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Preface

Success-conscious Americans are grammar-conscious Americans
and for good reasons. They know that if they want to get ahead
in almost any business or profession; they must speak and write
reasonably correct English. The first edition of The Scott, Fores-
man Handbook for Writers introduced a fresh and pragmatic
approach to helping writers achieve that goal and in doing so
became an immediate best seller. We were delighted and encour-
aged by that success, pleased to find that students and instructors
responded so enthusiastically to our informal, practical, and
user-friendly methods for improving writing.

In this second edition, we keep this easy-to-use, trouble-
shooting format for helping writers to master the conventions of
standard English, and we continue to stress taking a damage-
control approach to correcting errors. We also maintain the ho-
listic focus by urging writers to generate content and ideas first,
then turn their attention to revising and editing.

In this edition we continue to avoid specialized terminology
as much as possible; when it is necessary we define key terms at
the beginning of each section. Since research shows that students
learn most when they can identify and correct errors on their
own, our goal has been to write a book that students can use
independently to revise and edit their writing.

The second edition of The Scott, Foresman Handbook for
Writers continues the use of marginal symbols to mark items of
composition, punctuation, and usage on a research-based scale of
priorities. To establish that scale, we surveyed hundreds of En-
glish instructors and professional writers and editors to find out
which features of standard English they valued most in writing.
From their responses we developed a method of rankings that we
use to alert writers to those features of usage and style that cause
special problems and also to those fine points that could add
polish to their work. We believe these symbols will alert writers
to errors and lapses that could be damaging.
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What the second edition covers

Part I, The Writing Process, not only gives a succinct overview
of the writing process, but features an expanded discussion of
different kinds of writing. We have introduced the terms explan-
atory writing and exploratory writing to reinforce these distinc-
tions. Part I also contains new material on invention and a
detailed discussion of the writing process with an expanded sec-
tion on incubation. It gives stronger advice on outlines and thesis
sentences, along with additional illustrations. The sections on
drafting, revising, and editing are illustrated with a carefully
analyzed new student paper.

Part II, Style, expands the first edition’s discussion of para-
graphs, and suggestions for writing good opening and closing
paragraphs have been highlighted in a separate chapter. The chap-
ter on transitions has been shifted to this section of the book,
and the chapter on language, dialect, and sexist language now
includes a chart to illustrate connotation and denotation. This
style section features three new chapters on writing good sen-
tences, arranged in sequential order and giving detailed instruc-
tion on ways to structure and polish sentences.

In Part III, Grammar and Usage, the pronoun and verb
chapters have been divided into smaller and more manageable
units, and the exercise sets are shorter and occur more fre-
quently. Sections on mechanics and usage have been restructured
to be more accessible to students, and more charts now highlight
the discussion of usage. For easier reference, we have moved the
chapters on sentence problems and modifiers to this section of
the second edition. The chapter on writing with a word processor
is now more comprehensive and current.

Part 1V, Research and Writing in the Disciplines, is now a
section that meets the needs of colleges and universities that
emphasize writing across the curriculum. It features separate
chapters on Writing in the Humanities, Writing in the Social
Sciences, and Writing in the Professions. Each chapter includes
its own sample paper.

Part V of the second edition, Tools for Writers, contains
useful material on the dictionary, spelling, and writing with a
word processor, as well as a Glossary of Usage and a new section
titled Parts of Speech.
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Finally, because we believe learning about writing should
be fun as well as useful, we have added a little zest to our book
by creating two casts of characters from two fictional college
campuses. One group works and studies at Clear Lake College in
the peaceful, green world of Ruralia, Illinois; the other operates
out of the more hectic Chicago campus of the same college. These
characters and their stories appear in the exercises and examples
throughout the book—we hope they will enliven the learning
process a little for both instructors and students.
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Foreword

What is a handbook for?

A handbook is a reference book for writers to use when they want
advice about composing or guidance about a point of grammar
or usage. It is one of a writer’s basic tools, just as a word processor
or a dictionary is a tool. In three important ways, we have tried
to make this handbook a practical manual, easy to understand
and easy to use.

First, we have tried to use as little specialized terminology
as possible; when we do use specialized words, as we must
in many sections, we define them for you.

Second, we have applied a problem-solving approach to
most parts of the book. Troubleshooting sections identify
the difficulties or questions writers are most likely to have.
Then we enumerate and discuss solutions to these prob-
lems, beginning with the basic solutions and narrowing
down to matters of Fine Tuning.

Third, we have devised a system of symbols for marking
rhetorical and grammatical problems in the handbook ac-
cording to their difficulty so you can tell quickly how dam-
aging a certain error may be or how troublesome some
element of the writing process is likely to prove. More on
this system of symbols shortly.

What is damage control?

Most handbooks contain hundreds of conventions, injunctions,
and rules; only professional grammarians and rhetoricians are
likely to appreciate all of them. The problem for the average
person who needs to consult a handbook is how to decide which
issues are minor, even trivial, and which are really serious.

XXix
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What writers need, then, are guidelines for damage control
that will tell them which errors are the grammatical or rhetorical
equivalent of a serious blunder, such as poking a fork in the
toaster or turning left from the right-turn lane. And they need to
know which issues are significant enough to warrant special
attention because they play an important role in making writing
clear, consistent, and effective. Ignoring such items could cause
embarrassment. Writers also need to know which issues of gram-
mar, rhetoric, or usage are just plain tricky—those irritating
(usually minor) problems that consistently trouble many writers.
And finally, it helps to know which conventions of language deal
with distinctions so subtle that they might be called refine-
ments—the linguistic equivalent of social customs like knowing
how to address an ambassador or use a fruit knife. While appre-
ciating such fine points could help you to add a touch of class to
your writing, most writers need to think about getting their forks
out of their toasters first.

In short, we are suggesting priorities. If you have the time
and skill to get everything right every time, fine. But if you don't,
we want you to know which problems to concentrate on first.

To do that, The Scott, Foresman Handbook for Writers fea-
tures a system of symbols in its margins to help you appreciate
the seriousness of certain problems and practices. These symbols
should help you set priorities in writing and revising. We have
not attempted to assign symbols to every item in the book;
rather, we have put them by only those items we think warrant
your particular attention. We had the advice of a panel of experts
in deciding which problems deserved what symbols, although of
course we made the final judgments. Here is what the symbols
mean.

Stop!—serious blunder. This error could be very
damaging.

Caution. This is a significant item or issue.
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‘ Tricky. This point is confusing to many writers.
‘ Fine point. The point is nice to know.

We hope these symbols and the problem-solving arrangement of
the text will encourage you to use The Scott, Foresman Hand-
book for Writers as a fix-it manual. In that respect, it is primarily
a reference tool. But remember, too, that writing involves much
more than just avoiding problems and correcting mistakes. For
that reason, the first sections of the book focus on the writing
process—getting started, producing a draft, finding your audi-
ence and purpose, and revising and editing.

When should you use a handbook?

We advise you not to use the grammar and usage sections of your
handbook in the early stages of the writing process. People who
write a lot find they work best if they don’t worry about grammar,
spelling, or rules of usage while composing a first draft. If they
do, their best ideas often float away while they are tinkering with
details. This “write first and fix it later” attitude makes sense for
all writers—novices and professionals. Writing should be fun, not
an ordeal, but we know from research that student writers who
begin to worry too early about whether they are getting every-
thing correct will bog down quickly. Then writing that could have
been exciting and satisfying too often becomes a tedious and
discouraging chore.

For this reason, in Part I of the handbook we strongly
suggest that you make it your first priority to produce a rough
draft of any paper you are writing. If you are preparing one of
the assignments discussed in Research and Writing in the Dis-
ciplines, you may want to consult this section before writing.
But, using whatever means work best for you, write down your
ideas in some form early—even if they are not fully expressed or
well organized. The important thing is to produce a first draft
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you can then develop into a finished product by revising and
editing.

We also suggest you wait to look up specific problems of
grammar or usage until after you have finished large-scale revis-
ing and are working at small-scale or stylistic revising. (More on
these terms in Chapter 4, Revising and Editing.) We think The
Scott, Foresman Handbook for Writers will help you most if you
use it at this stage, after you have made your major decisions
about the content of your paper. Then use it again when editing
the final version of your paper so that the finished product is as
polished as you can make it. Used in this way, the handbook can
serve you as a coach, not a dictator.

Finally, a word about the cast of characters in our examples
and exercises. You'll find that the lives and activities of people
from two campuses of a mythical school called Clear Lake College
and the people from the communities that surround them have
been woven into narratives that develop throughout the hand-
book. We have created these characters and stories partly to en-
liven what is often the dullest part of a handbook and partly to
remind you that writing usually involves people doing things
with or for other people. Writing is a social activity; it doesn’t
take place in a vacuum. We hope meeting the cast of characters
and reading about their triumphs and dilemmas will help to make
The Scott, Foresman Handbook for Writers interesting and
engaging.
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