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         Dear Reader,

         
         Writing isn't some sort of mystical process. And a writer isn't a magician. An artist, maybe. I like to think that I sometimes
            sculpt and draw pictures with words. Other times, the words I choose instruct and teach. Sometimes, I use them to persuade
            and convince.
         

         
         Regardless of how you approach writing — whether you want to learn all you can about how to improve your writing or you simply
            want to learn how to write a thank-you letter, an essay, a resume, or that article for the newspaper about your garden club's
            upcoming annual fundraiser — I believe you'll find something in these pages that will help.
         

         
         Writing, like anything else worthwhile in life, takes discipline, instruction, and most of all, confidence in your ability
            to do a good job. You gain that all-important confidence through practice — and by studying samples of other works. That's
            why you'll find so many examples in this book. I include lots of information about what goes into tackling specific writing
            chores and then provide examples of how it's done: examples that you can then use and adapt to help you complete your own
            writing projects or chores, whatever the case may be.
         

         
         Never be afraid to express yourself on paper. The days of the woolly mammoth era when words were chiseled in stone are no
            longer a part of the human experience. Today you have an eraser on your pencil or, even easier to use, delete and back space
            keys on your keyboard. Write, delete, and copy and paste (what was once known as editing), and then write some more.
         

         
         Whether you read this book cover to cover, or only peruse those pages that answer whatever writing questions that might arise
            from time to time, please keep in mind that to become a good writer you must not only learn from example, you also need to
            write. Regardless of how you approach this book, it's my sincere hope that you have as much fun reading it as I had writing
            it.
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         Top Ten Reasons Why You Need to Write Well

         
         
            
            	
               Being a good, effective writer is one of the best ways to advance in your career, no matter what it might be.

            

            
            	
               Knowing all the proper writing etiquettes will help you maintain good friendships — from typing up proper e-mails to writing
                  thoughtful personal letters.
               

            

            
            	
               Writing well will convey to others your knowledge and intelligence, garnering for you the respect that you deserve.

            

            
            	
               If you are taking classes, you need strong writing skills to get top grades.

            

            
            	
               Being able to write well enables you to put into words your thoughts, feelings, and ideas in a way that may move others.

            

            
            	
               You must be able to write well to teach others how to write, including helping your children with homework.

            

            
            	
               Writing is a wonderful way to relax and keep track of your life.

            

            
            	
               Being able to craft well-written and clear business letters may prove rewarding (especially if the letter is a complaint).

            

            
            	
               From invitations to essays to reminder notes to fax cover sheets — our daily lives are constantly filled with activities requiring
                  the written word.
               

            

            
            	
               Someday you could write a bestseller!

            

            
         

         
      

   
      
         


         
         
Introduction 
         

         
         ► OFTEN, THE SEEMINGLY overwhelming part of writing may stem from the secondary decisions about your communication format
            (formal versus informal, handwritten versus typed versus typeset, and so forth). Ironically, such flexibility can appear stifling.
            That doesn't have to happen. Once you learn a few simple rules about putting things down on paper, you'll recognize that these
            rules don't restrict your creativity and free flow of ideas. Providing yourself with a map — whether it be a rigid formal
            outline or an informal listing of known purposes for the communication — actually frees your mind to get to work on deciding
            how best to complete the task.
         

         
         Learning a few simple steps about how to plan your writing will simplify the task of actually doing the necessary writing.
            As you will see, you'll follow basically the same steps regardless of what it is you need to write. It all boils down to determining
            the five Ws and the H:
         

         
         
            
            	
               Who?

            

            
            	
               What?

            

            
            	
               When?

            

            
            	
               Where?

            

            
            	
               Why?

            

            
            	
               How?

            

            
         

         
         Determining answers to these questions helps get you ready to write The answers help you see what needs to be said, from beginning
            to end. In other words, the answers help form the vision for your work.
         

         
         Think of this stage in much the same way as you would plan a trip. Unless you have an unlimited expense and time budget, you'd
            never embark on a journey without some preliminary planning. Mastering a few essential steps leads to effective, efficient,
            and productive quality writing, which results in easy-to-understand communication. Being able to attach that many adjectives
            to what you write is indeed an attainable goal!
         

         
      

   
      
         1


         
         The Basics

         
         The Basics There are a few decisions you need to reach regarding what it is you intend to write. Some will be specific, such
            as the message you need to convey. That message can be anything from accepting an invitation, announcing your engagement,
            or complaining about the lack of supervision at a community youth program. Answering preliminary who, what, when, where, why , and how  questions helps you draw the map for your writing trail.
         

         
         
         
Who? 
         

         
         Who will need to read what you've written? Will that reader be able to determine who wrote the stuff she is reading? Your
            audience, the who, affects the final how answer you'll need more than anything else on your list of preliminary, fact-finding
            questions.
         

         
         
            
            
               
               [image: illustration]
               
               
            

            
            Relax. That task of putting something in writing need not be as daunting as it first appears. After all, you've already defined
               your goal. Now all you need to do is establish the priorities necessary to reach the desired out-come: having something down
               on paper.
            

            
         

         
         
         
Determine Your Audience 
         

         
         Unless you're writing in your journal, where the only audience you please is yourself, the first fundamental question you'll
            need to answer is: Whom am I writing for? Once that is settled, you're ready to refine the scope even further by resolving
            these questions:
         

         
         
            
            	
               Does my reader already know me?

            

            
            	
               Is my reader somebody “in house” or will I be writing to somebody outside my center of influence?

            

            
            	
               Will my reader know anything about this topic?

            

            
            	
               Will my reader be receptive to what I'm writing, or will I need to include any special motivation for continuing?

            

            
            	
               Will I need to anticipate and overcome any objections or any ambivalence?

            

            
         

         
         
         
         
Establish the Voice for Your Writing 
         

         
         Next, you need to ask yourself: Who should the reader perceive as the author of this particular writing?

         
         
            
            	
               Should the author of the piece be invisible to the reader? If so, then first-person pronouns, such as I or we, should not
                  be used.
               

            

            
            	
               Should the reader feel as if the author is speaking directly to him or her? If so, then you'll want to use the second person
                  pronoun you a lot.
               

            

            
            	
               Should both the author and the reader be invisible? Then only third-person pronouns should be used, with no reference to I
                  or you. This is the way most novels are written, with clear boundaries separating the reader from the piece, while also keeping
                  the author invisible.
               

            

            
         

         
         
         
         
         
What? 
         

         
         Answering this question helps you better determine the subject about which you need to write. What kind of information do
            you plan to disseminate? Are you writing an information piece about a new procedure in your company? Are you writing a short
            story about the survivors of a plane crash?
         

         
         What will your readers already know? You've heard the expression, “beating a dead horse” — by including too much information
            that people already know, you lessen the impact of the new points you're making. Only give enough information necessary to
            provide context.
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            Always keep your audience in mind. For example, if you're writing a piece about how to change spark plugs, you don't also
               need to go into the history of piston engines unless you're writing for a specific market where that kind of background information
               fits.
            

            
         

         
         
         
         
When? 
         

         
         Knowing when to set your piece is a very important aspect of writing. Are you setting the piece in the past? If so, be careful
            to maintain the illusion and not include things that weren't invented yet. Having Blargg the Caveman whip out a ballpoint
            pen is completely absurd, as would be having William Shakespeare use a computer. Sure, these are extreme examples, but even
            something as innocuous as a tea bag could be just as incongruous in the period of the story. Research the historical context
            of the period you're writing about to avoid jarring inconsistencies.
         

         
         
         
         
Where? 
         

         
         Where, in some ways, is inextricably tied to when, but don't underestimate the importance of setting.

         
         
            
            	
               Where do the major events of your story take place?

            

            
            	
               If the events haven't yet occurred, where are they expected to take place?

            

            
            	
               How does the setting affect the characters and their interaction?

            

            
         

         
         
         
         
Why? 
         

         
         No matter what you're writing, you should always have a grasp on the reason you're doing it. This keeps you focused and on
            point.
         

         
         Is your objective to provide a step-by-step, systematic guide to accomplishing some task? Then the only thing that's really
            important is outlining the steps, along with enough information to give it context. Too much explanation bogs down the reader
            and can bury the point you're trying to make, lessening its impact.
         

         
         
         
         
How? 
         

         
         Determining the how for what it is you're writing will help you determine how best you should tell that story. (Taken to the
            extreme, this is what political speechwriters use to put the spin on what it is politicians will say, based on how they want
            their constituents to perceive that message.)
         

         
         
            
            	
               How do you plan to get your point across?

            

            
            	
               Do you want to tell a linear story?

            

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

            

            
         

         
         Keep all of these questions in mind when you're plotting and coming up with the things you'd like to write. As a preliminary
            step, you might want to make a checklist and check off each item as you address it.
         

         
         
         
         
Style Is Important, Too 
         

         
         Have you ever noticed that as you read something written by a particular author, you get familiar with the writing style?
            As you move from one book to the next, you notice similarities between them. Style is something that is peculiar to each individual
            writer. Stephen King, for example, writes in a very different style from Janet Evanovich, and not just because each author
            tends to write about different subjects. Style is an amorphous thing that is attributed to a writer; many writers don't even
            realize that they have a particular style. They just write.
         

         
         
         
Bending the Rules 
         

         
         Many beginning writers think that they can bend the rules or do whatever they like, and call it their “style.” As you gain
            writing success and get more familiar with the rules, you're allowed certain liberties. As you become more adept at the rules,
            you also gain a better understanding of where you can bend them and still get away with it. So in your early days, be attentive
            to the way things are done, and worry about breaking the mold later.
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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.
            

            
         

         
         But style is much more than sticking to the basic rules. Style also encompasses how you put the words together into sentences,
            how you put your sentences together into paragraphs, and so on. As you develop your writing style, it will turn into your
            personal “voice.” The way you transform your thoughts into words will become almost habitual and completely natural to you.
         

         
         
         
         
Informal Versus Formal Writing 
         

         
         The rules for informal writing are more relaxed. You can get away with slang. You can get away with saying things like, “You
            can get away with slang.”
         

         
         Formal writing is often used in academic situations where the audience has a professional background, although it also exists
            outside the purely academic field. Law and science are two particularly apt examples.
         

         
         You must be careful not to sound too presumptuous when writing formally; just because a setting is formal does not mean that
            you should use only big words. You can use nice small words, and nice short sentences, too, but you should not use colloquialisms
            or other informal conventions. Stick to traditional punctuation styles and grammar usage.
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         How to Write What You Mean

         
         It's extremely important to be clear in your writing. Except in certain artistic forms, writing isn't about making things
            sound pretty. It isn't about choosing words that have a nice ring to them. Writing is communication. When it comes to writing,
            the most important thing is that you get your point across. Communication only takes place when the meaning of what you write
            is clear and concise.
         

         
         
         
The Elements of Effective Writing 
         

         
         When broken down into its simplest form, effective writing has three parts:

         
         
            
            	
               A beginning

            

            
            	
               A middle

            

            
            	
               An ending

            

            
         

         
         Sure, it sounds trite, but everything has to start somewhere, right? Your writing will be much better if you consider each
            of these components. When you start writing, don't just jump in and start anywhere. Take a few moments to figure out where
            you want to start, what you're going to say, and how you're going to wrap things up.
         

         
         
         
Effective Openings 
         

         
         Despite the association with “once upon a time” as the beginning for make-believe stories, the consensus for most fiction
            today is that you “start with the action.” If there are things the reader needs to know about the “beginning” (which is known
            in fiction as “backstory”), then there are devices such as flashbacks that can be used to supply that information, or it can
            be worked into the story as you go along. Today's world is a fast-paced one. People used to moving at a fast pace are not
            patient. Effective writing, regardless of whether it is fiction or nonfiction, reflects this trait.
         

         
         
            
            [image: illustration]

            
            Literature has evolved over the years to reflect the demands of the public. Consider the long, wordy passages in novels of
               past centuries: In Chapter 11 of Emily Brontë's Gothic Wuthering Heights , Mr. Lockwood muses, “I am now quite cured of seeking pleasure in society, be it country or town. A sensible man ought to
               find sufficient company in himself.” A novelist writing for today's readers, who are used to getting their news in easily
               digestible sound bites, would probably simply have a character say, “I find pleasure in my own company
            

            
         

         
         Other beginnings are even less 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.” The beginning is the “opening,” which consists of the recipient's address and greeting
            (and is not to be confused with the “heading,” which consists of your information and the date).
         

         
         Regardless of its name, an effective opening is one that engages the reader from the git-go. In formal writing, it's free
            of slang or colloquialisms (like git-go ). An effective opening recognizes certain things about the reader (or audience), such as educational level. The writer takes
            those known factors into consideration when determining how best to appeal to that reader or audience.
         

         
         If you're writing a romantic thriller, you want to introduce the hero and heroine, of course, but you want to do so with finesse.
            An opening scene might be the following.
         

         
         Dick Meadows tilted his hat and boarded the aged train, pulling himself up with the handrails just as the train lurched slowly
            forward on its way to Nairobi. He heard a shout behind him, and turned to see a tall blonde woman running to catch up.
         

         
         “Stop the train!”

         
         He smiled. “Fat chance, lady,” he thought to himself, before turning back to see the determined look on her face.

         
         The train continued to move slowly as she ran alongside it. Bracing himself, Dick reached out his hand to help her up. She
            gave him a grateful smile as she climbed aboard.
         

         
         That example starts with some action. It doesn't spend a lot of time developing the story, the setting, or anything else.
            It isn't necessary to establish how Dick or the lady got to the train station. Or why it's so important that the blonde catch
            the train. Or why she was late getting to the train. It simply jumps in where everything starts. This way, the reader joins
            the heroine as she hits the ground running, amidst the action, and hopefully will want to know more. The rest of that, of
            course, is continued in the middle.
         

         
         
         
         
Middle Matters 
         

         
         When it comes down to it, the “middle” is just a convenient way of separating your beginning and ending from everything else.
            The middle is where the substance occurs. The opening may set the tone, but the actual point of your piece will emerge through
            the unfolding of the middle. In a story, this is where the bulk of the story happens.
         

         
         Your middle will actually be a series of events that slowly culminate in the big, final climactic scene. And after you reach
            that, it's time to end your story.
         

         
         
         
         
Wrapping Things 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
            much stronger — and has a much greater 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.
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            An emotionally satisfying ending to a story with a few things left to the reader's speculation also leaves the author with
               the option of writing a sequel.
            

            
         

         
         Consider the romantic thriller example. Suppose your story progressed to finding a giant ruby and smuggling it through various
            countries. Finally, Dick and the woman reach the coast.
         

         
         Megan looked up into Dick's eyes. “So I guess this is it.”

         
         He nodded slowly. “Apparently.”

         
         Hoisting the satchel with the ruby inside, Megan slung it over her back. She smiled at Dick, trying not to cry, as she turned
            and began walking away from him, up the plank to board the ship.
         

         
         Megan stopped at the top, hesitated, then turned to face him. Dick stood on the shore, with his hands on his hips, his hat
            slightly askew. Megan tried to push away the thought that this might be the last moment they would ever share. The last chance
            she'd have to look in his eyes.
         

         
         “You sure?” she asked, biting her lip.

         
         “Oh, what the hell,” Dick muttered, and started to run up the plank.

         
         Because the story ends that way, the reader doesn't know what happens to the ruby, or to Dick and Megan. Maybe they lived
            happily ever after, or maybe they had a fight on the cruise and decided to go their own separate ways. Those unanswered questions
            don't make it an ineffective ending. The point is that this is where this story ends. Anything more would merely be fluff
            and would most likely detract from the rest of the story. As long as you provide an effective emotional close to your piece,
            you don't have to have an answer there for everything.
         

         
         
         
         
         
Making a Good Impression 
         

         
         You may not realize it, but you are judged by what you write. Using correct grammar not only conveys a precise meaning, it
            also gives readers confidence that you know what you're talking about. This is very important when the reader is a prospective
            employer or editor.
         

         
         
            
            [image: illustration]

            
            Grammatical mistakes or spelling errors can make the reader doubt your abilities. To make the best impression, you should
               strive to use correct grammar and proper spelling.
            

            
         

         
         Grammar is only one part of making a good impression. This chapter will help you understand the basic aspects of effective
            writing. When you use the techniques outlined in this chapter, your writing becomes stronger, which gives readers more confidence
            in you as a person, not only in your writing.
         

         
         
         
Active Voice 
         

         
         The voice of a sentence can be active or passive. When it is active, the subject of the sentence is performing the verb. With
            a passive sentence, however, the subject of the sentence 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, namely dancing to the music. Now look at the following
            example of using passive voice:
         

         
         The half-time music was accompanied by the dancing of the cheerleaders.

         
         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 the passive voice, the subject of the sentence receives the action
            of the verb instead of performing it.
         

         
         
            
            [image: illustration]

            
            There's a simple little trick 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 a passive voice construction.
            

            
         

         
         
         
         
Omitting Unnecessary Adjectives 
         

         
         Adjectives modify nouns or pronouns. When used properly, they can add a great deal of depth to your writing. When used improperly,
            adjectives can make your writing seem unprofessional and stilted.
         

         
         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. It's a much better idea to break up your adjectives
            and intersperse them within a number of sentences; this puts them into bite-sized bits that are much easier for the reader
            to digest and swallow. Better yet, try to stretch out the description, so that 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.
         

         
         
         
         
Compulsively Overusing Adverbs 
         

         
         An adverb is a word that modifies a verb. Adverbs can also modify adjectives, other adverbs, or even entire sentence clauses.
            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. Quickly, angrily , and goodheartedly  are examples. 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.
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            Overuse of adverbs can detract from your message, causing the reader to get hung up on the words instead of the point you're
               trying to make.
            

            
         

         
         The following adverbs tend to appear too often in written English. Make sure that you use them sparingly. If you tend to use
            them a lot, cut them, and find other ways of getting your point across.
         

         
         
            
            	
               Accordingly

            

            
            	
               Also

            

            
            	
               Anyhow

            

            
            	
               Consequently

            

            
            	
               Otherwise

            

            
            	
               Still

            

            
            	
               Then

            

            
            	
               Therefore

            

            
            	
               Yet

            

            
         

         
         If you tend to overuse the words in the above list, don't fret; working around them is relatively easy to do. Simply restructure
            your sentence and try to do away with the adverb.
         

         
         
            
            [image: illustration]

            
            Are there any things to look for in my writing that will help me find (and then get rid of) excessive adverbs? 
            

            
            Most often, excessive adverbs are used with compound sentences. Semicolons and commas tend to go hand in hand with adverbs,
               so use periods instead. This will help you break down those compound sentences into smaller portions. Nine times out of ten,
               you can just delete the adverb, change the comma or semicolon to a period, and end up with wonderful adverb-free sentences.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            Before:

            
            I feel that I am the ideal candidate for this position. Accordingly, please accept the attached resume; also please accept
               the attached letter of reference. I am available weekdays; however, I am not available every second weekend. However, after
               Christmas, I will be able to work any weekend.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            After:

            
            I feel that I am the ideal candidate for this position. Please accept the attached resume and letter of reference. I am available
               all weekdays. Until Christmas, I am unable to work every second weekend; after Christmas, I can work any weekend.
            

            
         

         
         
            
            
               [image: illustration]
               
               
            

            
            Good grammar never goes to waste. The rules of grammar are relatively easy to learn and will stay with you for your lifetime.
               You can get excellent grammar guides at your local library (Try The Everything® Grammar and Style Book, 2nd Edition ) or conduct a Web search to find a grammar tutorial site.
            

            
         

         
         
         
         
Noun-Pronoun Agreement 
         

         
         Pronouns are words that take the place of nouns. They are nice to use because they are short and concise, and they avoid the
            needless repetition of nouns in a sentence. The following table shows common English pronouns grouped according to their function.
         

         
         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 nail home
            the point 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.

         
         Not only must your pronoun relate to a noun, it must also relate to the noun in number, which is why you can never use it  when you actually mean them , or vice versa. Be very careful with your pronouns and make sure that they agree in number.
         

         
         In addition, you should be careful to make sure that the noun agrees in gender, too. Never use her  for a male, and never use him  for a female. By the same token, you should never use they  to take the place of either he  or she   or them  for him  or her . For more information on this topic, refer to Chapter 4.
         

         
         
            
            [image: illustration]

            
            In conversation, many people use the pronouns they, them, and their even when referring to one person. This is not proper
               grammar. The correct choice is he or she when referring to a singular subject; him or her when referring to a singular object;
               and his or her when using a possessive adjective:
            

            
         

         
         
            
            Wrong:

            
            Who left their shoes by the door? They did.

            
         

         
         
            
            Correct:

            
            Who left his or her shoes by the door? She did.

            
         

         
         
         
         
Avoiding Ambiguous Pronoun Usage 
         

         
         You must be careful with pronouns, because using them improperly can result in an ambiguous sentence. If only two people of
            different genders are involved, the pronoun usage should be obvious. With two people of the same sex, or a group, confusion
            (or even the opportunity for it) can quickly result. 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. The pronoun usage in the sentence, however,
            is far from specific and open to interpretation. If you were writing that sentence, the “alternative” interpretation is probably
            far from what you actually meant. So, it's a good idea to be careful. 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.

         
         Remember that a pronoun must relate to another noun, and that that relationship should be obvious. If it is not, fiddle with
            your sentences until the pronoun usage makes sense. It's also a good idea to have someone else read over your work, not just
            to check for typos but also to check for problems with pronoun usage and other inconsistencies. If one of your friends is
            confused by a pronoun, there's a very good chance that someone else will be too. For other proofreading suggestions, see Chapter
            4.
         

         
         
            
            [image: illustration]

            
            In fiction writing, each character's speech should appear in its own paragraph. If a new person speaks, then start a new paragraph.
               Depending on your own personal style, you may want to keep description and narrative in their own separate paragraphs, distinct
               from dialogue.
            

            
         

         
         
         
         
Sentence and Paragraph Structure 
         

         
         Sentence structure is usually a matter of style. As you gain more experience with your writing, you will develop your own
            personal style with the way you put words together into sentences, and the way you put sentences together into paragraphs.
            It helps if you keep these two things in mind:
         

         
         
            
            	
               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.
               

            

            
            	
               Try to keep your paragraph limited to one point or idea.  Rather than introduce multiple ideas in the course of one paragraph, break up the ideas and present them in their own paragraphs.
                  This creates ease of understanding for the reader.
               

            

            
         

         
         
         
         
         
Beyond Using a Spellchecker 
         

         
         With the proliferation of computers and word-processing programs, many people have come to rely on technology to tell them
            whether words are spelled correctly. For most, running a spell check has become the final step in drafting a document; as
            long as error messages don't pop up along the way, people assume that the words have all been spelled correctly.
         

         
         A spellchecker, however, is nothing more than a lexicon — a list of words. The computer will compare your word against its
            list of properly spelled words, giving an error message for anything that doesn't match up. This is why many names of people
            or places give errors. An error message from a spellchecker is simply a notification that the computer doesn't recognize the
            word after it compares the word to its internal lists. Sometimes, the computer will offer suggestions, but this is simply
            based on similarities between your word and the list of words it uses to compare. Remember, computers can't actually think.
         

         
         Spellcheckers provide a false sense of security. It is possible that computers may become more sophisticated in the future,
            but for now, they can't tell the difference between different forms of homonyms.
         

         
         Homonyms are words that sound the same but have different meanings. Examples are their, there , and they're ; or rain  and reign . Be careful with these kinds of words, because spellcheckers will only be able to tell you that they're spelled correctly,
            not used correctly. Consider the following:
         

         
         
            
            Incorrect:

            
            It is our constitutional right to bare arms.

            
         

         
         This example sentence is, of course, incorrect. The constitution doesn't say anything about naked arms; it does, however,
            have an amendment about weapons for personal defense. Therefore, the correct choice would be “bear,” but at this point in
            time, a computer can't tell you that. You need to know for yourself how these words are used.
         

         
         
            
            Correct:

            
            It is our constitutional right to bear arms.

            
         

         
         
         
The Value of a Good Dictionary 
         

         
         Get into the habit of reaching for your dictionary. A dictionary will tell you not only how to spell a word correctly, it
            will also tell you how that word is used. Chances are the few seconds it takes you to look up a word and read the definition
            will mean you'll never have a problem with that word again. That makes such dictionary usage time well spent.
         

         
         If you use the Internet, there are a great number of dictionaries available online, such as Merriam-Webster Online at  www.m-w.com  . You merely have to type in the word, and the site will provide you with definitions from its database. However you do it,
            take the extra few seconds to make certain that you're using the proper word, and the proper spelling.
         

         
         
         
         
Don't Rely on a Thesaurus Alone 
         

         
         A thesaurus can be a great resource, too. It provides lists of synonyms, or words that have similar meanings. By consulting
            a thesaurus, you can come up with other words to help you say things a little differently. Many word-processing programs have
            a thesaurus included, and you can also find them on the Internet; in addition to the dictionary, there's also a thesaurus
            available at Merriam-Webster Online at  www.m-w.com  . A thesaurus can be a great resource to expand your vocabulary.
         

         
         Never assume, however, that the words in a thesaurus are interchangeable. Among the suggestions, you will find similar words,
            but not words with identical meanings. Before you use a word you find in a thesaurus, look it up in the dictionary to determine
            its actual meaning. If you don't, you might end up using something that doesn't quite carry the meaning you intend.
         

         
         
         
         
         
Using Descriptive Nouns 
         

         
         A noun, as a basic definition, is a word that designates a person, place, or thing. Nouns can be simple and generic, like
            book, or they can be more descriptive, like romance, mystery, or thriller. The more descriptive your nouns, the more vivid
            your writing will be.
         

         
         For example, consider the noun dog. Dog  is a very nondescript noun that only conveys a very basic meaning. Chihuahua, terrier , and dachshund  are more descriptive, and therefore effective, choices. Such words paint a recognizable picture in the reader's mind, making
            your writing seem more lively and specific. Try to choose nouns that are colorful and descriptive, rather than generic.
         

         
         
         
         
Choosing Action Verbs 
         

         
         Action verbs are verbs that describe action, as opposed to verbs that describe a state of being. To act, to sing, and to dance
            are all examples of verbs that describe action. To write is an action verb, too, because it describes something that you can
            actually do. At the opposite end of the spectrum is the verb to be, which is relatively flat and lifeless because it merely
            describes a state.
         

         
         The verb to be  is probably the most important verb in the language because it also serves as a conjunctive verb in complex constructions.
            For example:
         

         
         Jessica is singing a song.

         
         Martin is writing a play.

         
         Even though both sentences contain the word is , which is a conjugated form of the verb to be , in those examples it is also used as a linking verb that serves to complete the conjugation of the other verbs to sing  and to write .
         

         
         John was singing a song.

         
         John sang a song.

         
         John had sung a song.

         
         All of the above example sentences mean the same thing. The appropriate choice depends on the tense of the particular passage
            and how the activity of singing relates to what else is going on in the story.
         

         
         It is very important to make sure that your verbs are used in the proper tense, but it's also important to try to make your
            verb usage as active as possible.
         

         
         Remember, good writing should show, not tell, the reader what is happening. In crafting your story, try to choose verbs that
            show action. Sometimes, you will want to use weaker verbs like to be  in order to establish your setting and mood. Use these sparingly. When describing action, be sure to use verbs that show
            the activity and serve to paint that vivid picture in the reader's mind about what is occurring in the story.
         

         
         You should not make a habit of using action verbs to attribute dialogue when characters are speaking. Consider the following
            examples:
         

         
         “Sarah and Tom tied the knot last week,” Julie informed Sam.

         
         “But I never thought they would actually marry,” Sam intoned.

         
         “None of us did. But they appear to have taken the leap,” Julie added.

         
         “How long do you think they'll be together?” Sam queried.

         
         “Oh, be nice,” Julie admonished. “You shouldn't be so negative,” she advised.

         
         As you can see, the action verbs used to attribute the dialogue actually slow down the flow of the conversation. In dialogue,
            what's important are the words being said. That's why when it comes to attributing dialogue, there is no better word than
            said . Not every line of dialogue needs to have a tag with it. When two characters are conversing in a selection of prose, it
            is usually pretty obvious which character is speaking. Attribution becomes necessary when there are long passages of dialogue,
            just to help the reader understand along the way.
         

         
         Attribution tags are a storytelling technique, and it's a good idea to keep them as simple as possible. The beauty of the
            word said  is that it becomes invisible to the reader. It is simply there as a pointer to keep the reader from getting confused. A
            reader naturally expects to see the word said ; using other, fancy words can trip up the reader — something often referred to as “removing the reader from the story,”
            which is something you don't want to do.
         

         
         
         
         
Analogy, Simile, and Metaphor as Descriptions 
         

         
         Metaphors, analogies, and similes are very similar in nature. Each is used to paint a picture with words. A simile is the
            most literal and straightforward; it uses the word like or as to make a comparison:
         

         
         He's crazy like a fox.

         
         He's as crazy as a fox.

         
         The above examples are designed to make a comparison. The sentences do not make literal statements. Instead, they make figurative
            statements designed to add depth to the description.
         

         
         A metaphor sits at the opposite end of the spectrum. It states that one thing is something else. A metaphor can create a very
            visual impact for your reader, so its use can be a very powerful tool. Its meaning is still figurative, but a metaphor causes
            you to read between the lines. Consider the following examples: Don't pull my leg.
         

         
         Don't pull the wool over my eyes.

         
         Nobody's leg is actually being pulled in the first example. It simply means, “Be serious with me; don't joke around!” But
            the metaphor is, for whatever reason, that you're pulling on someone's leg by not telling the truth.
         

         
         
            
            [image: illustration]

            
            Be careful that the metaphor you use is not a cliché. Using a phrase, expression, or passage that has been overused (or has
               become a cliché) can have a negative effect on your writing, and as a result, cause it to lose its credibility. To have impact,
               your metaphor needs to be original or unique to the idea you're trying to convey.
            

            
         

         
         The second example is a metaphor, too. It doesn't involve any wool, but it serves to paint the picture that somehow you're
            interfering with the view of the person involved. Pulling wool over that person's eyes is a figurative illustration that you're
            clouding the person's vision.
         

         
         At the beginning of this discussion on metaphors, a metaphor was used. Did you notice it? “A metaphor sits at the opposite
            end of the spectrum.” If you think about it, a metaphor can't actually sit anywhere — it's a thought, not something concrete.
            That sentence was a figurative metaphor, but it did its job conveying the meaning. That's how a good metaphor should be —
            invisible to the reader unless he or she is looking for it.
         

         
         In between simile and metaphor is analogy. An analogy is usually a lot longer than either a simile or metaphor because you're
            using it to compare one situation to another. And that's the big difference — when you use an analogy, you are directly comparing
            two things. A simile is like a very short analogy; an analogy may use like  or as , but your comparison is more likely to be much longer. It might even take up a paragraph. It will still have the aspects
            of simile and metaphor, but you provide more detail to convey the comparison. Analogy can be an effective tool because it
            allows you to point out the similarities between two situations where a simile or metaphor won't quite cut it.
         

         
         To use analogy, just take a simile or metaphor and elaborate upon it. Stretch it out, and use the example to illustrate the
            point you're trying to make. Unlike a metaphor, it won't be a direct statement, and unlike a simile, it won't be a simple
            comparison. Use it when a simile or metaphor won't establish enough of the meaning you're trying to convey.
         

         
         
            
            [image: illustration]

            
            A simile uses the word like or as to make a comparison. You can remember what a simile is by remembering that it states a
               similarity. A metaphor, on the other hand, goes the extra distance and actually says that something has certain characteristics.
               Both are important tools in the writer's toolbox.
            

            
         

         
         
         
         
Establishing Your Objective 
         

         
         All the fancy writing tricks in the world won't help if you don't have an established objective for your writing. To establish
            your objective, try to determine what the main point is that you're hoping to get across. If you're writing nonfiction, this
            should be relatively obvious. Even 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 that goal.
         

         
         Many beginning writers get caught up in trying to “sound good.” Try to avoid this pitfall. The following list contains many
            clichéd and hackneyed phrases that tend to get used by beginners:
         

         
         
         
         
            
               
               
            
            
               
                  	
                     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
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