music/interviews/2007/ian_astbury.htm 
Date Downloaded: 30 November 2007 
 
Example #3 
 
Will Harris: Was the appearance on “Celebrity Duets” what led you to end up appearing 
on “Dancing with the Stars”? 

Alfonso Ribeiro: I’ve never done on “Dancing with the Stars.” 

Will Harris: (Laughs sheepishly) You know, I’ve learned from experience that I can’t al-
ways trust Wikipedia, but my odds are usually better with IMDb. 

AR: Well, IMDb…I personally think that IMDB and some of those Wikipedia things are 
absolutely ridiculous, because I have been trying to write in to them and tell them, “I 
didn’t do this,” and they never change it. Like, supposedly, my parents are from the Do-
minican Republic. My parents are from Trinidad and Tobago! (Writer’s note: As penance 
for my egregious error, I have duly removed Ribeiro’s name from Wikipedia’s List of 
People from the Dominican Republic.) So they’re not always correct. But, no, all that I 
did was, I went on and hung out with my buddy Joey Fatone, who was currently doing 
the show. So I went and was sitting in the audience. That’s all I did. 

Will Harris: Well, if it’s any consolation, they did have you appearing on the show 
through Round 9. 

Alfonso Ribeiro: (Sarcastically) Wow. Yeah, because I guess I was there through Round 
9 to watch my buddy. But I didn’t collect a paycheck, so I don’t know how it’s consid-
ered work. 

Will Harris: You got me. And I can’t get them to change anything at IMDb, either, for 
what it’s worth. 
 
Source: Will Harris: A Chat with Alfonso Ribeiro 
http://www.bullz-eye.com/television/interviews/2008/alfonso_ribeiro.htm 
Date Downloaded: 21 August 2008 
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Example #4 
 
I occasionally teach a Great Books (Humanities) course at Ohio University. In one class I 
was teaching Dante’s Inferno. While I was grading papers, I noticed that the same factual 
error appeared in some of the papers. At first I thought that I had taught my students 
something that was incorrect, but I checked my lecture notes and they were correct. I then 
checked the Wikipedia article on Dante’s Inferno. Sure enough, it contained the error. 
The error was corrected in a day or two, but that was too late to help my students. 
 
Example #5 
 
If you define plagiarism as “the unauthorized use or close imitation of the language and 
thoughts of another author and the representation of them as one’s own original work,” 
you must use quotation marks for the word-for-word quotation, and you must cite your 
source. The source of this quotation is “Dictionary.com Unabridged (v 1.1) 
Based on the Random House Unabridged Dictionary, © Random House, Inc. 2006.” 
 
By the way, on October 21, 2008, I looked at the Wikipedia article on Plagiarism. The ar-
ticle started off like this: 

 
Plagiarism is the unauthorized use or close imitation of the language and thoughts of an-
other author and the representation of them as one's own original work. 

 
Oh, look! Wikipedia plagiarized in its article about plagiarism! 

 
Why the Web Can Be a Bad Source 
 
Here is an example of why the Web can be a bad source: 

Will Harris: Let’s start off, I guess, talking about your move from recording your own 
work to producing the work of others. So, your first production job was with Joni Mitch-
ell…?  

Thomas Dolby: No, actually, Prefab Sprout was my first production job.  

Will Harris: (Surprised and embarrassed) Oh. Okay. Huh. All Music Guide 
[http://www.allmusic.com] has your work with Joni Mitchell and George Clinton before 
that of Prefab.  

Thomas Dolby: Yeah, well, no, Prefab Sprout was earlier.  
 
Source: http://www.bullz-eye.com/music/interviews/2007/thomas_dolby.htm 
Date Downloaded: 23 August 2008 
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Chapter 3: Writing the First Draft 
 
The hardest part about writing is getting started; however, you can make it easier on yourself by 
following these tips. 
 
Write the Introduction in Your Head 
 
Know the first few words that you’re going to put down on paper or type on a computer screen. 
There’s nothing worse than sitting in front of a pad of paper or a computer and knowing that no 
written words are before you. Overcoming that sinking feeling is easy. Before you sit down to 
write, know the first sentence that you’re going to write. Then, as soon as you sit down, write 
that sentence. Getting started is the hard part; once those first few words are written, it is often 
easy to continue writing. Of course, the first words you write do not have to be the introduction. 
If you want to, you can have the first sentence of the body of your paper in your head before you 
sit down to write—you can write your introduction last if you want to. 
 
If All Else Fails 
 
If all else fails, begin your paper by writing this: 
 

I hate this paper. I hate everything about this paper; however, if I were to begin writing 
this paper, the first thing I would write is… 

 
Then you take it from there (remember, you can always edit out this beginning later). 
 
Other writers suggest that if you are suffering from the dreaded “writer’s block” that you warm 
up by writing a letter or an email to someone. Maybe. But I feel that you should expend writing 
effort on whatever it is that needs to be written. Writing a letter won’t help if you need to write a 
letter. (But do whatever works for you.) If you need to write a paper, write the paper. If you need 
to write a letter, write the letter. At least, you could write a list of topics that you want to write 
about in your paper. The important thing is this: Start writing. 
 
Make a Plan 
 
It helps if you know what you are going to cover in your paper, meaning that you know that you 
are going to write about topics X, Y, and Z, possibly in that order. That doesn’t mean that you 
have to make a formal outline with major headings, subheadings, and sub-subheadings. Instead, 
you may simply want to jot down a few words on a sheet of paper, each word representing a top-
ic about which you want to write, and perhaps write down a number beside each word to indicate 
the order in which you want to write about these topics. This isn’t anything fancy, but it does 
provide some organization to your paper.  
 
When Relevant, Use a Conventional Organization for a Paper that Makes an Argument  
 
It can also help to know some conventional organizations. For example, an argument paper can 
be organized like this:  
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Introduction 
Background Information 
Arguments for Your Opinion or Position 
Possible Objections to Your Arguments 
Rebuttal of Possible Objections to Your Arguments 
Benefits of What You are Arguing For 
Conclusion 
 

Of course, these sections can be arranged in many ways, and each section may contain many 
parts. For example: 
 

Introduction: A beginning paragraph that interests the readers. Often, the introduction 
will contain a statement of the opinion or position you are arguing for. Sometimes, 
the first paragraph is a lede that contains a short anecdote that interests the reader; the 
lede is then followed by a paragraph that contains a statement of the opinion or posi-
tion you are arguing for. 

Background Information 
Argument #1 for Your Opinion or Position 
Argument #2 for Your Opinion or Position 
Argument #3 for Your Opinion or Position 
Possible Objection #1 to Your Arguments 
Rebuttal of Possible Objection #1 to Your Arguments 
Possible Objection #2 to Your Arguments 
Rebuttal of Possible Objection #2 to Your Arguments 
Benefits of What You are Arguing For 
Conclusion 

 
Introduction: A beginning paragraph that interests the readers. Often, the introduction 

will contain a statement of the opinion or position you are arguing for. Sometimes, 
the first paragraph is a lede that contains a short anecdote that interests the reader; the 
lede is then followed by a paragraph that contains a statement of the opinion or posi-
tion you are arguing for. 

Background Information 
Argument #1 for Your Opinion or Position 
Possible Objection #1 to Your Arguments 
Rebuttal of Possible Objection #1 to Your Arguments 
Argument #2 for Your Opinion or Position 
Possible Objection #2 to Your Arguments 
Rebuttal of Possible Objection #2 to Your Arguments 
Argument #3 for Your Opinion or Position 
Possible Objection #3 to Your Arguments 
Rebuttal of Possible Objection #3 to Your Arguments 
Benefits of What You are Arguing For 
Conclusion 
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When Relevant, Use a Conventional Organization for a Paper that Compares and Con-
trasts 
 
Let’s say that you are going to argue that one of these athletes is the greatest baseball player of 
all time: Babe Ruth and Hank Aaron. Here is a way that you could organize the paper: 
 

Introduction 
 Thesis Statement 
 Brief Overview of Babe Ruth and Hank Aaron 
 Forecasting Statement: Brief Description of Criteria 
Evaluation According to Criterion #1 
 Babe Ruth 
 Hank Aaron 
Evaluation According to Criterion #2 
 Babe Ruth  
 Hank Aaron 
Evaluation According to Criterion #3 
 Babe Ruth  
 Hank Aaron 
Evaluation According to Criterion #4 
 Babe Ruth  
 Hank Aaron 
Conclusion 
 Summary of Evaluations 
 The Greatest Baseball Player of All Time is … 

 
Know What You’re Writing 
 
You ought to know the subject about which you are writing. This does not mean that you have to 
know exactly what you’re going to write; instead, it means that you have thought about your sub-
ject. This may mean reading articles or books before you begin writing, or interviewing a person 
or persons who understand the subject, or dredging up old memories, or engaging in a bull ses-
sion with your friends. Do whatever it takes to understand the subject about which you want to 
write. 
 
If you are asked to write about something you don’t understand or with which you have had no 
previous acquaintance, the first thing to do is to begin understanding it. For example, if you are 
asked to write a term paper about Edgar Allan Poe’s “The Raven,” and you have never read it, 
the first thing you should do is read it. 
 
The purpose of doing research is to understand your topic. If you know a lot about your topic, 
and if you have opinions (and facts) about your topic, writing about that topic will be easier than 
if you know little about it. 
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Be Sure to Write 
 
With short papers, you can carry the information needed to write the paper in your paper or have 
the information written down on a few sheets of written notes. In other words, you can do all the 
research needed to write the paper before you begin to write it. 
 
With long papers, however, you can’t do that. I’ve known of cases where students have been re-
quired to write theses, and these students read book after book, and took large quantities of notes, 
but never got around to actually writing. With a long paper, mix your writing with your research, 
perhaps by writing in the mornings, and then doing research in the afternoons. One reason for 
doing this is that you can learn by writing. When writing one section of a long paper, you may 
discover ideas that you hadn’t thought of while you were doing your research. This is natural; 
after all, writing requires you to organize your thoughts, and this requires thinking, so we 
shouldn’t be surprised if occasionally we come up with a bright idea while writing. 
 
Realize That Some Corrections Can Come Later 
 
When you are writing your first draft, you are trying to get words and ideas down on paper or on 
a computer screen. You know that you’ll be revising the paper later, so there is no need to try to 
make the paper perfect now. Don’t worry about mistakes of grammar, punctuation, and spelling 
at this time. Don’t worry if the paper is messy. Don’t worry that some parts of the paper will be 
rough. Don’t worry if the paper isn’t perfect. You’ll be able to revise the paper and make it as 
good as possible later. 
 
Knowing that, try not to take lots of breaks. Instead, keep writing until the first draft of whatever 
you need to write that day is done. This may sound ridiculous, but it can work as long as you 
know the subject about which you’re writing, have the introduction or first sentence already writ-
ten in your head before you sit down to write, and have some kind of plan—that is, you know 
that you’re going to address topics X, Y, and Z in your paper, and in what order. 
 
Don’t make mistakes on purpose, of course, but realize that your paper doesn’t have to be perfect 
at this time. During revision you can come up with a better conclusion and better examples and 
arguments, and during proofreading you can begin to work with such things as apostrophes. 
 
The creative phase of writing should be followed by a critical phrase of writing. In the critical 
phase of writing, you evaluate the writing you have done and make corrections. If you are writ-
ing your first draft on a computer, I recommend immediately reading over what you have written 
and correcting any obvious errors even though you will be evaluating your writing at a later stage 
in the writing process. And always do a spell check before you close the document on the com-
puter. 
 
If You Really Can’t Spell 
 
If you really are learning disabled and can’t learn to spell and proofread, realize that you have a 
serious disability that will follow you around for the rest of your life and can prevent you from 
doing well in many jobs that require writing. The best advice that I can give you is to buy a com-
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puter with a word-processing program that includes a very good dictionary. The spelling checker 
will help, although you will still need to use a regular dictionary to look up the words the 
spelling checker does not recognize. 
 
In addition to buying a computer, you should buy at least two dictionaries. The first is a good 
hardbound dictionary that you will keep at home. The other is a good paperback dictionary that 
you ought to carry with you for the rest of your life. 
 
Even if you have a learning disability such as dyslexia, you can be a good writer. Avi has dyslex-
ia, but he still has written many excellent books for young readers. You, like Avi, will have to 
concentrate on getting your sentences to say exactly what you want them to say. You, like Avi, 
can get help from editors and proofreaders. Asking a friend who is good with grammar, punctua-
tion, and spelling to review and criticize your papers is an excellent idea. 
 
Develop Your Own Approach to Writing 
 
All writers have their own methods of writing. Some write best in a quiet study room in the li-
brary, while others work best while listening to music. (Stephen King listens to music while writ-
ing; when his local radio station switched to playing music that he did not like, he bought the ra-
dio station and made it play music that he did like.) It is possible for one writer to produce good 
work in many different environments, although one writing environment may be preferred over 
another. 
 
Preferred writing environments may vary according to the type of writing being done. While 
writing a personal letter or email to a friend, your preferred writing environment may be the spot 
before the television set just by a good place to set down a bowl full of popcorn. While writing a 
research paper, your preferred writing environment may be your desk, which you have carefully 
placed by your bed, in your dorm room. Together, the desk and the bed may give you plenty of 
room to lay out your notes, copies of articles, books, and a dictionary and English handbook so 
that you have everything you need within the reach of your arms. 
 
The way in which you approach writing will also differ according to what you are writing. Of 
course, certain kinds of writing are more difficult than others: a 100-page-plus Master’s thesis is 
more difficult to write than a three-page letter to your best friend. You will have to approach 
writing a Master’s thesis differently from the way you approach writing a personal letter. 
 
My Master’s thesis in Philosophy, which was about Plato’s theory of recollection in the “Meno” 
and other early dialogues, turned out to be 125 pages long. In writing my thesis, I discovered that 
I worked best early in the morning. When I waited until evening to begin writing, I always wor-
ried that I wasn’t getting any work done until I had finished my writing for the day. I was spend-
ing more time worrying than I was spending time writing. 
 
I solved the problem by getting up early to do my writing. For six months, I set my alarm clock 
for 5 a.m. during weekdays. By 5:30 a.m., I was in my graduate student office, which I kept 
crammed with books and articles related to my project, with a hot cup of coffee at my side while 
I busily typed away at my thesis. For six months, I was obsessed with writing my Master’s the-
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sis, and I worked on writing it every morning, but for me, that was the way it had to be. If I had 
waited until the late afternoon or evening to begin writing my thesis, I would have felt guilty all 
day. By getting up at 5 a.m. and writing, I had the satisfaction of knowing at 8 a.m. that I had 
finished my writing for the day and had made progress on my thesis. Of course, I would read to 
get ready for the next morning’s writing or do some heavy thinking and take notes, but I had fin-
ished my writing. 
 
That’s what worked for me in writing that industrial-strength project. When it comes time for 
you to work on a long-term writing project, you will have to come up with a writing schedule 
and environment that works for you. 
 
By the way, important writers have proven that it is possible to write just about anywhere. Many 
good books have been written in dank basements or drafty attics, and you can even write in a 
room above a noisy Chinese restaurant. Perhaps the only place it is impossible to write is a room 
with a magnificent view. That is an excellent place for contemplation, but if you want to write 
there, you are probably better off closing the drapes and shoving your desk against a wall with-
out a tempting window. 
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Chapter 4: Revising 
 
When revising your paper as a whole, first look at such things as your paper’s introduction and 
conclusion, and its content and organization. Once the big things are corrected, focus on the 
small things, such as looking at sentences to see if they are sexist or have an unsatisfactory struc-
ture. 
 
Look at the Paper’s Beginning and Ending 
 
Two very important parts of your paper are the beginning and the ending. Even before the intro-
duction of your paper is its title. Both your paper’s title and introduction must be interesting to 
get the reader’s attention, and they must have something to say about your topic. Don’t begin a 
paper with “Fire!” unless you are going to write about a fire or a firing squad. The conclusion 
must bring your paper to a definite end. After reading the conclusion, your reader should not be 
tempted to turn the page and look for the rest of the paper. 
 
Check the beginning and ending of your paper to make sure that they do what introductions and 
conclusions should do. If they don’t, improve them. 
 
By the way, a common mistake that writers make in the introduction of a paper or a speech is to 
define a word that does not need to be defined. If you are writing a philosophy paper, it is a good 
idea to define an important word so that readers know how you are using it, but often writers will 
define “slavery” when writing about Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn. Since eve-
ryone knows what the word “slavery” means, there is no need to define it. Of course, you will 
define important words that the reader is unfamiliar with when the words first appear in your pa-
per. (If you can, however, use words that the reader is already familiar with.) 
 
Another common writing error that writers make in their introduction is to write something such 
as “Ever since the dawn of time, slavery has existed….” The “dawn of time” introduction is 
overused and should be avoided. 
 
Check the Content  
 
Content is important. If you are writing an argument paper, have you written persuasive enough 
arguments to support your position, and have you brought up and rebutted arguments that are 
supposed to give support to the other side? Have you given the readers enough information, in-
cluding necessary background information, to understand what you are writing? Have you made 
your paper interesting? Have you met the length requirement of a paper assigned to you by a 
teacher? 
 
Make an Outline 
 
To make a check of your paper’s organization, outline your paper. Usually, outlines are made 
before writing, but if you think that your draft is not well organized, outline that draft. A quick 
look at the outline will tell you if you have made any major errors in organization. For example, 
if you are researching a career and you have written about salaries on pages 2 and 5, your outline 
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will tell you immediately that the information about salaries has been broken up into two sec-
tions. Perhaps you should move some paragraphs around to combine the two sections. 
 
Read Your Paper Out Loud 
 
To test your paper for awkwardness, read it out loud. When you do, whatever is awkward will 
immediately draw attention to itself. Read it word for word, slowly, out loud, and mark whatever 
doesn’t seem to read easily or sounds funny. If a sentence is too complex, too wordy, or just plan 
awkward, or has a funny-sounding rhyme, you will be able to hear it. If you leave out words or 
phrases, you will be able to hear that they are missing. If you have too many very short or very 
simple sentences in a row, you will notice that your paper sounds “sing-songy” at that point, and 
you will know to vary the length and complexity of sentences at that point. Mark all passages 
that sound odd so that you can go back to those passages later and improve them. 
 
If you don’t believe that you can hear when sentence structure has not been sufficiently varied in 
a paper, try reading this paragraph out loud: 
 

My name is David Bruce, and I was born in July of 1955. My parents are Carl and Jose-
phine Bruce, and I love them dearly. My full name is Bruce David Bruce, and it was giv-
en to me by my Uncle Reuben. I am unmarried, and I have no children. 

 
Terrible, isn’t it? All four sentences in the paragraph have the same sentence structure. 
 
When writing a paper, mix up your sentence structure and length. Be varied. Use a short sen-
tence once in a while, and use an introductory word, phrase, or clause once in a while. 
 
Have Someone Else Review Your Paper 
 
Another idea is to have a friend review your paper. In a review, your friend reads and criticizes 
your paper. Your friend can point out places where he or she has questions. In addition, your 
friend can help you with proofreading. 
 
If you wish, you can have your friend read your paper out loud. Once more, you can listen to the 
sound of your sentences to hear whether anything sounds awkward or funny. If your friend’s 
voice “stumbles” during a passage, perhaps that passage is awkward or is unclear and needs ex-
planatory material added to it. Be sure to tell your friend to ask you questions if he or she is puz-
zled by anything.  
 
In addition, you may want to quiz your friend to make sure that he or she understands what he or 
she has read. If you are writing about Individual Retirement Accounts, you may want to ask your 
friend a few questions about IRAs to be sure he or she has learned what you have tried to com-
municate in your paper. 
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Chapter 5: Producing the Finished Paper 
 
When producing the finished paper, you will be concentrating mainly on proofreading and for-
mat. Before reaching this point, you will have ensured that you have a good introduction and a 
good conclusion and that you have all the necessary content and information needed in your pa-
per. You have also made your paper interesting to the reader. In addition, you will have read 
your paper aloud (if it is short) or silently in order to check for awkward passages, which you 
have corrected. If you are like me, you have already lightly proofread your paper after each draft 
in order to correct obvious errors that can distract you from what you should be concentrating on 
while you evaluate, edit, and revise your paper. You have also done a spell check each time you 
have closed your document on the computer. 
 
Proofread, Proofread, Proofread 
 
Proofreading is an art. It takes a good eye and a good ear. It helps if you read quite a lot as you 
will have an ear for what makes good writing. In addition, proofreading takes knowledge about 
how to use such mysterious (to many people) marks as apostrophes and how to distinguish 
among there, they’re, and their. This knowledge can be learned, but it takes much rote memory. 
However, such knowledge, once gained, is similar to the knowledge it takes to ride a bike: Once 
you know how to ride a bike, you never forget. Learn how to avoid the common writing errors. 
You can do this by learning the rules, and then by proofreading your papers to make sure that 
you are not making those errors.  
 
Even if you know how to spell and how to use the apostrophe correctly, you still need to proof-
read. Typos have a way of creeping unnoticed into a paper. Once there, they seem to hide quietly 
until the paper is turned in to a teacher or published in a newspaper, at which time they stand out 
like a zit on the forehead of a debutante.  
 
Be sure to proofread everything that you write—even a short email or letter to a friend. (Leaving 
out a short word such as “not” in an email or letter can be disastrous. Don’t write, “I do love that 
other woman” when you mean to write, “I do not love that other woman.”) 
 
When checking your paper for typos and other errors, be sure to read it through more than once. 
When it comes to proofreading a paper for typos and other errors, once is not enough. 
 
Proofread what will be the finished draft of your paper three times. 
 
I once received an email from a student that began, “Hell, Bruce.” The student was not angry at 
me; he had not proofread his email. Of course, he had meant to write, “Hello, Bruce.” 
 
Use the Computer to Help You Proofread 
 
Of course, you can use a spell check to help you catch typing errors. In addition, your word-
processing program may have a grammar checker. 
 
However, you can also use your computer to help you in these ways: 
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1. Do You Sometimes Put Two Spaces Between Words? 
 
If you are using a computer, be aware that most word-progressing programs have a FIND com-
mand that is often located in the EDIT menu. You can have the computer find all the places 
where you have two spaces in a row in your communication, then you can delete the unnecessary 
space. 
 
Note: After a period, you may use either one space or two. I recommend having one space. 
 
2. Do You Make Mistakes Often When Using Such Word Pairs as Then and Than? 
 
If you know that you often make mistakes with certain words (for example, then and than), here 
is one way to help yourself correct that kind of mistake. After you have typed your paper, use 
your word-processing program to find the words you have trouble with. For example, if you have 
problems using then and than, use the FIND command (the FIND command is often found in an 
EDIT menu) to find all occurrences of then and check that they are correct, and then to find all 
occurrences of than and check that they are correct. 
 
Of course, you can also use this technique to find problems with other word pairs: 
 
who/whom versus that — use who and whom to refer to people 
 
you/your — sometimes a student will type you instead of your, as in “Thank you for you time.” 
 
there/they’re/their, your/you’re, its/it’s, etc. 
 
Are You Wordy? 
 
If you often write “due to the fact that,” search for that phrase, then replace it with “because.” 
 
If you often write “despite the fact that,” search for that phrase, then replace it with “although.” 
 
Finding Definitions 
 
A quick way to find definitions on the WWW is to search for “define aegis” or whatever word 
you need to know the definition for. 
 
Buy and Use an English Handbook and a Dictionary 
 
So many writing rules exist that you are best off buying an English handbook to use as a refer-
ence book. Write your paper, then when you reach the proofreading stage, pull out your English 
handbook and a dictionary and start checking questionable uses of grammar and punctuation and 
the spelling of any words that look odd or that you know you often misspell. 
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Remember, of course, that people have honest differences as to how to use such important punc-
tuation marks as apostrophes (currently, we are undergoing a change in how we use apostrophes 
with singular possessive words). Find out how your teacher or editor wants you to use apostro-
phes, and then follow that person’s guidelines. If you are writing for yourself, choose one meth-
od of using apostrophes, and then follow that method consistently. 
 
Follow the Teacher’s or the Editor’s Rules 
 
Although at one time spelling was phonetic (Shakespeare spelled his name in more than one 
way), much spelling is now fixed. Only one spelling of a certain word is usually acceptable. Dic-
tionaries may have minor inconsistencies because language is constantly changing, so some 
newspapers choose one specific dictionary as being the dictionary that it will use. In such cases, 
use that dictionary. 
 
Other things can also be arbitrary. For example, your teacher or editor may tell you to write be-
tween 1,000 and 2,000 words for a certain paper or article. In such cases, write that number of 
words. 
 
Which standard ought you to use? Use the standard for the type of writing that you are doing. If 
you are writing an article for the local newspaper, find out whether that newspaper uses Associ-
ated Press or United Press International style, and then follow that style.  
 
If you are writing a paper for a class, do things the way that the teacher wants them to be done. If 
your teacher wants all your papers to use Times New Roman font, use it. 
 
Whatever the standard is for whatever you are writing, follow it. 
 
Follow the Relevant Format 
 
Papers can have many formats: memo, letter, and book. In addition, the format for research pa-
pers can vary: MLA, APA, Chicago, and CSE. 
 
This is where your English handbook will come in handy. It will tell you, if you are using the 
MLA format, how to use in-text citations, how to format short quotations, how to format long 
quotations, and how to write a Works Cited list. 
 
It will also explain how to use other formats for citations. 
 
Why Follow a Relevant Format? 
 
There is nothing strange about editors and teachers wanting you to follow a certain format. It is 
natural for editors to want all the articles in a newspaper to follow the same format because the 
article are more consistent in spelling, punctuation, and grammar that way. Teachers want papers 
to follow the same format so that they can grade the papers fairly without being sidetracked by 
the way the paper looks. People want things standardized, and they can get that standardization 
by deciding on the standard that they will follow.  
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Make the Paper Look as Good as Possible 
 
It is important for your paper to look good when you are finally finished with it. If you are hand-
ing it in to a teacher, you want to create a good impression. The same thing applies if you are 
sending a manuscript to a publisher. Do all the things that make it look good. Spell all words cor-
rectly, don’t smudge the paper, don’t hand in a paper that has been rained on, don’t mark up the 
paper with a lot of corrections. Print a copy of the paper after all corrections have been made to 
it. 
 
However, you may discover an error immediately before handing in the paper to a teacher. In 
that case, correct the error neatly with pen or pencil, and then hand in the paper to the teacher. 
That is better than taking the paper home, correcting the error and printing out a new copy, and 
then handing in the paper late. 
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Chapter 6: Tips on Style 
 

Write a Good Title 
 
Your papers must have interesting titles. Here are some examples of poor titles for papers on a 
work of literature:  
 

Poor Title—Paper #1 
 
Poor Title—The Iliad 
(This is a good title for an epic poem, but a bad title for a paper on the epic poem.) 
 
Poor Title—Achilles and Agamemnon 
 

Many good paper titles consist of a title and a subtitle, with a colon separating the two. For ex-
ample: 
 

Achilles and Hector: Opposing Heroes 
 

Agamemnon: A Poor Leader 
 
Achilles: Furious Noncombatant 
 
Hector and Paris: Dissimilar Brothers 
 
Aeneas: A Pious Leader 

 
If you are writing an article for a local newspaper, you do not need to write a headline for the 
article. The person who lays the article out in the newspaper will write the headline. The size and 
length of the headline will depend on how much space is available for it. 
 
Write a Good Thesis Statement 
 
A thesis statement tells the reader what a paper is about. Thesis statements are especially used in 
academic nonfiction papers. 
 

Example #1 
 

Ex: In the Iliad, Hector is a brave, strong leader who loves his family, while his brother 
Paris lacks character and has only a physical relationship with Helen. 

 
Example #2 
 
Ex: In the early books of the Iliad, Odysseus reveals himself to be a very competent king 
and warrior, although he also reveals a few weaknesses. 
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State Your Opinions Strongly 
 
Don’t use a lot of weasel words and phrases such as “It seems that” or “It may be the case that.” 
State your opinions strongly. 
 

Bad: It may be the case that Homer is anti-war. 
 
Good: Homer is anti-war. 

 
Write a Good Forecasting Statement 
 
Definition 
 
A forecasting statement tells the reader how a paper is organized. Forecasting statements often 
appear in the introductions of papers. 
 
Example #1 
 

Ex: Hector and Paris differ in their marriages, motivation for fighting, reputation as war-
riors, leadership ability, and personal integrity or lack of it. 
 
This forecasting statement tells the reader that the writer will first write about how Hector 
and Paris differ in their marriages, then about how they differ in their motivation for 
fighting, then about how they differ in their reputation as warriors, then about how they 
differ in their leadership ability, and finally about how they differ in their personal integ-
rity or lack of it. 

 
Example #2 

 
Ex: Achilles and Hector differ in their family lives, reasons for fighting in the Trojan 
War, prowess as warriors, and relationships with the gods. 
 
This forecasting statement tells the reader that the writer will first write about how Achil-
les and Hector differ in their family lives, then about how Achilles and Hector differ in 
their reasons for fighting in the Trojan War, then about how Achilles and Hector differ in 
their prowess as warriors, and finally about how Achilles and Hector differ in their rela-
tionships with the gods. 
 

Write a Good Beginning 
 
These are good things to do in an introduction for academic papers: 
 

1. Write a thesis statement. 
2. Write a forecasting statement. 
3. If you can and it is relevant, begin with an attention-getter. 
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Note: Do not define in your introduction words whose meanings are commonly known. For ex-
ample, do not write, “Love is defined as ….” However, it is OK to define an unusual concept 
such as xenia or kleos. (These are ancient Greek words that identify topics of great importance to 
Homer’s Iliad and Odyssey.) 
 
You may want to write a question or a series of questions in or as your introduction. For exam-
ple, if you are going to write about marriages in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice, you may 
write a question such as “What makes a marriage good or bad?” 
 
You need to avoid baldly stated statements, such as “In this paper, I will do this …” or “Now 
that I have done this, I will now do that … .” This doesn’t mean that you have to entirely avoid 
using the word “I” in your paper. 
 
In most papers, it is a good idea to begin with an attention-grabber. As a writer, you want people 
to read what you write. One way to do that is to make your papers interesting, beginning with the 
title and the introduction. 
 
A good introduction will grab a reader’s attention. Each of the following possible ways to intro-
duce a paper will work for many kinds of papers. 
 
1. Ask an Attention-Getting Question 
 
One way to introduce a paper or article in which you write about how to protect children from 
being abused is this: 
 

Are you raising a victim? 
 
2. Use a Brief Appropriate Question 
 
If you are writing about W.C. Fields, you could begin your paper in this way: 
 

According to W.C. Fields, “Anyone who hates dogs and children can’t be all bad.” 
 
3. Tell an Anecdote 
 
The anecdote can be about yourself or another person. This anecdote, which uses dialogue, could 
introduce a paper that makes the point that classic works of literature ought to be studied by eve-
ry college student: 
 

“Why should I take this course?” asked a first-year student. 
Professor John Jones stared at him, and then pointed to first one shelf of books, and 

then another. 
“Swift! Milton! What more do you want?” 

 
Boston Globe columnist Ellen Goodman once opened a column about the workplace with this 
anecdote: 
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BOSTON—Not long ago, a young actor I know was doing a gig as a waiter. Faced with a 
truly obnoxious customer, he finally leaned over the table and said theatrically, “Sir, do 
you realize that I’m going to be spending time alone with your dinner?” 

 
Source: http://www.encyclopedia.com/doc/1P2-7198049.html 
Date Downloaded: 2 December 2009 

 
4. Write a Short Dramatic Passage 
 
This description of a moment of a women’s basketball game could introduce a paper about one 
of the players mentioned: 
 

Leslie O’Brien dribbled down the court at top speed, faked left, and then bounced a pass 
into Dawn Heideman’s hands for an easy game-winning layup. 

 
5. Use an Attention-Grabbing Statement 
 
If you are writing a paper about murder, you could begin writing your paper in this way: 
 

According to the FBI Uniform Crime Report, “In 2009, the murder rate was 5.0 per 
100,000 inhabitants, an 8.1 percent decrease when compared with the rate for 2008.” 
 
Source: http://www2.fbi.gov/ucr/cius2009/data/table_01.html 
Date Accessed: 31 October 2010 

 
6. Make an Analogy or Comparison 
 
This introduction makes a comparison between normal depression and chronic depression: 
 

Ever had one of those days when you didn’t feel like getting out of bed because you 
knew that nothing could possibly go right for that day? A person suffering from chronic 
depression feels like that all of the time. 

 
7, Refer to a Current Event 
 
A paper about fires could begin by referring to a local fire in your hometown: 
 

Last week, Pizza Hut burned down. When will the next fire on Main Street occur? 
 
8. Give a Case History 
 
If you are writing about a social problem such as suicide, rape, child abuse, etc., start your paper 
with a brief account of a person who is or was affected by that problem. For example: 
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While on a date with her boyfriend, Sherry Inglewood’s car was hit by a drunken driver. 
One of the first things Sherry says that she remembers hearing after regaining conscious-
ness was, “Are they all dead?” 

 
9. Use a Passage of Dialogue 
 
A paper about boredom could begin in this way: 
 

“What do you want to do tonight, Eddie?” 
“I don’t know. What do you want to do?” 

 
10. Use a Gilbert Highet-type Introduction 
 
Gilbert Highet was a classics professor at Columbia University. He published several volumes of 
short essays taken from his radio show about books and the humanities. When writing about a 
famous person, he used to describe the person in his introduction, giving facts and making inter-
esting statements, but he wouldn’t name the person he was writing about until after the introduc-
tion, when the reader was very curious about who the person was. 
 
11. Tie the Introduction and the Conclusion Together: Use the Sandwich (or Bookend) Tech-
nique 
 
I sometimes use the sandwich (or bookend) technique when writing about a person. Say I want to 
write about the comedian Joan Rivers. I may introduce the paper by writing about her coming 
out on stage for a show, and I may conclude the paper by writing about how she leaves the stage 
after the show is over. I have “sandwiched” the body of the paper (or put it between bookends) 
between the introduction and the conclusion, which are closely connected to each other. Another 
example of the sandwich or bookend technique would be to begin a paper with a case history, 
and then at the end of the paper to tell what happened later (where or how is he or she now?) to 
the person in the case history. For example, I could write in the introduction about a woman be-
ing raped, and in the conclusion I could write about how she is now. 
 
A Few More Points 
 
Many of the ways to write a good introduction can be combined. 
 
Many of these strategies for writing a good beginning can also be used to write a good title or a 
good conclusion. 
 
Journalists often use a lede: a beginning that catches the reader’s attention and interest. This is 
followed by an introduction proper. Many of the strategies above can be used to write a good 
lede that is followed by an introduction proper. A lede can appear in an academic paper—for ex-
ample, a lede that is followed by an introduction proper can appear in an argument paper that is 
written for a composition course. 
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Write a Good Conclusion 
 
Good conclusions are difficult to write. You must write a sentence that says FINIS to your paper 
so that the reader is not tempted to turn the page and look for the rest of the essay. 
 
In your conclusion, don’t write such sentences as: 
 

I first covered the behavior of both Hector and Paris by discussing their differing attitudes 
toward battle. I then … 
 

Instead, write more interesting and informative sentences: 
 
In conclusion, Hector and Paris have minor similarities, but major differences. Hector is 
fighting to protect his city, his parents, and especially his wife and child. However, Paris 
is fighting to be able to continue an adulterous relationship with Helen of Troy. Hector 
charges into battle and is not afraid to challenge any Achaean to single combat. In con-
trast, although Paris can fight well, he often chooses not to and it takes Hector to shame 
him into challenging Menelaus. In addition, Hector loves his wife and child, while Helen 
despises Paris and Paris is indifferent to anything Helen says to him as long as she sleeps 
with him. Despite their minor similarities, Hector and Paris are almost polar opposites. 
 

Examples of Good Concluding Sentences from Literary Analysis Papers 
 
1) A paper that analyzed the character of Sir John Falstaff and found it a poor character lacking 
ended with a paragraph that ended with this sentence: “Sir John Falstaff deserves to be hung as 
quickly as possible.” 
 
2) A paper that analyzed the influence of Sir John Falstaff on Prince Hal and found it a poor in-
fluence ended with a paragraph that ended with this sentence: “The best thing that can happen to 
England is for Sir John Falstaff to be kept as far away from Prince Hal as possible.” 
 
Tying the Introduction and the Conclusion Together 
 
Sometimes, a writer will tie the introduction and the conclusion together by echoing the intro-
duction in the conclusion. For example, a paper on the performances of Tom Sawyer referred to 
Tom as an actor in the introduction and in the conclusion. Another paper on Tom Sawyer men-
tioned the Academy Awards in the introduction, then stated in the conclusion that Tom deserved 
an Oscar. A paper on The Prince and the Pauper mentioned the German concept of verstehen 
(understanding) in both the introduction and the conclusion. 
 
Tying the Introduction and the Conclusion Together: An Example 
 
You may write a conclusion that refers back to the introduction. For example, a student wrote a 
paper on the theme of marriage in Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice. The introduction began in 
this way: 
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Pride and Prejudice can be seen as the nineteenth-century precursor to our book The 
Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Perfect Marriage. 

 
The conclusion ended in this way: 
 
And to think that the reader learns all of his practical information in an entertaining story at the 
low price of $5.95 as compared to the $18.95 for The Complete Idiot’s Guide to the Perfect Mar-
riage (amazon.com). Jane Austen’s message is loud and clear, and as corny as it sounds I have 
learned her message and will carry it with me: a marriage immature will end unhappily for sure. 
 
Of course, in addition to referring back to the introduction, this writer ends her paper with a 
memorable closing line. 
 
Write Transitions 
 
A transition is a phrase or sentence that lets the reader know that discussion about one topic is 
ending and discussion about another topic is beginning. Here is an example from a research pa-
per by Ohio University student Alison Krause: 
 

Not only can a foreign language be learned more effectively at younger ages, but it also 
helps produce greater academic achievement. 

 
The transition is from the topic “a foreign language be learned more effectively at younger ages” 
to the topic “a foreign language […] helps produce greater academic achievement.” 
 
Write Topic Sentences 
 
Use topic sentences to let the reader know what a section (either a longer section or a shorter sec-
tion such as a paragraph) is about. For example: 
 
Hector is fighting to protect his family and his city, while Paris is fighting to continue his adul-
terous relationship with Helen. 

 
Hector has good relationships with other people, while Paris is disliked or even hated by 
those who ought to love him. 
 
Hector is the greatest Trojan warrior and leader, while Paris is often cowardly or lazy, 
although he can fight well when he wants. 
 

The above topic sentences introduce larger sections of a paper comparing Hector and Paris. In 
addition, topic sentences introducing paragraphs can also be used in a paper on that topic. For 
example: 
 

Hector and Andromache have a good and loving relationship. 
 
Paris and Helen of Troy have only a physical relationship. 
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The topic sentence “Hector and Andromache have a good and loving relationship” would intro-
duce a paragraph or paragraphs about the marriage of Hector and Andromache, while the topic 
sentence “Paris and Helen of Troy have only a physical relationship” would introduce a para-
graph or paragraphs about the adulterous relationship of Paris and Helen of Troy. 
 
Use Active Sentences 
 
In general, you should write sentences that use active verbs rather passive verbs. Active sentenc-
es are more exciting than passive sentences, as well as more vivid and memorable. This does not 
mean that you always ought to write active sentences; sometimes a passive sentence is better. 
 

Bad: The bucket of water was poured by the boy into the pool. 
Better: The boy poured the bucket of water into the pool. 
 
Bad: The horse was ridden into town by the cowboy. 
Better: The cowboy rode the horse into the town. 
 

Often, changing the verb of a sentence from active to passive will save on words, thus helping 
you to cut unnecessary words from your writing. 
 
Cut Unnecessary Words and Phrases 
 
One job of the writer is to not waste words. Often, the writer strives to be concise and so expends 
much effort cutting unnecessary words and phrases. Here are a few examples of wordy sentences 
with suggested corrections. Of course, this short list does not come close to listing all the types 
of wordiness that commonly show up in writing. 
 
1. Be careful with passive sentences using “There are … that” or something similar. Often, this 
wording can be eliminated. 
 

Bad: There were two computers in this room. 
Better: Two computers were in this room. 
 
Bad: There were two guys who beat me up. 
Better: Two guys beat me up. 

 
2. Often, phrases such as “there were” or “there was” or “it is” can be eliminated. 
 

Bad: There were two cats in this room. 
Better: Two cats were in this room. 
 
Bad: There were six spelling errors in your report. 
Better: Six spelling errors were in your report. 
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3. Beware of redundancies. 
 
Bad: I wrote a biography of his life. 
Better: I wrote his biography. 
 
Bad: I like these baby kittens. 
Better: I like these kittens. 
 

4. Words such as “very,” “rather, “pretty,” and “nice” often add nothing worthwhile to a sen-
tence. 

 
Bad: That’s a rather snotty thing to say. 
Better: That’s a snotty thing to say. 
 
Bad: This is a very important speech. 
Better: This is an important speech. 
 

5. Not all introductory words are needed. 
 

Bad: Basically, this report stinks. 
Better: This report stinks. 
 
Bad: Well, you should make a plan for your career. 
Better: You should make a plan for your career. 
 

6. Avoid the phrase “the fact that.” 
 

Bad: Aren’t you aware of the fact that John Wayne was over six feet tall? 
Better: Aren’t you aware that John Wayne was over six feet tall? 
 
Bad: It was a fact that Churchill was often impetuous. 
Better: Churchill was often impetuous. 
 

7. Avoid classic wordiness such as “the reason is because,” “due to the fact that,” and “in spite of 
the fact that.” 
 

Bad: The reason my paper is late is because….” 
Better: My paper is late because….” 
 
Bad: The reason you won the race is because you trained harder than the other racers. 
Better: You won the race because you trained harder than the other racers. 
 
Bad: Due to the fact that your paper is late, I have lowered its grade. 
Better: Because your paper is late, I have lowered its grade. 
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Bad: In spite of the fact that you did not graduate from college, you are a multimillion-
aire. 
Better: Although you did not graduate from college, you are a multimillionaire. 
 

One More Point 
 
If you are consistently wordy, you can use the computer to help you reduce wordiness. For ex-
ample, if you know that you frequently write “the fact that,” use the FIND function of your com-
puter to locate every instance of “the fact that” in your paper and revise the sentence to get rid of 
the wordiness. 
 
Cut Unnecessary Sentences and Paragraphs 
 
Not only does the careful writer need to cut out unnecessary words and phrases, but the careful 
writer ought to cut unnecessary sentences, paragraphs, and even pages. As writer Kurt Vonnegut, 
Jr., suggests, “Have the guts to cut.” 
 
Distinguishing between what is necessary and useful from what is needless and distracting can 
be difficult. Vonnegut suggests that you ask yourself whether each sentence or paragraph you 
have written adds something worthwhile to your paper. If not, cut it out of your paper. 
 
Paragraphing 
 
A paragraph can be one word long or a page long. Usually, the length of a paragraph is some-
where in between. Don’t be afraid to write a short paragraph.  
 
Often, short paragraphs of just a few words can be used as an interesting beginning to a paper. 
For example, a paper about the TV series Batman could begin with this short paragraph. 
 

Pow! Bam! Zap! 
 
Then the next paragraph—the introduction proper—would continue with a thesis statement, in-
formation about Batman, etc. 
 
In general, writers don’t put long paragraphs in their work. (Exceptions include James Thurber 
and William Faulkner.) Short paragraphs are a rest for a reader; in the twentieth-first century, 
writers prefer shorter chunks of reading material. Therefore, if you have a paragraph that is a 
page long or longer, look for places to break up it up into shorter paragraphs. 
 
Be aware that newspaper articles contain shorter paragraphs than other kinds of writing. 
 
Use Quotations 
 
People are fascinating. All of us are probably accustomed to sitting in a restaurant, sipping a cup 
of coffee, and watching passersby through a window, All human beings are fascinated by other 
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human beings and by what other human beings think. One of the most-read sections of newspa-
pers is the editorial page, with its provocative opinion columns and letters to the editor. 
 
Therefore, the writer ought to be concerned with writing about people. One way to do that and to 
make your paper interesting is to use quotations by people who are concerned about the topic 
about which you are writing. Often, quotations add interest as well as information to a paper. 
 
Use Personal Experience 
 
It is a good idea to use some personal experience in your papers, including an argument paper; 
for example, if you decide to write for or against the use of school uniforms in high school, you 
may write your personal experience in high school.  
 
Too many papers are a graveyard of quotations from and summaries of the writing of other peo-
ple. Care about what you write. One way to care about what you write is to write about some-
thing that is important to you and something that you have personally experienced. 
 
If you wish, you may write about abortion and euthanasia. Be aware that to really make these 
topics, personal experience is useful. For example, you may write about your own abortion or 
about the abortion of a student in your high school. If you don’t do that, you will probably be 
repeating the same old arguments that everyone has already heard.  
 
To make a paper about abortion—pro or con—interesting, you may use a beginning like these: 
 

When I was a sophomore in high school, I got pregnant. 
 
When I was a sophomore in high school, my best friend, who was also a sophomore, 

got pregnant. 
 
What if I woke up tomorrow and discovered that I was pregnant? True, I’m not hav-

ing sex with anyone, but what if? What would I do? 
 

Use Anecdotes 
 
If possible and relevant, use anecdotes about the topic. If you are writing a personality profile, 
tells anecdotes—whether humorous or serious—about the subject of your personality profile. For 
example: 
 

During the 1992 Olympic Games, Hassiba Boulmerka of Jordan won the gold medal in 
the 1,500-meter race. As an athlete, Ms. Boulmerka received death threats because fun-
damentalist Muslims felt that she should keep her body covered in public instead of run-
ning in shorts and a sleeveless top. Ms. Boulmerka, who is herself Muslim, answered her 
critics by saying that she is an athlete and she dresses the way middle-distance runners 
must dress for competitions. (Strudwick 42) 

 

Work Cited: Strudwick, Leslie. Athletes. New York: Crabtree Publishing Company, 
1999. Print. 
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An anecdote can illustrate a person’s character or convey the reality of a social problem. Anec-
dotes are nothing more than very short stories and are often, but not always, humorous. The fol-
lowing anecdote could be used to illustrate the high regard in which tans are held (although tan-
ning can be dangerous): 
 

One day when Kendall Alway was walking home from high school, her mother saw her 
through a window and ran to lock the door. When Kendall wanted in, her mother 
screamed, “No! Stay outside and get a tan so you can be popular!” 

 
Show, Don’t Tell 
 
Another good piece of advice is to show, don’t tell. Instead of writing that someone is a very bad 
person, show that person doing one or more evil actions. 
 

Bad: Snidely was a very evil man. 
Better: Snidely kicked the puppy ten feet through the air. 
 
Bad: John was a ferocious fighter. 
Better: In a fight, John never limited himself just to punching; instead, he would claw the 
skin, gouge the eyes, and bite the ear of his opponent. 

 
Showing takes more words than simply telling, but that’s OK. The vividness and interest your 
writing gains by telling make up for the increase in number of words. 
 
Use the Appropriate Level of Usage 
 
Each of us speaks English in many different forms. We all know the English in which newspa-
pers and informal papers are written, and we all know more and less formal varieties of English. 
 
Slang is a form of English less formal than the English in which this short document is written. 
Eric Partridge has made a career of studying slang words and phrases such as “Nuke it,” which 
when said when ordering a sandwich at some fast-food restaurants means to heat up the sand-
wich in a microwave oven. A few decades ago, if someone said, “Drag it through the garden,” 
when ordering a sandwich, that person meant that he or she wanted the sandwich “with every-
thing”—lettuce, tomato, and everything else the restaurant puts on its sandwiches. 
 
A cover letter for a resume will be written in a variety of English more formal than the variety of 
English you would use to write an autobiographical essay with dialogue. If you are serious about 
getting a job, you will be careful to avoid using slang and “words” such as “gonna” when writing 
to a potential employer. 
 
Nothing is intrinsically wrong with slang, and nothing is intrinsically right with very formal vari-
eties of English. You, as a writer, have to decide what variety of English is appropriate for what-
ever writing task you have set for yourself. If you should decide to write a male President of the 
United States, you would not address him in this manner: 
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Yo, Prez! How’s it hanging? 
 

And if you are writing a close personal friend, you will not address him or her in this manner: 
 

My dear Sir or Madam, 
 
If you should do either of these things (and you won’t, of course), you would be using an inap-
propriate level of usage for the writing task you have set yourself. 
 
Avoid Sexism 
 
What is wrong with these sentences? 
 

1. Each graduate student must take his grade report home tonight. 
 
2. Each political candidate must submit his qualifications to the League of Women Vot-
ers. 
 
3. Each dancer must take her ballet shoes to the dance concert Friday. 
 
4. Each nurse must fill out her forms by Thursday evening. 

 
The above sentences are sexist unless all the graduate students in sentence one are male, all the 
political candidates in sentence two are male, all the dancers in sentence three are female, and all 
the nurses in sentence four are female. 
 
Feminists have pointed out that much of the English language is sexist because our use of pro-
nouns has reinforced stereotypes that men are more important than women, that men have certain 
occupations that women don’t have (graduate student, political candidate), and that women have 
certain occupations that men don’t have (dancer, nurse). 
 
These stereotypes are disappearing in the United States. In the 21th century, more emphasis is 
being placed on brainpower than on physical strength. Nations are discovering that they need as 
many brains as possible doing good work. It does not make sense to not use the half of human 
brains that are feminine rather than masculine. 
 
Previously, there weren’t nearly as many brain jobs as there are now, and men always seemed to 
hold those jobs. By a brain job, I mean a job that required some creative thinking and problem-
solving and does not consist of the same actions repeated over and over again, as on an assembly 
line.  
 
Today, women and minorities are either sharing these brain jobs or are creating their own brain 
jobs by, for example, starting businesses. 
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By using sexist language, we reinforce old stereotypes that need to be ignored rather than 
strengthened. By avoiding sexist language, we acknowledge the changes in occupations of both 
men and women in this and the past century. Women are becoming graduate students and politi-
cians in great numbers, and many men are becoming dance students and nurses. 
 
To avoid sexism in the example sentences above, either use “his or her” or change the subjects of 
the sentences so that they are plural. Of these two methods, the second is better. Some people 
consider “his or her” awkward, and that awkwardness can be avoided by using the plural and 
nonsexist pronoun “their”: 
 

1. All graduate students must take their grade report home tonight. 
 
2. All political candidates must submit their qualifications to the League of Women Vot-
ers. 
 
3. All dancers must take their ballet shoes to the dance concert Friday. 
 
4. All nurses must fill out their forms by Thursday evening. 

 
Sexist language also appears in places other than pronoun use. In terms such as “chairman,” sex-
ism is also present. Refer to General Motors Chairman Smith as “Smith, who chairs General Mo-
tors” (or use the nonsexist noun “chair,” which is becoming more popular: “Smith, chair of Gen-
eral Motors”)). 
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Conclusion: To Be a Writer 
 
Read 
 
Reading is a great way to learn to write better. If you read a lot and read a lot of different kinds 
of writing, you will learn to distinguish good writing from bad writing. You will learn to listen to 
the editor’s voice in your head that will tell whether what you are writing is good or is a throwa-
way draft (a draft that you do simply to get ideas flowing, then throw away and start writing a 
real draft). In addition, you will learn a lot about grammar, punctuation, and spelling even if you 
don’t know fancy terms such as “conjunction.” 
 
Write 
 
One of the biggest advantages of being a journalist is that it has taught me not to be afraid of 
writing. Journalists are constantly writing—it’s their job. Since it is their job and since they are 
constantly practicing it, they soon learn not to be afraid of a blank piece of paper or a blank com-
puter screen. Practice is a good way of developing a skill or craft or art. If you write a lot, soon 
you won’t be afraid of writing. The way in which you practice writing is up to you. You can take 
a lot of courses that require writing, volunteer for work that requires writing, or become a free-
lance journalist. The important things are to write, and to write a lot. That way, you will develop 
strong writing muscles. 
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Works by David Bruce (1954- ) 
 
 

Author: Discussion Guides Series 

Dante’s Inferno: A Discussion Guide 

Dante’s Paradise: A Discussion Guide 

Dante’s Purgatory: A Discussion Guide 

Forrest Carter’s The Education of Little Tree: A Discussion Guide 

Homer’s Iliad: A Discussion Guide 

Homer’s Odyssey: A Discussion Guide 

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice: A Discussion Guide 

Jerry Spinelli’s Maniac Magee: A Discussion Guide 

Jerry Spinelli’s Stargirl: A Discussion Guide 

Jonathan Swift’s “A Modest Proposal”: A Discussion Guide 

Lloyd Alexander’s The Book of Three: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s Adventures of Huckleberry Finn: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Tom Sawyer: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s A Connecticut Yankee in King Arthur’s Court: A Discussion Guide 

Mark Twain’s The Prince and the Pauper: A Discussion Guide 

Nancy Garden’s Annie on My Mind: A Discussion Guide 

Nicholas Sparks’ A Walk to Remember: A Discussion Guide  

Virgil’s Aeneid: A Discussion Guide 

Virgil’s “The Fall of Troy”: A Discussion Guide 

Voltaire’s Candide: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: A Discussion Guide 

William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet: A Discussion Guide 

William Sleator’s Oddballs: A Discussion Guide 

(Oddballs is an excellent source for teaching how to write autobiographical essays/personal nar-
ratives.) 
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Retellings of a Classic Work of Literature 

Dante’s Inferno: A Retelling in Prose  

Dante’s Purgatory: A Retelling in Prose  

Dante’s Paradise: A Retelling in Prose  

Dante’s Divine Comedy: A Retelling in Prose  

From the Iliad to the Odyssey: A Retelling in Prose of Quintus of Smyrna’s Posthomerica 

Homer’s Iliad: A Retelling in Prose  

Homer’s Odyssey: A Retelling in Prose  

Jason and the Argonauts: A Retelling in Prose of Apollonius of Rhodes’ Argonautica 

Virgil’s Aeneid: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s 1 Henry IV, aka Henry IV, Part 1: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s As You Like It: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Macbeth: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s A Midsummer Night’s Dream: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Much Ado About Nothing: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Othello: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s The Taming of the Shrew: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s The Tempest: A Retelling in Prose  

William Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night: A Retelling in Prose  

Children’s Biography 

Nadia Comaneci: Perfect Ten 

Personal Finance 

How to Manage Your Money: A Guide for the Non-Rich 

Anecdote Collections 

250 Anecdotes About Opera 

250 Anecdotes About Religion 
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250 Anecdotes About Religion: Volume 2 

250 Music Anecdotes 

Be a Work of Art: 250 Anecdotes and Stories 

The Coolest People in Art: 250 Anecdotes 

The Coolest People in the Arts: 250 Anecdotes 

The Coolest People in Books: 250 Anecdotes 

The Coolest People in Comedy: 250 Anecdotes 

Create, Then Take a Break: 250 Anecdotes 

Don’t Fear the Reaper: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Art: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Books: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Books, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Books, Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Comedy: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Dance: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Families: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Families, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Families, Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Families, Volume 4: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Families, Volume 5: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Families, Volume 6: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Movies: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Music: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Music, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Music, Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Neighborhoods: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Relationships: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Sports: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Sports, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People in Television and Radio: 250 Anecdotes 
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The Funniest People in Theater: 250 Anecdotes 

The Funniest People Who Live Life: 250 Anecdotes  

The Funniest People Who Live Life, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes  

The Kindest People Who Do Good Deeds, Volume 1: 250 Anecdotes 

The Kindest People Who Do Good Deeds, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

Maximum Cool: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People in Movies: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People in Politics and History: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People in Politics and History, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People in Politics and History, Volume 3: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People in Religion: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People in Sports: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People Who Live Life: 250 Anecdotes 

The Most Interesting People Who Live Life, Volume 2: 250 Anecdotes 

Reality is Fabulous: 250 Anecdotes and Stories 

Resist Psychic Death: 250 Anecdotes 

Seize the Day: 250 Anecdotes and Stories 

 

 


