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Chapter One

1.1 Diction

Diction is the choice and use of words. Using words correctly is one thing; using words
effectively or appropriately is quite another. Every time you write or speak you choose from
thousands and thousands of words that make up the English language. In the spoken medium,
diction is often imprecise, but we can clarify or emphasize our meaning with the help of facial
expression, bodily gesture, tone of voice, and the like. In the written medium, however, we do have
the leisure to search for a precise word, and we are not available to the reader who may want or
need more specific information than our words supply. Generally speaking, the written medium
requires that words we choose be as exact, as specific, and as unequivocal as we can make them.
Consulting a thesaurus or a dictionary that discriminates the meanings of synonyms will frequently
yield the word that conveys our intended meaning precisely. So in the course of writing, we should

Basic Writing Skills

weigh our words because the study of diction is an essential part of a writing course.

1.1.1 Levels of words

From a stylistic point of view, English words can be divided into three general categories:

standard, nonstandard and substandard. They are defined and subdivided as follows:

Categories Definitions Levels
Formal
Standard English English generally accepted Common

Colloquial
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to be continued

Categories Definitions Levels
Used only by special groups of people, Slan

Nonstandard English Y2y fipecial gronps ol peop . £

not part of the standard vocabulary Dialect

. Widely used, not in the speech or the . .
Substandard English Illiteracies

writing of educated people

1) Formal words

Formal words may also be called learned words, or literary words, or “big” words. They
mainly appear in scholarly articles, official documents, formal letters, and scientific writing. Most
of them have been borrowed from Latin, French, and Greek. They are seldom used in daily
conversation, except for special occasions such as the court.

Our age is retrospective. It builds the sepulchers of the fathers. It writes biographies, histories,
and criticism. The foregoing generations beheld God and nature face to face; we, through their '
eyes. Why should not we also enjoy an original relation to the universe? Why should not we
have a poetry and philosophy of insight and not of tradition, and a religion by revelation to us,
and not the history of theirs? Embosomed for a season in nature, whose floods of life stream
around and through us, and invite us, by the powers they supply, to action proportioned to
nature. Why should we grope among the dry bones of the past, or put the living generation into
masquerade out of its faded wardrobe? The sun shines today also. There is more wool and flax
in the fields. There are new lands, new men, new thoughts. Let us demand our own works and
laws and worship. - .

In this paragraph there are quite a few formal or learned words, such as retrospective,
foregoing, beheld, revelation, embosomed, and worship. There are -also long sentences. Long
sentences and formal words are appropriate here because the paragraph, which discusses a complex
question, needs them to be theoretically clear and exact.

2) Common words
In English, a great part of the total vocabulary consists of words which are common to the
speech of educated and uneducated speakers alike. These words are the basic elements of the

language. They are indispensable to everyday communication and appear in all kinds of writing.
They are called common words. For example:
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When I was a kid, and reading every fiction book in the local library, I used to wonder
exactly how the future would happen. By that I don’t mean what the future would be like —
science fiction already told me that — but rather how we’d actually get there. Science fiction
books seemed to agree, for example, that in the future there would be no money — all
transactions would be made via identity cards and centralized computers. But that seemed
dubious to me: how, I wondered, are you going to get everybody to give up money in the first
place? ' ;

In this paragraph, except one or two colloquial words like kid, and one or two formal words
like transactions and dubious, all the other words are commonly used words. The sentences are
short and simple. Such vocabulary and sentence structure fit the content of the paragraph, as it
describes the thoughts of a child.

3) Colloquial words

A much broader category of informal expressions is the category of colloquial language.
Colloquial words are used mainly in informal speaking and writing, but they must be carefully
limited in composition of a serious nature. The following are typical colloquial words: guy, exam,
math, sure, a kid, kind of and a lot of.

4) Slang words

Slang words are highly colloquial and widely used in very informal conversation. They are
particularly popular with high school and college students. Most slang words and phrases
usually pass out of use quickly. The following slang words will serve to make clear what slang
is: broke (no money), cuckoo (crazy), dumbbell (stupid person), lousy (bad). Sometimes, if
the slangs can’t be used appropriately, they will make the speakers or writers sound offensive
or funny.

On hearing that his grandfather had kicked the bucket, we felt sad and sent him an e-mail letter
to express our sympathies.

The use of “kicked the bucket” doesn’t really sound sympathies at all. So you should be
careful in using slangs.

5) Dialectal words

Dialectal words are specific to certain areas of the country, but have not gained wide
acceptance. For example:
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We have coffee, tea, milk, or tonic (a beverage). (New England dialect) - }

6) Illiteracies

[lliteracies occur for the most part in the speech of the uneducated. They are ungrammatical
expressions usually not listed in the dictionary. For example:

We ain’t coming. (We are not coming.) stk on 5 0L el |

When you write, you should remember to suit your diction to the occasion. Formal words
mainly appear in formal writing, and seldom in informal writing; common words can be used in all
kinds of writing; colloquial words are mainly used in informal writing, and seldom used in formal
writing unless for some special purpose or effect. As a foreign language learner, your best choice
will be common words and should avoid “big words”, colloquial words, slang words, dialectal
words and illiteracies. Furthermore, the style of your writing should be consistent.

1.1.2 General and specific words

Specific words identify individual items in a group (grape, orange, apple), while general
words relate to an overall group (fruit). Specific and general are also relative terms, since a word
may be specific compared with one word, and general compared with another. Professionals, for
instance, is more general than scientists, doctors, teachers, lawyers, journalists, etc. But scientists
may be called a general word when compared with physicists or chemists, which, in turn, is more
general than biochemists.

To gain exactness and clarity in your writing, try to use specific rather than general words.
Specific words help to make writing clear, exact, vivid and striking, for they are more informative

and expressive than general words. Compare each head word with the more specific words listed
below:

General words Specific words
boat liner, yacht, cruiser, canoe, speedboat
laugh smile, beam, grin, giggle, chuckle, snigger, titter
walk drag, stroll, stride, stagger, limp, stumble, trot, tiptoe
beverage tea, coffee, milk, yogurt, fruit juice, beer, wine, cold beverage
plant tree, pine, evergreen, bush, vegetable, herb, flower, grass, weed
sport team sport, running, fishing, hunting, racing, ice sport, aquatic sborts
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It is easy to see that the specific words are much more concrete and colorful than the general
ones; they seem to make the reader see, hear, or feel what the writer wishes to describe.

The words you choose should enable your reader to create a clear image of what you are
discussing. Using specific words should go along with providing details, and then there will be
effective and impressive writing. Examine each of the following sentences:

1) A car was parked in the street.
2) Some children stood anxiously at the counter.
3) A man was standing at the corner.

Can you get a clear mental picture from each sentence? Do the words give you the details you
need? The problem with these sentences is the use of general words. Examine the following
sentences and see if you can create clearer images:

1) A shiny red Mercury convertible was parked against the pavement.

2) Four httle mischievous children in ragged blue j yeans stood with their dirty faces pressed
agamst the candy counter. ; ;

3) A tall, thin farmer in faded trousers and a battered straw hat was leaning against the
mailbox on the corner of Main Street and First Avenue.

<% Note: Abstract and general words enable us to express ideas. Specific words enable us to
define entities. Both types of words are indispensable, and the accomplished writer can take
advantage of both — move back and forth between the language of ideas and the language of
specific and concrete descriptions.

1.2 Grammar

1.2.1  Subject-verb agreement

The fundamental rule of subject-verb agreement is that verbs must agree with, or match, their
subjects. For example:

, 1) The roast chicken tastes like duck. (singular subject and verb)
' 2) The vegetables taste fresh. (plural subject and verb) i

...............

There are several types of subject-verb agreement:

1) Indefinite pronouns

Indefinite pronouns, such as everyone and everybody, may be used as plural forms by some
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writers, but in standard English they are always singular — and followed by a singular verb. For
example:

1) Everyone associated with the project is proud to be. part of the. effort.
2) Someone has to be responsible.

Don’t be confused by phrases that come between the subject pronoun and its verb phrases that
may contain plural words.

Each of the project partners is responsible for wrmng a Chaﬁtefféummw.

oo

2) All, some

Verbs that accompany pronouns such as all and some will be determined by whether the
pronoun is referring to something that is countable or not. For example:

1) Some of the students in the cafeteria ha:vﬂ vmd almady ,,,,,
~ 2) Some of the grain was ruined by the flood.

3) None

None is usually regarded as singular, but it can be used as a plural form.

None of the representatives has indicated how he or she will vote.
- Or: None of the representatives have indicated how they will vote.

4) Fractional expressions
With fractional expressions (fractions or decimal equivalents), the verbal forms will be
determined by what is being measured: whether it is countable or uncountable.

1) Two-fifths of the grain is ruined.
2) One-half of the students were convinced that there would be no final exams t_his year.

5) Together with, along with, and as well as

Phrases, such as together with, along with, and as well as, seem to join subjects, but they do
not work the same as the word “and”: they are not conjunctions. For example:

1) Some of the hay in the barn, as well as some major pieces of farm equipment, was ruined
in the flood. :

2) The major spending bill before Congress, together with some other bills that are awamng
action, is going to cost taxpayers plenty.
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6) Either, neither
In formal writing, when either or neither appears as a subject alone (without using or or nor),
they are singular. This is true even though the subject seems to be two things. For example:

Nmtherof theseahmcesappears to be satisfactory. i : 7

When either or neither acts as correlative conjunction, the subject that is closer to the verb
determines the form of the verb. For example:

' ml) Nelthmthep incipal nor the tcachers are at fault.
‘ );Enher the employees or the manager has to be responsible for the year-end festival.
':']‘ 3) Has either the preszdent or his axdes been in touch with you?

7) Expletive construction
When a sentence begins with an expletive construction (there is, there are, here is, etc.), the
subject (which determines the form of the verb) comes after the verb. For example:

1) There are several explanations for the Civil War.
2) If the management team takes this attitude, there is very little latitude for negotiation.

1.2.2 Pronoun-antecedent agreement

A pronoun usually refers to or replaces a noun or a pronoun previously mentioned and the
previously mentioned noun or pronoun is called antecedent. A pronoun and its antecedent should
agree in number (singular or plural ), person (first, second, or third), and gender (masculine,
feminine, or neuter).

1) Indefinite pronouns as antecedents

The indefinite pronoun antecedents such as anyone, anybody, anything, each, everyone,
everybody, everything, someone, somebody, no one, nothing and nobody are always singular. The
following examples are the errors that the students make in their writing assignments:

gp——
QPR i
ot
g

Wrong: If anybody happen to call ‘while I am out of the office please have them leave a
message for me.
Correct: If anybody happens to call while I am out of the office please have him or her leave
‘ a message for me.
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Wrong: Each customer is expected to know cxactly what they are gettmg before they sign |
on the document.

l
1
. |
Correct: Each customer is expected to know exacﬂy whathe or she i gettmg before s&gmng :
on the document. i

]

Indefinite pronouns such as all, any, most, none, and some can take either singular or plural
pronouns, depending on their meaning in the sentence.

Some of the customers complam that they are npt happy with the ‘way they have been
treated in that restaurant. ‘

Some of the food served i in that restaurant is left over fwm the day before, : it’ tastes"
stale. : e

2) Antecedents joined by conjunctions
When antecedents are joined by conjunctions such as or, nor, either ... or, neither ... nor,
both ... and, not only ... but also, the pronoun agrees with the antecedent which is closer.

Neither Professor John Smith nor Professor Mary Al]house has come to plck up her ucket for
the party yet.

3) Collective noun antecedents
Collective noun antecedents such as family, team, jury, audience, class, association, and

committee use a singular pronoun when they act as a unit and use a plural pronoun when they refer
to individual members.

The Board of Directors is confident of its plan to increase the company’s market share by -
20% by the end of the year. - ‘

The Board of Directors couldn’t reach an agreement among themselvos whether they should
implement the plan to increase the company’s market share by 20% by the end of the year.

1.2.3 Pronoun reference

Clear pronoun reference, namely, to which noun or pronoun a pronoun refers to, is also very
important. Unclear and ambiguous pronoun reference can be confusing to readers. For example:
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- Wrong: Jane told Mary that she was right about the new student in their school.
(Who was right? The antecedent of “she” could be either “Jane” or “Mary”, thus
the ambiguity occurs.) -
Correct: Jane told Mary, “You were right about the new student in our school.”
Or: Jane told Mary, “I was right about the new student in our school.”

1) Remain consistent in using pronouns
Remember that if you’re referring to you, or we, or I, or one, try to remain consistently within
the same case.

- Wrong: In Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, we find the narrator to be one of the few
- successful characters in terms of moral developmént. However, even the narrator,
you soon realize, is seriously flawed. ‘
Correct: In Toni Morrison’s The Bluest Eye, we find the narrator to be one of the few
successful characters in terms of moral development. However, even the narrator,
we soon realize, is seriously flawed. '

2) Avoid ambiguous pronoun references

When a pronoun refers to more than one possible antecedent, the reference is ambiguous.

Wrong: John walked with Bob because he did not know where the college’s bookstore was.
i ' (The antecedent of “he” could be either “John” or “Bob”.)
Correct: John didn’t know where the bookstore was, so Bob walked with him.

3) Avoid vague pronoun references
Pronouns like this, that, which, and it, can be confusing if the antecedents they refer to are not
made clear.

Wrong: The movie Titanic is about man and nature, the rich and the poor, and the love story
between a young man and a young woman. I like this enormously.
(Does this refer to the movie or its different themes?)

Correct. The movie Titanic is about man and nature, the rich and the poor, and the love story

' between a young man and a young woman. I like it enormously.

Or: The movie Titanic is about man and nature, the rich and the poor, and the love story
between a young man and a young woman. I like this mixture of themes in a movie
enormously. ; .
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4) Left-out pronouns
Another problem some students have is leaving out a pronoun necessary to complete a
sentence. In some languages, you may leave out a subject pronoun if the subject is clear. In English,
the subject pronoun can never be left out.
Here are examples of sentences with pronouns incorrectly left out.
1) Is important to find a regular place to study every mght. (“It” is left out at the begmmng
of the sentence) e .
2) It is cold outside, and that is why is necessary to dress wamﬂy (“it” is left out after
“why™)
3) Check your brakes to make sure are good enough for the: mp (“ﬂtey’ is left out after
Usore’)

1.3 Mechanics

1.3.1 Capitalization

The rules of capitalization are quite extensive and depend somewhat on the context in which
the words are used. The basic rules of capitalization are:

(1) to begin a sentence (including every quoted sentence), an outline or a table of contents.

Because human nature is seldom as simple as it appears, hasty judgmfams are therefore often
wrong.

(2) to capitalize the first word of a direct quotation.

( He said, “My trip to Mount Tai was interesting but tiring.” ]

If a quoted sentence is broken into two parts and put in two pairs of quotation marks, the
second part does not begin with a capital letter unless the first word of it is a proper noun or an
adjective derived from a proper noun:

“My trip to Mount Tai,” he said, “was interesting but tiring.”

When the quotation is not full in meaning, no capitalization is needed.

They said they were “very hospitable.”




