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Preface

This book is intended to help the person who is learn-
ing to write informational essays. Although most people begin
such work as freshmen in college, some may start in high school,
others in the Armed Forces, and still others outside school or with-
out formal instruction of any kind. Almost any beginner who lacks
training will soon complain loudly that he “can’t think of any-
thing to say” or that he “has good ideas, but just can’t get them
down on paper.” In both complaints, there is a good bit of frivol-
ity but also a good bit of truth. Most beginners, however, do not
need to know how to write so much as what to write; that is, they
should concern themselves with ‘clear factual thinking rather than
with “writing” as such. Clear thought will do away with most probh-
lems of writing.

Although it is hoped that the book may be useful to any begin-
ning writer of informational essays, it is designed mainly for the
college undergraduate. College curricula demand of students the
regular reading and writing of expository prose. This book as-
sumes, both from the writer’s own experience as student and teacher
and from agonies reported across the land, that the beginning col-
lege writer and reader is in trouble. He has read little—mostly news-
paper items and stories in ‘“popular” magazines—and he has
written little—mostly autobiographical fragments, in school and
out. Suddenly, in college he is confronted with the demand that
he read widely, rapidly, and accurately in comparatively difficult
works, and that he write swiftly but thoughtfully upon increas-
ingly difficult expository topics. As if this demand were not enough,
the college is often forced—unwillingly—to add to his problem. It
can allot little time for his instruction in those areas, and it usually
must assign him for even that limited instruction to a large class
in which he can receive scant individual attention. The result is
often frustrating and somewhat painful, for both the college and
the student.
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In such a case, the beginner is going to have to help himself

wherever he can. Presumably, he already knows that he must com-
mand the customary meanings and spellings of common words, and
that he must be able to form and to recognize English sentences.
He knows that he must use a library to inform himself when he
lacks knowledge or to check his information if he is uncertain of
it. He knows that he cannot “steal” from another author. He also
knows that he cannot use slang, obscenities, or dialectal terms in
nonfiction unless they are specifically his subject for discussion. He
knows that his manuscripts must be written legibly, corrected for
errors, and signed with his name and other pertinent data. He
should know that good writing develops most surely from good
reading, and will almost entirely remove subliterate works from his
reading schedule. All these matters are elementary, lying readily
within the student’s own powers of practice or correction.
““'This book proposes to begin where such elementary self-help
leaves off. It does not deal with the writing of personal opinion,
fiction, theoretical treatises, or journalistic reports; valuable as these
modes of expression may be, they are not what the average student
uses most. In almost every examination, every theme, every report,
and every “research” paper, he is asked instead to become an agent
of information and inductive argument. Thus the expository mode
of writing is the student’s greatest concern. This book has been pre-
pared to help him become the competent expository writer which
college work demands that he be.

Because the demand begins at once and never slackens, the be-
ginning writer must move quickly. He needs, in place of almost un-
limited separate hints and rules, one consistent set of directions for
a particular mode of thinking and for the characteristic ways in
which it is to be written and read. It is the aim of this book to give
the student full explanation of and frequent practice in this one
set of procedures. If he is working in a composition class, he and
his instructor may thereby be freed for full-time consideration of
the results of his writing and reading. In short, the book is con-
ceived as a quick but relatively thorough chain of explanations. It
is hoped that if a writer sees the reason for the procedures of fac-
tual thinking, writing, and reading, and if he is given some help
with them, he can move quickly into competency—largely through
his own efforts.



« PREFACE xi

4 Note to the Instructor

Anyone who prepares a new writing manual when many are
already available should be called upon to justify his act. In the
main, I have attempted to combine the many separate instructions.
of a Handbook or Rhetoric into a single, incremental process, lim-
ited strictly to factual essays. The student is asked to think, write,
and read from exactly the same basis. The procedures used in think-
ing lead him to the similar procedures used in making an outline;
the outline in turn provides the procedures for thoughtful construc-
tion of the paragraph and the theme, and his knowledge of these
procedures is put to use in his reading. Basically, then, he is asked
to learn one method. In order to effect such a concentration and
amalgamation, I have supplied a good many “prescriptive” direc-
tions. However, the student is urged always to adapt them to his
material, and they are not intended to shackle him but to free him
from purposeless floundering. The directions attempt to guarantee
at least a minimum competence from the beginning factual writer,
no matter what workable subject for composition he may undertake.

Because beginning writers are so variously trained or untrained,
Chapters I and V are preceded by “prefaces.” I expect that many
classes will be able to by-pass these areas. However, because they
offer elementary preparation in factual thought and in sentence
structure, the poorly prepared student and the student who “‘sees
no reason” for much that he is asked to do probably can profit
greatly from the two chapter prefaces.

Two other devices of the book should also be noted. “Progressive
exercises,” located at the end of Chapters I-V, carry several theme
topics from beginning thought through completely documented
paper, chapter by chapter. The student is thereby required to apply
continuing discussion in continuing practice. Also, the book is writ-
ten, for the most part, as continuing discourse, so that the student
will be practicing extended reading throughout.

Those illustrative sentences, paragraphs, and short essays not
credited to other authors were written by me for this book. I hoped
thereby to prevent the critical paralysis that may be engendered by
the mere name of a professional author; to avoid using any other
writer’s work as an example of bad writing (although feeling free to
question some of the practices of quoted authors); and to establish
illustrations geared entirely to a specific question of writing. The
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illustrations are sometimes longer than the sample sentences supplied
in other books, but are intended for a similar use.

Finally, the essays which close the book were chosen on the basis
of average student needs. They are “models” of the writing and
reading most frequently demanded of college students; many were
written by college professors. It probably would be delusive to treat
a student reader to “light” reading (informal essays, popular jour-
nalistic squibs, and the like) when he is certain to be asked for
mainly “heavy” academic reading and writing. Concern for his time
alone seemed to argue for examples and models at the level generally
expected of the college student. Most colleges now deliver him for
instruction in other kinds of thought, writing, and reading to other
courses or other departments.

I wish to thank my colleagues, Betty W. Robinett, John Modic,
and Thomas Wetmore, for help and advice with the material pre-
ceding Chapter V; any errors therein are of course mine, not theirs.
Also, I wish to acknowledge the generous assistance of Professor
W. R. Keast, and to express my thanks to all those who have been
kind enough to grant permission to reproduce the material quoted
in this book. Finally, I certainly should not fail to thank the students
in my writing courses: it is they who showed me what it is beginning

factual writers need to know.
J.S. L.
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PREFACE TO CHAPTER ]|
(Chapter I proper begins on p. 20.)

‘Thought

N/ Words are considered as pointers to real things or as
containers for such pointers

\/ Inductive thought is considered as a process for or-
ganizing pointers and discovering containers

Deductive thought is considered as a process of defini-
tion and classification

How do we think? How can we know, at least approx-
imately, that our thought is “true”? How can we best reproduce our
thought for a college-level reader, who comes upon it as something
new—to him, at least—and who consequently will need careful
guidance in following it?

Let’s begin by confessing that the first two questions are largely un-
answerable. If we had answers for them, we could expect all wars to
cease, family squabbles to evaporate, and students to take A’s on all
examinations. However, we do not draw a complete blank. We can
develop ways to reduce mere hazard and accident in our factual
thinking. We can also find ways to judge the “truth” of a factual
statement. For the third question we have some almost foolproof an-
swers. We may not be able to guarantee a reader that we have
thought well or truthfully, but we can at least show him, clearly and
devotedly, all that made up our thought. In this book, we will work
quickly but carefully with ways to regulate the acts of thinking and
of recording our thought for other people.

~ For our immediate purposes, we will make a number of assump-
tions about the way factual thought occurs. This is a practical step

1



