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            INTRODUCTION

          

        

      

    

    
      Many people believe that good writing requires a large vocabulary, complicated sentences, and impressive language. And many writers assume that the more words they use, the more intelligent their writing will appear, but the opposite is usually true.

      Strong writing depends on clarity. When readers have to plod through a book filled with unnecessary words, repeated ideas, vague language, and cluttered sentences, the message becomes harder to see. As a result, the reader spends more time deciphering the language than absorbing the idea.

      Clear writing removes those obstacles.

      This book examines one of the most common problems in writing: unnecessary words. Nearly every writer produces them. Some books will only have a few unnecessary words sprinkled among the pages, while others will be rife with them.

      Wordy constructions appear in business reports, academic papers, emails, articles, and more. Almost every form of writing contains unnecessary words.

      Often these words appear because writers repeat patterns they heard in conversation or saw in formal documents. Phrases such as in order to, due to the fact that, and at this point in time sound familiar, so writers slip them into their writing without much thought.

      The problem is not that these expressions are grammatically incorrect — they just add length without adding meaning. When you use fewer words to say the same thing, readers understand the message more quickly, and the writing gains strength.

      Other problems include hiding verbs inside nouns, filler words, redundant words, absolutes, and more. We’ll cover each of them in more depth.

      We’ll also show that the goal isn’t to shorten every sentence or remove every modifier. Some ideas require more words for explanation and detail.

      The book also includes editing checklists, search strategies for locating wordy constructions, and practice exercises that allow readers to apply the principles right away. These tools help writers recognize patterns of unnecessary language and revise their work more efficiently.

      Learning to remove unnecessary words is one of the most valuable skills a writer can develop. Once writers begin to recognize these patterns, they often discover that clarity improves quickly. Sentences become sharper, paragraphs become stronger, and ideas become easier to understand.

      Good writing does not depend on using more words. It depends on choosing the right ones.

      Think of Mark Twain’s quote on using the right word: “The difference between the right word and the almost right word is the difference between lightning and a lightning bug.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            WHY WRITERS USE TOO MANY WORDS

          

        

      

    

    
      Most writers don’t start out with the intention of writing wordy sentences.

      Here’s a tighter version of that sentence.

      Most writers don’t intend to write wordy sentences.

      Wordiness rarely appears because writers deliberately choose to add extra language.

      A better sentence deletes deliberately, as choose already implies intent.

      We’ve only had two sentences. Let’s look at them.

      Most writers don’t start out with the intention of writing wordy sentences. Wordiness rarely appears because writers deliberately choose to add extra language. (23 words)

      The better option is below.

      Most writers don’t intend to write wordy sentences. Wordiness rarely appears because writers choose to add extra language. (18 words)

      Eliminating the unnecessary words saves 5 words, but more importantly, it produces clearer sentences.

      Unnecessary words usually appear in writing because certain habits are deeply embedded in the way people speak, and those habits transfer to their writing.

      Spoken language often includes repeated phrases, filler words, and partial thoughts. When people speak, they pause, revise, and repeat ideas while searching for the right expression.

      Listeners tolerate this because conversation moves quickly and context fills the gaps. But writing is different. Readers can’t ask the writer to clarify a sentence. They need to understand the message the first time they see it. When you transfer conversational habits directly into writing, unnecessary words usually accompany those habits.

      Another reason writers use too many words is that they believe longer sentences sounds more intelligent. Students sometimes learn that academic writing should appear formal, and they conclude that formal writing requires longer sentences and complicated phrasing. This assumption leads them to replace clear words with longer expressions.

      The committee made the decision to postpone the meeting.

      This is a common sentence in corporate writing and emails.

      The committee decided to postpone the meeting.

      The sentence above shows the correct form.

      The first version contains more words, but it doesn’t communicate more meaning. Instead, it hides the main action inside a noun phrase. The verb decided becomes the phrase made the decision.

      When writers turn verbs into nouns, sentences grow longer and weaker at the same time. The reader must work harder to find the action.

      We’ll cover this in more detail in the chapter on hidden verbs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Two

          

          
            QUIZ 1 QUIZ ANSWERS

          

        

      

    

    
      Revise each sentence to remove unnecessary words while preserving the meaning.

      
        
          	
        At this point in time the committee is currently reviewing the proposal.
      

      	
        The meeting lasted for two hours in total duration.
      

      	
        The team made a decision to postpone the project.
      

      	
        The reason why the system failed remains unclear.
      

      	
        The manager returned back to the office after lunch.
      

      	
        The company conducted an investigation of the accident.
      

      	
        It is important to note that the results show improvement.
      

      	
        The organization is in the process of implementing a new policy.
      

      	
        The project was delayed because of unexpected problems that were not anticipated.
      

      	
        The report contains several recommendations with regard to safety procedures.
      

      

      

      

      Chapter 1 Quiz Answers

      
        
          	
        The committee is reviewing the proposal now.
      

      	
        The meeting lasted two hours.
      

      	
        The team decided to postpone the project.
      

      	
        The reason the system failed remains unclear.
      

      	
        The manager returned to the office after lunch.
      

      	
        The company investigated the accident.
      

      	
        The results show improvement.
      

      	
        The organization is implementing a new policy.
      

      	
        The project was delayed because of unexpected problems.
      

      	
        The report contains several recommendations about safety procedures.
      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter Three

          

          
            WORDY PHRASES THAT SHOULD DISAPPEAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Some phrases appear so frequently in writing that you no longer notice them. These expressions sound normal because they are common in speech, reports, and academic writing. Unfortunately, many of them add words without adding meaning.

      One of the most common examples is the phrase in order to. Don’t make the mistake of believing that longer phrases sound more formal.

      Look at the following sentence.

      She left early in order to catch the train.

      The phrase in order to contains three words, but only one of them is necessary. Removing the extra words produces a clearer sentence.

      She left early to catch the train.

      The meaning doesn’t change, but the sentence is easier to read.

      

      Another familiar phrase is due to the fact that. This expression appears frequently in academic papers and business reports, yet it rarely improves a sentence.

      Take a look.

      The game was cancelled due to the fact that it was raining.

      The sentence is clearer when the phrase disappears.

      The game was cancelled because it was raining.

      Because expresses the same idea using fewer words.

      Another example appears in the phrase at this point in time. Writers often use this expression when they want to refer to the present moment.

      

      At this point in time we cannot make a decision.

      The phrase contains five words, but a single word communicates the same idea.

      We cannot make a decision now.

      Shorter expressions allow readers to understand the sentence better.

      Another phrase that appears frequently in reports is for the purpose of. Writers often use this construction when they want to describe an action or intention.

      See for yourself.

      The report was written for the purpose of explaining the problem.

      The phrase for the purpose of adds unnecessary length. A clearer sentence removes the phrase entirely.

      The report explains the problem.

      The revised version communicates the same idea without extra wording. Longer phrases don’t sound more precise. In most cases the opposite is true. Extra words often blur the meaning of the sentence rather than clarify it.

      

      Another example appears in the phrase in the event that. Writers sometimes use this expression instead of the simpler word if.

      Consider the following sentence.

      In the event that the weather changes, the meeting will move indoors.

      The sentence becomes clearer when the longer phrase disappears.

      If the weather changes, the meeting will move indoors.

      Both sentences communicate the same idea, but the shorter version reaches the point faster.

      I can’t think of any reason why you should use in the event that instead of if unless you’re writing a novel and want a character to sound pedantic.

      

      The phrase with regard to presents another example. Writers often believe this expression sounds more formal than about.

      The report contains several recommendations with regard to safety procedures.

      How about?

      The report contains several recommendations about safety procedures.

      

      Another phrase that frequently appears in writing is the reason why. Writers often include both words without realizing that the noun reason already contains the meaning of why.

      Let’s look at the dictionary definitions:

      reason | ˈrēz(ə)n | noun

      
        
        a cause, explanation, or justification for an action or event:

      

      

      why | (h)wī | interrogative adverb

      
        
        for what reason or purpose: why did he do it?.

      

      

      The reason why the system failed remains unclear.

      The word why adds nothing to the meaning of the sentence. A clearer version removes the unnecessary word.

      The reason the system failed remains unclear.

      

      Writers sometimes combine several wordy phrases in a single sentence. When this happens, the sentence becomes unnecessarily long.

      

      At this point in time the committee is in the process of reviewing the proposal.

      The sentence contains two wordy constructions. At this point in time and in the process of both add unnecessary length. A clearer version removes both phrases.

      The committee is reviewing the proposal now.

      

      Wordy phrases often survive because they sound familiar. We hear them repeatedly in professional environments, so we assume those phrases belong in formal writing. Clear writing depends on accuracy rather than tradition. If a shorter word communicates the idea clearly, the shorter word usually works better.

      

      Another common example appears in the phrase make a decision. We often use this construction even though the verb decide expresses the same action.

      

      The board will make a decision tomorrow.

      The sentence becomes clearer when the verb appears directly.

      The board will decide tomorrow.

      The shorter version communicates the action immediately.

      Similar patterns appear in many phrases.

      Conduct an investigation becomes investigate.

      Perform an analysis becomes analyze.

      Make a recommendation becomes recommend.

      Each revision replaces a longer phrase with a direct verb.

      These changes do more than shorten the sentence. They also strengthen it by placing the action where readers expect to find it.

      

      Another phrase that often adds unnecessary length is the fact that. Writers sometimes insert this phrase when introducing a clause.

      

      The fact that the project succeeded surprised everyone.

      The phrase the fact that adds two unnecessary words. The sentence becomes clearer when those words disappear.

      The project’s success surprised everyone.

      The revised sentence expresses the same idea more directly.

      

      Editing for wordy phrases requires attention to patterns. Writers should examine sentences that contain long expressions and ask whether shorter alternatives exist.

      Readers appreciate writing that reaches the point quickly. Wordy phrases slow the reader because they delay the central idea of the sentence. When writers remove these phrases, the important information becomes easier to see.

      The goal is not to eliminate every multiword phrase. Some expressions are necessary. The goal is to identify phrases that add length without adding meaning.

      Writers who learn to recognize these patterns gain a powerful editing tool. Each time a wordy phrase disappears, the sentence becomes clearer.

      The next chapter tackles another common source of wordiness — redundant expressions that repeat the same meaning.
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