

 
 
 

        
            
                Thank you for downloading this Simon & Schuster ebook.

                

                Get a FREE ebook when you join our mailing list. Plus, get updates on new releases, deals, recommended reads, and more from Simon & Schuster. Click below to sign up and see terms and conditions.

            

            
            	CLICK HERE TO SIGN UP

            

            
               Already a subscriber? Provide your email again so we can register this ebook and send you more of what you like to read. You will continue to receive exclusive offers in your inbox.

            

        
    
[image: TheOnlyWritingBookYoullEverNeed_aa]

THE ONLY

WRITING BOOK

YOU'LL EVER NEED

A complete resource for perfecting any type of writing

Pamela Rice Hahn


Copyright ©2005, F+W Media, Inc. All rights reserved. This book, or parts thereof,

may not be reproduced in any form without permission from the publisher; exceptions

are made for brief excerpts used in published reviews.

Published by Adams Media, an imprint of Simon & Schuster, Inc.

57 Littlefield Street Avon, MA 02322

www.adamsmedia.com

ISBN 10: 1-59337-274-4

ISBN 13: 978-1-59337-274-3

Printed in Canada.

J I H G F E D C

Contains portions of material adapted and abridged from Te Everything® Writing Well Book by Pamela Rice Hahn, ©2003, F+W Media, Inc.

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data

Hahn, Pamela Rice.

The only writing book you’ll ever need / Pamela Rice Hahn.

p. cm.

ISBN 1-59337-274-4

1. English language—Rhetoric—Handbooks, manuals, etc. 2. Academic writing—Handbooks, manuals, etc. 3. Business writing—Handbooks, manuals, etc. 4. Letter writing—Handbooks, manuals, etc. I. Title.

PE1408.H2925 2005

808’.042—dc22

2004026349

This publication is designed to provide accurate and authoritative information with regard to the subject matter covered. It is sold with the understanding that the publisher is not engaged in rendering legal, accounting, or other professional advice. If legal advice or other expert assistance is required, the services of a competent professional person should be sought.

—From a Declaration of Principles jointly adopted by a

Committee of the American Bar Association and

a Committee of Publishers and Associations

This book is available at quantity discounts for bulk purchases.

For information, please call 1-800-289-0963.


Introduction
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So this is The Only Writing Book You'll Ever Need. This book promises to deliver on a tall order. Polishing and perfecting all of your writing is an ambitious undertaking, indeed. Before we start extolling the virtues of this small volume—and all of the writing gems you will glean from it—let's consider why you need this book at all.

Perhaps when you think about writing, newspaper articles, books, or magazine features come to mind. Or maybe this subject drums up memories of writing high school and college-level research papers. You certainly will learn about the key principles of journalism and the essentials of academic essays in this book. But good writing isn't a skill relegated only to the realm of professional journalists, novelists, students, or teachers.

Think about those times when you're doing something as practical as sending a congratulatory note or preparing a resume to land a new job. Or maybe you're tackling something more complicated, like applying for grant funding or crafting a documentation plan for a technical document. Whatever the case might be, there will always be times in both your personal and professional life where you'll need to step up to the plate and give writing your best shot.

Good writing is about doing your research, organizing your ideas properly, and conveying information effectively. Ultimately, good writing skills equal good communication skills, and good communication is integral to all walks of life.

But good writing also doesn't just happen. Few—if any—writers can produce a perfect piece start to finish in one stream-of-consciousness burst of energy. (And if they tell you they can, they're probably lying.) Writing requires tenacity. It is an ongoing process of putting initial thoughts to paper, then editing, rereading, re-editing, and proofreading.

Be patient as your writing skills develop. At first, the process might seem difficult and frustrating, as you strive to hone your skills and get things right. With practice, however, it will get easier, until you reach a point where you intuitively know where you need to go with your thoughts and how you're going to get there.

Consider this book your basic introduction to planning, researching, organizing, and executing all sorts of writing projects. Until you do reach that point where writing becomes second nature, you'll need guideposts to help you stay on track. As you read this book, you'll encounter simple, distilled instructions as well as a wide range of examples to steer you in the right direction.

Don't be intimidated by writing. The simplicity of this slim guidebook should serve to assuage your fears, by helping you to find ways to hone your focus, stay on topic, develop coherent arguments, and even conquer writer's block when it strikes. And although this truly is The Only Writing Book You'll Ever Need, in the sense that it gives you the necessary tools to tackle a variety of tasks, don't stop here. If you intend to pursue any of the writing types detailed in this book further, consult other resources specific to your needs.

Continue reading and practicing, and your writing will continue to improve.


Chapter 1

Laying the Right Foundation
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When it comes to writing, the most important thing is getting your point across. Writing is all about communication, and if you want to communicate properly, your messages must be clear and concise. This chapter will help you to understand the basic aspects of effective writing. By using the techniques in this book, your writing will become stronger, and readers will not only have confidence in you as a writer, they'll have more confidence in you as a person, too.

Before you set out to write any sort of message, there are a few decisions you first need to make. Sure, your plan of attack will vary depending on whether you are announcing your engagement, filing a letter of complaint, or writing a massive research paper. Despite the differences, however, any effective written message needs to answer the basic questions Who, What, When, Where, Why, and How. It also needs a solid beginning, middle, and end. As you develop the ins and outs of these main objectives, you also need to hone some troubleshooting techniques to avoid common mistakes many writers make. And once you get your ideas out onto the page, don't stop there. Spellcheck isn't the cure for all your woes, so never underestimate the value of editing and proofreading your work.

Addressing the Big Six

All writers, whether seasoned professionals or inexperienced novices, fear the dreaded blank page. Putting your thoughts into writing won't seem so daunting if you clearly define your “big six” questions. The first thing you'll need to do is consider whom you're writing for. Determine your audience by asking questions such as these:

• Does your reader already know you?

• Is your reader somebody “in house,” or will you be writing to somebody outside your center of influence?

• Is your reader familiar with the topic?

• Will your reader be receptive to what you're writing, or will you need to include any special motivation for continuing?

• Will you need to anticipate and overcome any objections or any ambivalence?

Once you have a firm grasp on who your audience is, it's time to consider what, exactly, you're writing about. What kind of information do you plan to disseminate? The information you include and the approach you take will be quite different depending on whether you're writing an information piece about a new company procedure or a short story about survivors of a plane crash.

Don't forget to consider what your readers already know. You don't want to beat a dead horse. When you include too much excess information, you lessen the impact of the new points you're making. Give only as much information as is necessary to provide context.

If your writing involves achieving some practical goal—such as a business report, a letter of dispute, or a social invitation—you naturally need to include when the events took or will take place. Likewise, when it comes to fiction, knowing when to set your piece is important. Are you setting the piece in the past? If so, be careful to maintain the illusion of that time period. Even something as innocuous as a tea bag could stick out like a sore thumb if it's not appropriate to the time period. When writing fiction, research the historical context of the period to avoid jarring inconsistencies.

Also don't underestimate the importance of where the major events or the action of a story takes place, and how that setting affects the people (or characters, in the case of fiction) who will be involved.

No matter what you're writing, you should always have a grasp on why you're doing it. This keeps you focused and on point. No amount of writing preparation will help if you haven't established a clear objective. To establish your objective, focus on the main point you want to convey. If you're writing nonfiction, this should be relatively obvious. Maybe, for instance, your objective is to provide a step-by-step, systematic guide to accomplish a particular task. Then all that's really important is the steps, accompanied by enough information to give it context.

If you're writing fiction, you still need to have an objective. Even if that objective is merely to entertain, every word in your passage should contribute to the end.

Keeping all of the above in mind, your next task is determining how you should tell the story:

• How do you plan to get your point across?

• What format will you use?

• Do you want to tell a linear story?

• How do key events in your story occur or progress?

• Do you plan to use flashbacks to establish the history of your characters?

As a preliminary step while you are plotting the course for your writing, make a checklist and check off each of these items as you address them.

The Basic Building Blocks

When broken down into its simplest form, an effective piece of writing is built from three basic parts:

1. A beginning

2. A middle

3. An ending

Don't just jump in and start writing anywhere. Take a few moments to figure out where you want to begin, what you're going to say, and how you're going to wrap things up. Your writing will be much better if you consider these components.

Effective Openings

The general consensus for most fiction today is: “Start with the action.” If there are things the reader needs to know about the “beginning” (known as “backstory”), then devices such as flashbacks can be used to supply that information, or it can be worked in as the story moves along. Today's world is fast-paced, and people are not patient. Whether fiction or nonfiction, effective writing should reflect this trait.

Admittedly, beginnings aren't always easy to define. As you'll see in later chapters, you don't get to the opening sentence of a letter until you write the “body.” But regardless of its name, an effective opening is one that engages readers from the git-go, so that they hit the ground running, amid the action. Hopefully, all that action will leave the reader wanting to know more.

In formal writing, openings are free of slang or colloquialisms (like “git-go”). When determining how to craft an appealing opening, effective writers should also consider certain things about their readers, such as educational level, gender, and cultural background.
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If you're writing a quick note to a friend, you're bound to use much different language than you would if you were, say, writing a letter to a lawyer. Tone, diction, and style vary between formal and informal writing. Don't be too formal with your friends, and don't be too informal otherwise.

Middle Matters

When it comes down to it, the middle is where everything substantial happens. The opening may set the tone, but the actual point of your piece will unfold in the middle.

This is where you have the opportunity to fill in background details. Your middle will involve a series of events that slowly culminate in a final, climactic scene. After you reach that point, it's time to wind down.

Wrap It Up

Just as you must be careful to start with the action in your opening, you must also remember to stop where the story ends. Many beginning writers continue writing long after the story is over, rehashing old material. In fiction, your writing is stronger—and has more emotional impact on the reader—if it leaves some things up to the imagination. As long as the major points of the story are wrapped up, you can leave some things unsaid.

Unanswered questions don't make an ending ineffective. Adding too many extras often detracts from the rest of the story. As long as you provide an effective emotional close to your piece, you don't need an answer for everything.

Avoiding Common Mistakes

You now know a little bit about the main ingredients for effective writing. But what sorts of things weaken good writing? Poor grammar and sloppy style, for starters. You may not realize it, but you are judged by what you write. Polishing your grammar, style, and usage not only helps you to convey your message more precisely, it also gives readers confidence that you know what you're talking about.

As you hone your writing skills, keep in mind that writing is an evolving process, not a one-shot deal. Once you get your first draft onto the page, it's time to clean up the words and make sure that you're conveying the proper meaning. The following sections highlight some of the most common mistakes writers make. These are all important things to remember as you edit your work. (Don't worry—this book isn't all negative—in Chapter 2, you'll learn some positive alternatives to help you polish your writing and make it even more engaging.)








	Pare It Down
	 



	
Many writers get caught up in the quest to “sound good,” and mistakenly overuse wordy, unnecessary phrases. Try to avoid this pitfall. Here are some of the top offenders you should watch for:

	 



	Bad Choices
	Good Choices



	
because of the fact that

	
since /because




	
for the period of

	
for




	
in many cases

	
often




	
in many instances

	
sometimes




	
in the nature of

	
like




	
the fact that he had not succeeded

	
his failure






Active and Passive Voice

Simply put, active voice means the subject of the sentence is performing the verb. With a passive sentence, however, the subject is on the receiving end of the verb. Consider the following active example:

The cheerleaders danced to the half-time music.

The subject of the sentence—cheerleaders—is performing the action—dancing to the music. Now look at the following example, which uses passive voice:

The half-time music was accompanied by the dancing of the cheerleaders.
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There's a simple trick you can use to recognize when the passive voice is being used. If the word “by” is used in the sentence to indicate who is performing the action, it's probably written in a passive voice construction.

As you can see, the music isn't actually doing anything. The cheerleaders are still doing the dancing, but the action of the sentence has shifted. When you construct a sentence using passive voice, the subject of the sentence receives the action of the verb instead of performing it.

Unnecessary Adjectives

Adjectives modify nouns or pronouns. When used properly, they add a great deal of depth to writing. When used improperly, however, adjectives make writing seem unprofessional and stilted. Consider this example:

The elderly man picked up his ugly, rusty old razor and began to shave his craggy, wrinkled face.

As you can see, too many adjectives in a sentence can make the reader stumble. Break up your adjectives and intersperse them within a number of sentences; bite-sized nuggets are much easier for the reader to swallow and digest. Better yet, try to stretch out the description, so you're not relying entirely on adjectives:

The old man picked up his razor. It was rusty, but it was all he had. He lathered up the soap and applied it to his face, covering up the wrinkles and stubble in preparation for his shave.

Excess Adverbs

Adverbs are words that modify verbs, adjectives, or other adverbs. They can convey degree, manner, number, place, or time. Adverbs can ask questions; they can also modify entire clauses in a sentence, like the word however does in the next paragraph.

Most adverbs end in -ly, such as quickly, angrily, and goodheartedly Who, what, when, where, and why are all adverbs, too, and they're good ones to use. If adverbs appear too frequently in your writing, however, try to cut them out.

The adverbs listed below are often overused in written English—use them sparingly.

• Accordingly

• Also

• Anyhow

• Consequently

• Otherwise

• Still

• Then

• Therefore

• Yet

Don't worry—it's relatively easy to work around these words. Simply restructure your sentence and try to do away with the adverb.

Noun-Pronoun Agreement

Pronouns are words that take the place of nouns. They're useful because they are short and concise, and they cut down on needless repetition.








	
	Common English Pronouns
	



	Subject
	Object
	Possessive



	I
	
me

	
my




	
you

	
you

	
your




	
he

	
him

	
his




	
she

	
her

	
her




	
it

	
it

	
its




	
we

	
us

	
our




	
they

	
them

	
their




	
who

	
whom

	
whose






Because a pronoun is used in place of a noun, it must have a noun to relate to. This is why some grammar teachers stress that you should never start a sentence with it.

It ran the length of the track before it returned to the stable.

What exactly is it? How can you tell? You might be able to gain an inference from the sentence; after all, how many things will run a track and then return to the stable? However, this creates work for the reader, and any time you make a reader think, you run the risk of losing him or her along the way. A much better choice would be:

The horse ran the length of the track before it returned to the stable.

Be careful with pronoun agreement. A pronoun must relate to a noun in terms of number and gender. Never use it when you actually mean them, or vice versa, and never use her for a male or him for a female. The pronoun they should never take the place of either he or she; likewise, them should never be substituted for him or her.

Ambiguous Pronoun Usage

When pronouns are used improperly, sentence meaning is often ambiguous. If only two people are talking, a male and a female, the pronoun usage should be obvious. But with two people of the same sex, or a group, it's often confusing. Consider the following example:

“How is your shift going?” Matthew asked David, sitting down at his desk and running his fingers through his hair.

At whose desk did Matthew sit? Matthew's or David's? Moreover, whose hair did Matthew run his fingers through? Matthew's or David's? At first glance, it might seem obvious what's truly going on in the sentence, namely that Matthew sits at his own desk and runs his fingers through his own hair while he converses with David. Still, the pronoun usage in the sentence is far from specific. A much better sentence construction would be:

Matthew sat down at his desk and ran his fingers through his hair. “How is your shift going?” he asked David.
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When writing, keep your sentences as concise as possible. Normally, this means “short,” but don't oversimplify your sentences if you're trying to make a specific point. A sentence should be as long as it needs to be—and no longer.

Subject and Verb Agreement

The verbs you use must always agree with the subject to which they correspond. For example, you would say: He goes to the store every Tuesday or they go to the store every Tuesday.

Note that two singular subjects, when acting together, will take a plural verb. For example: Sam and Bill go to the store every Tuesday.

Verb Tense Agreement

There are three basic tenses in the English language: the past, the present, and the future. In most writing, you will use the past tense, especially when you are describing events that have already occurred.
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Always vary the length of your sentences. Don't use a lot of short sentences unless you're trying to establish a scenic objective, such as suspense, or a sense of immediacy. It's better to stagger sentences so that you have longer ones broken up by shorter ones. This creates variety and keeps things interesting for the reader.

The past and future tenses have further divisions, too. For example, forms of the past tense are past progressive, past perfect, and past perfect progressive tenses. You can talk about events that occurred in the past, and you can also talk about events that occurred before those events. If you aren't careful about using these tenses properly, things could get pretty confusing. Improperly constructed sentences also look silly, and this could comprise your credibility as a writer.

Consider the following example:

Mandy walked into the bathroom, picked up the towel, and began to dry her hair. When she was done, she put the towel back where it was.

In both sentences, the verbs are in the immediate past tense. Yet, the sentence is referring to where towel was before the other events took place. Therefore, a slightly different tense is needed:

Mandy walked into the bathroom, picked up the towel, and began to dry her hair. When she was done, she put the towel back where it had been.

Now, the verbs clearly show that Mandy put the towel back in the place it had been before she picked it up. Pay careful attention to your verb tenses—proper verb tenses make things much clearer.
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Some people just fall into the habit of making their sentences run on too long, without any breaks in their ideas. As a general rule of thumb, a sentence should only have one point. Sometimes you can add on another point as a subclause, but if it gets any more complicated than that, consider breaking the sentence up into smaller bits.

Proper Punctuation

Punctuation is an important part of writing. Punctuation marks tell us when sentences end and when new ones begin. They break up the grammar of the sentence so that we can quickly understand the meaning. They give a context to the words we use. Make sure you understand how to use the following punctuation marks properly, and watch for errors as you edit and proofread your work.

Serial Comma

Historically, the serial comma was used to separate all the nouns when more than two are listed in a sentence. A modern convention omits the last comma from the series, leaving the conjunction to tie them together. Unless you're writing to magazine, newspaper, or Web page guidelines that suggest otherwise, whenever you have three or more nouns listed in a sentence, use a serial comma to separate all of them, including the noun preceding the conjunction. For example:

Tom, Dick, and Harry are my friends.

Don't think that you only have to worry about sentences that include and. Serial commas work with other conjunctions, too:

I'm going to the store with Tom, Dick, Sue, or Harry.
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When your writing involves lists of long, compound phrases instead of simple nouns, or compound phrases in which internal commas are present, using serial commas to separate each entry can get complicated. In these instances, consider using serial semicolons instead.

Exclamation Points

An exclamation point is a very powerful form of punctuation. It should be used sparingly, however, because overuse clouds writing and makes it look amateurish. Use exclamation points sparingly. If you constantly use exclamation points in dialog, the results look absurd:

Bob picked up the newspaper. His picture was on the cover! He picked up the phone and quickly dialed his girlfriend. “Bess! You'll never believe it!”

“I know, I know! I saw it!” she said excitedly over the phone. “You must be so thrilled! Congratulations!”

Now consider a much cleaner version:

Bob picked up the newspaper and found that his picture was on the cover. He quickly picked up the phone and dialed his girlfriend. “Bess! You'll never believe it.”

“I know, I know! I saw it,” she said excitedly over the phone. “You must be so thrilled. Congratulations!”
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