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Preface

Our purpose in this book is to provide students with a
handy source of reference as they write and an exten-
sive guide to the composing process. As such, The Short
Handbook for Writers can function both as a classroom
text and as an independent tool for students respond-
ing to questions posed by their composition instructors.
Readers familiar with the three successful editions of
Short English Handbook, of which the present volume is
a major revision, will see that our new title reflects not
merely a new publisher but a more comprehensive view
of writing. The first five chapters expand the earlier
treatment of prewriting, composing, and revising to in-
clude separate discussions of the role of the reader and
of persuasive writing. The three divisions of this text
indicate its distinct purposes: Part I guides the student
through the writing process, including rhetorical em-
phasis on the sentence and paragraph; Part Il serves as
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a source of reference on matters of grammar, punctua-
tion, and diction; and Part III presents most of the major
practical writing applications that composition stu-
dents encounter, from letters and literary analyses to
research papers. This section includes a sample stu-
dent review, literary analysis, and research paper (in
MLA style).

We provide a useful source of clear, brief answers to
the major questions that arise during the composing
process. We present these explanations and examples
in an immediately accessible form that will apply to stu-
dents’ needs. In the Guide to Style (Part II), we have
used concise entries that state a point, explain it briefly,
then present examples clearly labelled “weak/
improved” or “correct/incorrect.” Examples here and
elsewhere in the book come from student writing.
Nearly every section includes exercises for classroom or
independent application. We have tried to rely as little
as possible on formal terminology, but we explain es-
sential terms both in the text and in the Glossary of
Terms.

We are pleased to acknowledge the assistance of
many students and colleagues at the University of Cen-
tral Florida and elsewhere. Stephen H. Goldman, Uni-
versity of Kansas; Charles Nash, Cottey College; Mitch-
ell E. Summerlin, John C. Calhoun State Community
College; and Jane Marmaduke Woodman, University of
North Carolina at Asheville, provided helpful sugges-
tions during the revision. And we are grateful to Russell
Kesler for his special assistance, as well as to Richard
Adicks, Vicky Brain, Eileen Oswald, Sharon Johnston,
Gail Pentz, and Susan Strasshofer. Lynn Butler Schiff-
horst made an invaluable contribution, along with our
editors, Steve Pensinger and Curt Berkowitz, whose
support and guidance made the book possible.

Gerald J. Schiffhorst
John F. Schell
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CHAPTER

Discovering and

Exploring Ideas

Overview

Instead of reading this book straight through, you will
probably refer to various chapters and entries as you need
them. Even so, to put the individual entries in perspective
and to help you get the most from the time you spend writ-
ing, we will begin with an overview of the whole subject of
writing.



We are not going to present a simple, foolproof formula
guaranteed to make you a competent writer. Unfortunately,
there is no such formula. Writing is like playing tennis: you
learn and improve by doing—by practicing, by listening to
criticism, and by practicing some more. Good writing does
more than just avoid blunders. It holds the reader’s interest.
When you write well, you begin by thinking out what you
want to say. Then you say it, in clear, logical sentences and
carefully chosen words, expressing your thoughts and feel-
ings so that your audience will understand them just as you
want them to be understood.

Most writing—certainly all the writing we will be con-
cerned with here—has a purpose and a method suited to it.
Writers tell stories: they say what happens (narration). Or
they argue: they speak for or against something (argument).
Or they describe: they tell how something looks or sounds or
moves (description). Or they explain: they tell how something
works (exposition) or why something happens (analysis). As
you plan what you want to say in a paper, you will also be
deciding which of these five approaches you will use. This
does not mean that you will choose one approach and leave
the rest in storage. You may be called on to explain, argue,
describe, analyze, or narrate, or explain and argue, or de-
scribe and narrate, or do all of these in ‘one paper. Neverthe-
less, the assignment or your own purpose or a combination of
your purpose and your material will usually make one ap-
proach predominant. For example, you may start out by de-
scribing ways in which consumers are deceived by television
commercials and then end up arguing that there should be
stricter regulation of such advertising. Since the emphasis in
this case should fall on the argument, your purpose in de-
scribing commercials is to prepare your reader to believe as
you do about regulation.

In an essay on Al-A-Teen, for example, your main purpose
might be to explain what this support group does and how it
functions. In so doing, you might compare it with Alcoholics
Anonymous, or you might classify various programs for sub-
stance abusers and their families in relation to in-patient or
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out-patient treatment centers. You might also analyze differ-
ent theories of teenage alcoholism and drug abuse, using
quotations from magazine and newspaper articles dealing
with the causes of these problems. Perhaps you could attend
an Al-A-Teen meeting and then describe the range of people
you met or write a narrative account of your visit. Finally, you
might conclude an essay with your opinion of the issues in-
volved: Is Al-A-Teen helping to solve the problems faced by
adolescents who live with substance abusers? Still, your
essay would remain mostly exploratory: to explain the role of
Al-A-Teen, based on your experience and reading.

To a certain degree, all such writing must be persuasive. It
must persuade readers that it is worth their time and atten-
tion. What you have to say will get a fair hearing only if you
make sure it deserves one. Writing that deserves to be read is
the kind we will be concerned with throughout this book.

Writing is a process of generating ideas; and the first four
chapters divide this ongoing process, for convenience, into
prewriting, drafting, and revising. At each stage, focus on a
few things at a time. Allow time to plan and develop ideas by
learning to think on paper, and do not worry about editing or
correcting what you write until the composing process has
run its course. Since writing is a complex activity, the stages
often overlap or double back: you will simultaneously gener-
ate and react to your work while considering your purpose
and reader. But you must first find something to say.

Explore what you want to say.

Most writers have experienced the frustration of being unable
to think of a fresh idea—or of discovering one too late. Think-
ing through some of the many possible subjects for writing
and exploring what we already know about those subjects
can keep us from becoming “stuck” with nothing to say. Any-




