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Prfoce R

Preface

There is a Chinese proverb that says: “a workman must first sharpen his tools if he wants to do
his work well. ” As English majors, or just lovers of the English language, we should know how to put
the skills we learn into practice. The purpose of this book, Practical English Writing, is to teach us
how to use the English we have learned in the proper context so that we can communicate effectively.

“Practical English” is not a special English vocabulary. It is a straightforward English used in
everyday work situations. Practical writing communicates specific and factual information to a
defined audience for a defined purpose. The information is useful in nature, and this is what makes
practical writing differ from writing fiction, for example.

Practical writing is based on the principle that writing is a purposeful process involving
discovery, precision in thought and language, and sensitivity to the audience. It emphasizes how
writers think, explains how writing affects promising writers, and offers clear guidance in the
writing process.

Found in any form of written communication, practical writing varies from language to language.
But they all have one thing in common; form and content. So far as practical English writing is
concerned, Chinese learners of English should keep in mind that practical English writing is
somewhat different from practical Chinese writing.

The organization of this book reflects the essential task confronting writers. Writing occurs in a
context that influences the writer throughout the process, from conception of the subject to the
choice of particular words. The book consists of ten parts, which I think are the most relevant to
the practical use of English. The first section deals with general remarks on practical English
writing, and the second part functions as a guide for letter writing. The following eight segments
provide direction for various types of letters, secretarial work, information and publicity, legal
documents, personal data, academic writing, note-taking, and the use of punctuation marks.

During my years of experience as a teacher teaching English to Chinese students, including
English majors, I have discovered that the same mistakes crop up again and again in practical
English writing. Actually, some students frequently cannot distinguish the difference between
English and Chinese in practical writing. Students get into the habit of thinking first in Chinese, and
then put what they think into English. When they write a letter, for example, they begin with an
introduction like . “I am sorry to spare your time to read my letter. > What is worse, most students
do not know the system of practical English writing, and what they write is restricted to the Chinese
form. Taking resume writing for example, some Chinese students write their resumes in a block
format, usually in one paragraph. This would be unacceptable if directed to an employer in English.
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- Practical English Writing

Resumes written in English should be divided into the following sections: personal information,
qualifications (if needed), education, work experience, publications (if there are), membership,
awards, and hobbies. This book, therefore, aims at helping students learn the precise method of
practical writing in English.

Those who will benefit most from this book are the students who are English majors, students
in other programs involving foreign affairs, and those who just love the English language. It will be
beneficial to those whose work is internationally oriented.

Whether you are majoring in the English language, or other programs involving international
affairs , starting a fresh career in your life, venturing into a new enterprise, or just writing a business
letter, drafting a contract, or preparing your graduation paper, you will find this book, Practical
English Writing, to be a valuable one.

To the many friends and colleagues who have offered their support and suggestions, I should
like to express my gratitude. These include Drs. Anne and Clay Denman, Dr. Lyon Evans, Dr.
David Hedrick, Ms. Barbara Hodges, Dr. Dekuan Huang. Dr. Michael Launius, Mr. Biyun Li, Dr.
Richard Rosecky, Dr. Deirdre Smythe, and Dr. Roger Yu.

I am also so grateful to Dr. Nie Yujing, Mr. Xu Tuo, Ms. Yang Fang, Ms. Zhou Jing, Mr. Cai
Yang and Mr. Yang Sheng for all that they have done — collection of materials, analysis of data,
adding comments, giving suggestions and typing.

Special thanks should be given to my mentor, Dr. Edward Golden, Professor Emeritus, Central
Washington University of the United States, for his encouragement and for providing many of the
reference materials, without which this book would not have been possible. Ms Zhanghua Zhu
proofread the entire manuscript and offered invaluable suggestions and comments.

For their generosity, I am also indebted to the publishers and authors listed in the bibliography.

Finally, no book can come to life without an excellent editor. For this I credit my friend and
advisor Ms. Xiaohong Cao whose diligent efforts improved the manuscript in way that can only be
described as brilliant.

Nantong University
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Partd General Remarks on Practical English Writing

Part 1

General Remarks on Practical
English Writing

1.1 Definition of Practical Writing

Practical English is not a special language — it is simply English used in the situations of practical
work. Practical English writing communicates specific and factual information to a particular audience
for a specific purpose. The information is practical, and sometimes technical, in nature, and this is
what makes practical writing different from other types of writing. Broadly, that audience includes
individual readers, managerial readers, technical readers, or even, at times, general readers. The
purpose of practical writing is to inform, instruct, or explain to the audience who read it. Writers,
therefore, should always take readers into first consideration.

In practical writing, readers should always come first. Although it is tempting to first consider
content, approach, and style, writers should not do this at the expense of clarity. Keep in mind that the
purpose of practical writing is to inform — make sure what is written should fit the reader’s level of
understanding. It is generally accepted that readers determine the success of any piece of writing. It
does not matter how well the writer understands the subject matter if the readers miss the message. If
they do not understand, the writing will fail.

Good practical writing requires discipline and strict adherence to a system. Much like technical
knowledge and skill, writing follows an orderly sequence that leads to clear and concise information,
instruction or explanation. Whether it is a letter to a friend or a curriculum vitae for a job application,
practical writing is actually a technical job on paper.

1.2 Appropriateness and Accuracy

Since practical writing is a technical job, writers should pay attention to both the content and form
of the writing. Content is related to the language used in the writing whereas form refers to the structure
of the writing. Apart from the content, the form adopted in practical writing is important. For example ,
if a Chinese letter is structured wrongly, the writer may be considered uneducated, at least not well-
educated. Therefore, the form of practical writing usually gives the first impression to the audience.
Whether it is good or not determines the success or failure of the communication.

Then, how to make practical English writing good is a question for language users to
address. When we write something practical, we should pay much attention to two main aspects
— appropriateness and accuracy. This requires writers to have a general knowledge of pragmatics
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and linguistics, for appropriateness is related much to pragmatics and accuracy to linguistics. By
appropriateness, we mean that what is written should be appropriate. That is to say, the form of
language should vary according to different situations. For example, if the writing is a personal
letter, the language should be informal; whereas if the writing is a public document, the
language should be formal. Similarly, a fact expressed in a mathematical equation may not be
effective in a report addressed fo a managerial reader. The same is true of the format of the
writing. Practical writing may be either as long as a book or as short as a slip of note. Which
format should be chosen is based on different situations and purposes.

It is important to make documents appropriate to the goals one has in mind when writing them, the
reader’'s purpose in reading them, and the specific institutional contexts in which they are written and
read. All practical writing should also be appropriate to the specific institutional context that motivated
its creation. It should not only serve the writer's and the reader’s purposes but also conform to the goals
and canventions of the institution in which it exists. Institutional goals and conventions are sometimes
clear and explicit. For example, in large companies, the specific goals of various documents, as well as
the preferred form and style, are often described in company correspondence and style manuals.

By accuracy, we mean that what is written should be accurate and precise. It is, therefore,
necessary to cultivate accuracy in practical writing. Accuracy, which is careful conforming language to
truth and fact, has three main aspects; document accuracy, stylistic accuracy and technical accuracy.
Document accuracy refers to the proper coverage of the topics in appropriate detail. Often an accurate
document needs to focus clearly on a problem. Document accuracy is generally cultivated by a clear
problem statement and by a preliminary outline. These writing tools help writers focus their writing
effort by reducing their data in a way that solves a theoretical or practical problem. In comparison with
document accuracy, stylistic accuracy concerns the careful use of language to express meaning.
Accurate language requires the careful use of paragraph and sentence structure and word choice to
describe and analyze the topics effectively. As a writer, one gains command of accuracy by studying the
elements of style and by learning to apply those elements to drafting, revising, editing, and
proofreading. Stylistic accuracy is also a matter of using words precisely. The third type of accuracy is
technical, which requires stylistic accuracy but is not based solely on it. The effective document in
science and technology must be grounded in a technically accurate understanding and representation of
the subject. Technical accuracy depends on the writer's conceptual mastery of the subject and its
vocabulary, as well as on his or her ability to analyze and shape data with a minimum of distortion. In
science and technology, enormous creative energy is given to mastering this technical aspect of subject

development.
|l

i3 Features of Practical English Writing

As an independent type of writing, practical writing is different from other types of writing. It has
its own features in practicality, reality, certainty, formality, informality and timeliness.

1.3.1 Practicality
Practical writing, as its name indicates, is clearly different from literary writing. Its emphasis is
placed on practicality. Usually, practical writing has its specific audience and purpose. Practical writing

generally comes to the point by telling readers what something is, where and when something happens,
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why it is and how it is. After it is finished, it comes into effect. Furthermore, practical writing may
motivate readers to take immediate action in response to having read it.

1.3.2 Reality
So far as practical writing is concerned, what is written is intended to be real. If the content is
false, the writing may lead to serious negative consequences. Unlike literary writing, everything in

practical writing, including character, event, time, place and so on, should be true and reliable.

By certainty, we mean that the language used in practical writing should be definite and certain. For
instance, when we refers to “smooth finish,” we seldom say “as smooth as glass” ; when we refers to
“hardness,” we rarely say “as hard as steel” ; when we indicate the place of delivery, we cannot say
“along the Yangtze River,” either. That is to say, in practical writing, rhetorical device — such as,
simile, metaphor, and hyperbole — is considerably less used.

As we know, the language we use in what we write to our family members and friends is quite
different from what we write to a university for admission application. Therefore, in practical writing
formality and informality of the language differs when the audience is different.

1.3.5 Timeliness

When we do practical writing for certain events in daily life, we should keep in mind that timeliness
is important. For example, when we receive a gift, we send a thank-you note soon afterward. If a letter
for thanking somebody is belated, the writer will be thought to be rude or impolite. Actually, writing in

time lays a good foundation for establishing relationships and maintaining friendships.

14 Principles of Practical Writing

Good practical writing is clear, concise, coherent, and readable. They are the qualities of good
communication. Let’s see the following example:

The flow of electrical current can induce the migration of impurities or other defects through the
bulk of a solid. This process is called electromigration. In simple electromigration, the force on the
defect is thought to have two components. The first component is the force created by direct interaction
between the effective charge of the defect and the electric field that drives the current. The second
component , called the “wind force,” is the force caused by the scaitering of electrons at the defect.

The example is clear because it is written in simple, direct sentences. Although the technical
context is the highly specialized realm of theoretical and applied nanotechnology , the sentence syntax —
word order — is restrained and structurally simple. Part of this clarity is achieved by the rhetorical
device of defining a term, electromigration.

The example is also concise in its use of a minimum of words to express the basic idea of
electromigration. It is not wordy, and it does not digress from the point being made.

Besides, the example is coherent because it develops its subject matter in an easy-to-follow line of
thinking. The sentences are further linked by referents such as “this process,” “the first component,”
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and “the second component. ”

Finally, the example is readable because even if the readers are non-technicians they can read the
passage and understand it easily.

LAAClanilyy inw. g il

People are swamped with information. It comes at them from all directions, often shrouded in a fog
of vague and trite words. If your writing generates such fog, you force your readers to puzzle through
the details to determine whether they are of interest. Readers may not have the time — or the inclination
— to make such an effort. Furthermore, unclear writing reflects unclear thinking, which can damage
your credibility.

Clarity refers to ease of understanding. Words are your tools. The more words you have at your
command, the more accurately you can convey your ideas. The more effectively you arrange words, the
more successful you will be in sending an idea from your mind to your reader’s mind. Therefore, clarity
is the lifeblood of practical writing.

There are two major elements in achieving clarity in practical writing — preference for shorter
sentences and use of active language, for they assure clear and understandable practical writing.

m Keep sentences short

Good practical writing employs short sentences. A sentence of more than twenty words is often
hard to understand, and studies shows that readers prefer short sentences. In practical writing, there is
probably no greater problem than needlessly long sentences. The more words there are to read in a
sentence, the more there is for readers to keep track of and understand. Obviously, a compound,
complex, or compound-complex sentence is always harder to read and understand than a simple
declarative sentence. When a piece of practical writing, such as a technical report, manual, or set of
instructions, is loaded with long and complex sentences, the difficulty increases. So writers should keep
in mind that sentences are like baggage and that sentences should only carry what the writing needs and
not a bit more. See the following example;

Poor: Today we shipped your order of April 15, and you should be receiving it next week, but

since you are a new customer I want you to know that we allow an additional discount of
3% if you make your payment within 10 days.

Better: Your order of April 15 was shipped today and should arrive mext week. As a new

customer, you will receive an additional 3% discount for payment sent within 10 days.

Sometimes writers have to rewrite one sentence as several to make it more readable. Example .

Poor: I regret to report that a severe winter storm closed owr factory and disrupted delivery of two

critical components, making your shipment two weeks late, but we have now received all
the necessary parts and owr crew is working overtime to put production back on schedule.

Better: I am sorry to report that your shipment will be two weeks late. The winter storm that

closed owr factory also delayed delivery of two critical components. However, we now have
all the necessary parts and expect to be back on schedule soon.

® Write in active voice

Action coupled with a direct statement is at the heart of effective practical writing. Strong, active
verbs give the writing energy and power and add interest and understanding to the message. Weak,
passive verbs rob the writing of power and interest. The use of verbs in practical writing controls
meaning and understanding.

-
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When the active voice is adopted, the subject of the sentence performs the action; when passive
voice is adopted, the subject of the sentence receives the action.

Compared with passive voice, active voice is forceful and direct — and often requires fewer words.
Passive voice, however, combines a form of the verb to be with a past participle: is read, was done,
have been sold, were reported, had been opened, will have been seen. Good writers are good at
converting passive constructions into the active form appropriately. The following sentence shifts from
active to passive:

When the sales representatives completed their reports, the data were analyzed and a marketing
plan was outlined by the head of each department.

Here it is, rewritten entirely in the active voice:

When the sales representatives completed their reports, the head of each department analyzed the
data and outlined a marketing plan.

However, when the recipient of the action is more important than the performer of the action, the
passive voice is appropriate and preferred. Examples.

(D The pedestrian was struck by a car.

) The records were lost by a careless employee.

Do not use the passive voice to avoid saying “I” or “we. ” For example .

Poor: It is recommended by this office . . .

Better: We recommend . . .

Poor: A decision was made to stop the project.

Better: We decided to stop the project.

In this case, the subject is present in the sentence, but the same idea is expressed more succinctly.

B Achieve structural and contextual clarity

Furthermore, the writers of practical English should make their writings clear in structure and
context. Here is the way to achieve structural and contextual clarity.

At the level of the whole document, you can promote structural clarity, making it easy for the
reader to get the large picture. Effectively designed and well-arranged writing can help focus and clarify
information. For example, in your writing you may use a table of content, problem statements,
descriptive titles, subject headings, and some strategic repetitions to guide your readers and help them
keep the large picture in focus.

Contextual clarity, which makes available the importance, authorization, and implications of your
work, also contributes to the ease of understanding. All work has a context, and your readers want to
understand what the context of your document is. What prompts you to write? What is your purpose?
Whose work precedes or has influenced yours? What is the organizational and intellectual context of your
problem? Then, you need to answer those questions in introductions and problem statements and in your
citations and other references.

1.4.2 Conciseness

Concise writing provides exactly what the readers need and not a bit more or less. Bloated writing
with superfluous information serves to confuse and obscure. Concise writing gets to the point and does
not ramble. There is nothing that will kill a reader’s interest faster than rambling and affected writing
that takes five pages to say what could be said in one paragraph.

There is the story of a person who when asked the time of day gave a short history of Swiss
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