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The importance of good writing skills

Lesson |—The importance of good writing skills RIFE5{EfBEREE M

Writing: a tool for success
The ability to write wcllfi'é perhaps the most important learnableISKill in academics and business.

In a 2004 report by the National Commission on Writing,' executives at 102 major American companies employing
8 million people estimated that these companies spend over 3 billion dollars annually correcting writing deficien-
cies. “People unable to express themselves clearly in writing limit their opportunities,” said Bob Kerrey, former
U.S. senator, president of the New School University, and chairman of the Commission. The survey also concluded
that “people who cannot write and communicate clearly will not be hired and are unlikely to last long enough to be
considered for promotion.” According to Joseph M. Tucci, president and CEO of EMC Corporation, “one might
think that [because of technologies like grammar and spell checkers] the value of fundamental writing skills has di-
minished in the workplace, [but actually] the need to write clearly and quickly has never been more important than
in today’s highly competitive, technology-driven global economy.”

Colleges are no less adamant about the importance of good writing skills. In a 2003 College Board survey,” 1,044
college professors rated persuasive writing as the “most important” academic skill and as the “most often assigned”
means of evaluating students. However, this survey also indicated that high school students were not being ad-
equately prepared for the challenges of college writing. College professors consistently rated their students’ writing
skills substantially lower than high school teachers did, and assigned substantially more essays than did high school
teachers, who gave more multiple-choice tests. Furthermore, although teachers and professors rated practically all
of the grammar and usage skills included on the survey high in importance, the survey indicated that high school
classroom work did not focus on these skills.

Good writing ability, it seems, is a precious commodity. It is not surprising, then, that writing has now become a
very important part of the SAT. In a College Board survey, 74% of college admissions officers said that they would
use the SAT Writing in their admissions decisions, and 68% said that they would download and read their appli-
cants’ essays.

Why students are not being prepared for college writing

If business executives and college professors value writing skills so highly, why don’t high schools focus more in-
tensely on teaching good expository writing skills? There seem to be several reasons. First, teaching writing skills is
demanding and time-consuming. To do it well, teachers must first master the difficult art of clear and cogent writing
themselves. Then they must teach this art to their students. But most high school English teachers are responsible

for more than 100 students at a time, each of whom thinks and writes differently and so needs individualized instruc-
tion. Ever try to give useful feedback on 100 essays? It’s enormously taxing, if it’s possible at all. Second, many high
school English teachers consider themselves more teachers of literature than teachers of writing and grammar. They
prefer exploring the mind of Holden Caulfield to exploring the techniques of cogent writing. It’s hard to blame them;
Holden is a fun guy. Third, a small minority of teachers actually work against the goal of teaching good expository
writing skills.

Beware the pitfalls of academic-speak

Ironically, English teachers include not only some of the greatest champions of clear persuasive writing, but also some
of its greatest enemies. Some of my best friends—like me—are English teachers, but a small minority of us tend to
value empty and flowery writing over clear and logical writing. They prefer abstract, vague, and intellectual-sounding
language to straightforward expression, and assume that if an essay is hard to decipher, it must contain profound ideas.
Smart students usually figure out how to please such teachers; they learn to write floridly to get a good grade. On the
SAT, however, you don’t want to confuse pompous writing with good writing.

This situation arises when teachers confuse expository writing with literature. The purpose of literature —novels, sto-
ries, and poems —is to expand human experience by evoking emotions and thoughts in the reader through imagery and
other suggestive literary devices. The purpose of expository writing, on the other hand, is to instruct through clear and
logical prose. Good expository writing is always precise, but good literature is often deliberately imprecise.

! Writing: A Ticket to Work. ..or a Ticket Out, Report of the National Commission on Writing, September 2004,
2 Curriculum Survey on Reading and Writing, found at www.collegeboard.com/highered/ra/sat/sat_research.html.
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Don’t try to make ideas seem more profound than they are; pretentions serve no good purpose in persuasive writ?ng.
Denis Dutton, editor of Arts and Letters Daily, sponsors an annual Bad Writing Contest in which he solicits published
prose that epitomizes pompous and deliberately vague academic-speak. Here is an example.

This book was instigated by the Harvard Core Curriculum Report in 1978 and was intended to respond to what

I took to be an ominous educational reform initiative that, without naming it, would delegitimate the decisive, if
spontaneous, disclosure of the complicity of liberal American institutions of higher learning with the state’s brutal
conduct of the war in Vietnam and the consequent call for opening the university to meet the demands by hitherto
marginalized constituencies of American society for enfranchisement.

—William Spanos, The End of Education: Toward Posthumanism

Read this sentence over until you can decipher it. Be patient; it may take a few days. Surprisingly, this is not a casual
first draft. It is the final draft of the first sentence of a book written by an English professor. Good writers craft their
first sentences carefully to draw readers in. This sentence, it seems, has been crafted to keep readers out, or at least

to make them feel less brilliant than the author. Writers of such sentences often defend them by saying that profound
ideas require dense and difficult language. Untrue. Let me offer this revision.

The Harvard Core Curriculum Report of 1978 attempted to undermine the movement to reveal how American
universities contributed to atrocities in Vietnam, as well as the consequent movement to give disenfranchised
minorities more power in American universities. This ominous report deserves a critical response.

This revision conveys all of the relevant ideas lurking in the original sentence, but makes them accessible to
every intelligent reader. No thoughtful person can claim that the first version conveys more subtle reasoning
than the second. It doesn’t. It is merely more pompous and vague.

This example, and perhaps your own experience with some English teachers, might lead you to believe that
clear writing is not valued in college. Fortunately, only a small minority of professors value pompous writing
more than clear and cogent writing. Simply know that this minority is out there, and avoid such professors if
you can. Even more fortunately, the SAT essay graders are trained to give higher marks to clear writing than
to pompous writing.

Good persuasive writing is clear, instructive, and respectful conversation, not an opportunity to show off.
The teachers who grade SAT essays are trained to reward clear and logical writing, not vague and pompous
writing.

Beware the salespeople

There are a lot of people with different opinions of what will get you a good score on the SAT essay. Some say that
you must write according to a certain “formula,” cite Shakespeare, avoid personal examples, or use big SAT words.
When you hear such things, be careful. Sometimes the opinion comes from someone selling a test-prep program.

In my 15 years of preparing hundreds of students to take the SAT Writing, I have leamed to be very skeptical of
simple-sounding formulas. The SAT is a reasoning test. If you are serious about improving your SAT Writing score,
learn to think like a writer. My students have had a good deal of success with this approach, improving their scores,
on average, over 115 points on the Writing SAT alone. Success on the SAT is not simply a matter of memorizing some
tricks.

The real “secret” to acing the SAT essay

Those who score highest on the SAT Writing are those who have learned to think and write clearly, logically, and
creatively. You can’t become a millionaire by swallowing a pill, and you can’t ace the SAT just by memorizing a
formula for writing an essay. Things that sound too good to be true usually are. But that doesn’t mean that writing a
good essay is terribly difficult. You simply have to learn to think a bit more like a good writer.

If you learn the craft of gathering, analyzing, and expressing your thoughts in writing, you will enjoy a great deal
more success in college and beyond. Oh, and you’ll ace the SAT Writing.



