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Learning Composition Through
English
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telling ideas
1. abstract ( general claims )
2. poor desctiption
3. language isn’t the author’s brush

and palette.

showing ideas

1. concrete { specific evidence )

“ 2. good description

3. language must be the author’s

brush and palette.

participant spectator
} 4
transactional - expressive - poetic
i i
for audience for self for art

{ getting in  touch

self )

with others )

( getting in touch in

( creating a verbal

object )
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Clear Writing Comes from Clear
Thinking

Do you remember how people talk when they're under emotional stress—
angry, overjoyed, or excited? The words come rolling out, but often they're
unclear, disjointed. A person in a fit of rage cannot collect his thoughts so
that they emerge coherently. An individual reporting a crime to the police
babbles excitedly but fails to provide essential information, such as where it
happened and 'o whom. Fire alarms are frequently called in by witnesses who
neglect to give the location, so hysterical are they.

Such lapses are understandable {rom persons suffering emotional stress.
But they canne be so casily forgiven in the case of writers who turn out slop.
pv. hardto-follea pross under normal working conditions.

You can't vworite clecriv until von begen hinking clecrdy. Whether _v()u\ are

PROTNCHIR TEROU S enah e RTON 1e0n papers oF boasimess e nors, vou must
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know whzt ycu want to say and then write it clearly and logically. Profession-
al writers think hefore they write. They may sit, staring at their typewriters,
for several minutes, sometimes longer. But this usually is not wasted time.
They are sorting out ideas in their heads before committing them to print.
Even if you have to spend three or four days mulling over your paper, it’s
well worth it It's better to stay away from the typewriter or pen than to
throw together a bunch of words and sentences that don't make sense.
Here are some suggested guidelines to consider before you start writing:
1. Have a firm idea of what you want to say and to whom? What is your
purpose?
2. Collec: the facts to support your argument or position. Do your home-
work.
3. Decide on the format you want to use—report, essay, article, etc.
4. Have some idea about length. This, however, can be changed later if
necessary.
5. Set as de the time needed for the job.-
6. Have the proper reference tools at your elbow.

Now let’s consider these steps one by one.

Have a Firm Idea of What You Want to Say and
to Whom

A popular myth is that a skilled professional writer can simply sit dowr,
at the typewriter and bang away, the words flowing in 2 steady stream. he
truth is something else. Most authors may spend hours and days thinking of
their project hefore they commit a word to paper. And even at the tvpewnter.
they may pause frequently to gather their thoughts, work out the right <ent
ence or develop « smooth transition from one paragraph to another New spap-

er reporters, who are among the fastest writers. often b - ta Sto o tnudara
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graph to think about the story’s organization. Wordsmithing is a tough busi-
ness for professionals and amateurs alike.

Think carefully before you write. Ask yourself what you want to accom-
plish and what is the best way of going about it. Assume that you're required
to write an essay to get into college, qualify for a job or pass a test. You
know the purpose. The next thing is to turn your full attention to the subject
and how to handle it. This problem is more easily solved if you narrow your
focus. Don't bite off more than you can chew. If the topic is rapid transit,
stick to it! Don't let your mind and fingers wander into other areas. On the
basis of your knowledge and research, plan out your piece. If it helps, do an
outline before you write. But put yourself on the right track.

This kind of approach also can be helpful in other kinds of writing. For
example, you may have had an experience so amusing, shocking or unusual
that you feel it would be of interest to others. Consider first the best way to
g0 about it. Perhaps it will have greater impact if you fictionalize the incident
in the third person. If other people were involved, this form would give you
greather freedom to develop the event without embarrassing them. On the
other hand, a first person, nonfiction account may serve better because the
reader would :dentify with the experience more easily. Your :}Foice would de-

pend on the circufmstances.
Collect the Facts

Research is an important part of a writer's job. Some find it tedious:
others, exhilarating. But it must be done. You can’t properly think out a piece
until you've collected the data that enables you to see the issue clearly. Facts
may be gathercd in libraries, érchives, newspaper files, home reference books,
interviews, etc ‘

But before vou start your search, know what you're looking for! Other.

wise. you can waste a lot of time jotting down useless stuff. Unless material
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bears on vour topic, don't bother with it. And make your research as broad as
possible. Don't rely on one or two sources. A particular reference book may
contain a bibliography that can put you on the trail of further information.
Selection is the name of the game in research, but don't let your precon-
ceived notions limit your quest. Don’t pick only those facts which mirror your
own notions of the situation or that conform to the conventional wisdom. An

objective approach is always more effective in fact-finding. Be curious,

Decide on Your Format

Certain social occasions call for different kinds of dress. You normally
don’t wear the same attire to an out-door barbecue as you would to a formal
dinner party. It's the same with presenting informati_on. There are various for
mats for this task and it's important that you select the appropriate one. Such
deciston:. should be based on your audience, how much time you have, the na.
ture of your material, the degree of tormality required and past precedents in
the matter

A harried executive who barely has time for lunch will probably not wel.
come ar elaborately bound report that runs twenty—five or thirty pages. A
brief memo will suit him fine if it <omams the essential facts he needs to
know. Personal judgements should be left out unless requested.

On the other hand, a college application essay could well benefit from
subjectivity. But even here, the writer should be careful not to clutter it up
with irrelevancies The essay should be neatly written (a typewriter is better)
and follow the directives of the admissions office.

If you're atternpting to “sell” an idea or plan, a formal brochure ar bam-
phlet may be in order. In making presentations to potential (hent advertmny
and public relations firms doll up ther pitch with handsome bmders eXpensve
art work and other ornaments. The purpose, of course, is to impress the

client. It's the same principle used by purveyors of perfume and cosmeties
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which come in those swanky boxes. This may be the right technique in some
Lases,

Pretend that you belong to a group advocating a summer recreation prog-
ram in your -ommumnty. Support for the plan must come from the city coun-
cil. In this inttance, a fairly elaborate package would be in order. After you've
assembled your data, put it together in a way designed to make the council-
men sit up and take notice. The presentation might be sectioned off into va-
rious aspects of the proposal. Other devices such as chapter headings and sub-
heads could help simplify a complex problem. If pictures help, toss them in.
But remenber, all the window dressing in the world won't help your cause if
the hard and compelling facts are not there. Fancy covers and beautiful dis-
plays may draw the reader to your offering, but convincing him is another
matter.

In term papers, if footnotes are used, stick them at the bottom of the
page in which the word or passage is numbered. They should appear only
when something needs explanation. A paper can become so bogged down in
footnotes that it loses all interest for the reader. o

Footnotes can also be placed at the end of your paper, thereby not com-
peting with the content. There also should be a bibliography after the final
page. It gives wour work authority, indicating to your instructor that you taok
a serious, schoelarly approach to your task. The commonly accepted style for
the bibliography goes hike this:

Nolen, Williarm A A Surgeon’s World New York:Random House,

1970.

A system begnung with the title would take th‘is form:

Megatrend.. John Noasbitt. New York: Wamer\B()()ks, 1982

In the latter term rhe articles the and a never go first even if they are

first in the utle as in this example:
i

Mass Med . The William L. Rivers. New York: Harper & Row,
1964 N
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A magazine reference is given this way:

Stein, M. L. "West Germany’s Adversary Press.” Saturday Review,

May 8, 1971, pp. 47—48.

Make at least one duplicate of every paper or manuscript. Manuscripts
are occasionally lost by publishers and high school and college instructors
have been known to lose term papers and essays. Carbon paper is quite cheap
and copying machines are easily available at low cost. Whatever the price, it

beats doing the paper over again.
Have Some Idea about Length

Some newspaper and magazine editors have definite ideas of how long an
article should be and will so instruct the writer. More often, though, you must
make the decision yourself. Use your common sense about this. If you can tell
the story in two hundred words, don’t take two thousand. The yield from
your resecarch is usually an accurate barometer of how much you should
write. If the gleanings are small, don't stretch out a report to make yourself
look good. In reality, you'll look bad. ’

There's an old saying in the newspaper business: when you come to the
end, stop. This is sound advice. Journalistic style is direct and to the point.
Editors frown on extra words and sentences, penciling them out in a hurry.
The noblest punctuation mark in the English language is the period. If more
writers uscd it more often, a lot of communication problems would be solved.

An outline may aid you in keepihg a rein on length. Just a simple listing
of points to be covered will serve to hold you in bounds. If this doesn't work,
there's always editing. All writers must learn to trim their copy—and without

mercy!






