Mr. Sevano's Top Ten (it’s really fourteen) List of Naughty, Naughty Things to Avoid in Academic Writing

1.   Do not (not don't) use contractions 

2.   You (that’s right, you) do not Second Person.  The first person pronoun “I” is appropriate when writing narrative essays and may be appropriate when writing descriptive essays.  Do not use “I” when writing analytical essays about literature.
3.   Avoid Using Passive Voice Constructions:
NOT:                                                           subject  "to be”verb + past part.

In Mary Shelley's novel Frankenstein,  the creature is created 
prepositional phrase beginning with "by"

by Victor.









This is passive voice because the subject is not the agent of action but is the receiver of the action.

BUT RATHER:



                               subject +   verb  +  object

In Mary Shelley's novel Frankenstein, Victor creates the creature.  

This is active because the subject is the agent of the action.

If prep phrase is omitted, it is still a passive voice construction.

Passive:  The advertisement was produced by the marketing firm.

Active: The marketing firm produced the advertisement. 

4.  Avoid (A)Fragments, (B) Run-ons, and (C) Comma-Splices

A. Because I could not stop for death.


B. Because I could not stop for death he kindly stopped for  me and he asked me for directions to the nearest


     Kwick-E-Mart.


C. Because I could not stop for death he kindly stopped for me, he asked me for directions to the nearest


     Kwick-E-Mart.


D. Connect separate yet related independent clauses with coordinating conjunctions:





S+V ,and  S+V.





S+V ,but  S+V.





S+V ,or    S+V.





S+V ,for   S+V.





S+V ,nor  S+V.





S+V ,so    S+V.





S+V ,yet  S+V.





S+V  ;      S+V.


E. Connect dependent clauses with separate yet related  independent clauses.   The most common subordinating conjunction are
	after
although
as
as if
as long as
as though
because
before
even if
even though
	if
if only
in order that
now that
once
rather than
since
so that
than
that
	though
till
unless
until
when
whenever
where
whereas
wherever
while






[Since] S + V, S + V. 




S+V [since] S+V.

5.  When writing about a text, keep all verb tenses in the simple present tense (except as needed when quoting a
     source).
6. Avoid all verb conjugations of the form "to be" in addition to   

    linking verbs:  

to be,  am, is,  are,
 was,  were,  be,  being, been, feels 

remains, sounds, feels, become, taste.
Maria TACKLES "IS" VERBS
     Since several peer editors had mentioned Maria's wordiness and her mechanical transitions from one idea to another, she began to zero in on the first sentences of her paragraphs. She noticed a pattern to these sentences: They all began with a phrase such as "one of the reasons" followed by an "is" verb. Knowing that "is" verbs might cause wordiness, Maria began to examine these sentences. Could she give them more punch? She looked at the pattern of these sentences and realized that she was burying her important ideas at the end. 

MARIA'S TOPIC SENTENCES 

1) One of the reasons for homelessness is that the structure of families has changed in the last fifty years. (Important idea = family structure.) 

2) Another reason is that there is high unemployment. (Important idea = high unemployment.) 

3) A third reason for homelessness is the fact that there may be mental or emotional problems. (Important ideas = mental or emotional problems.) 

4) And the final cause of homelessness may be addiction to rugs or alcohol. (Important idea = addiction to drugs and alcohol.) 

Maria decided to move the important ideas to the beginning of her sentences, eliminate the "is" verbs, and find strong action verbs that would create pictures in her readers' minds. 

First she re-wrote the sentence about family structure. She thought she would simply use the verb changed. She wrote: Family structure has changed in the last fifty years. But she realized that the verb "change" didn't create any pictures. So she began to list verbs on her screen that could express what has happened to family structure: words like declined, splintered, and smashed. She decided that the word "splintered" best created the picture she wanted her readers to see. Everyone would know what splinters look like; and everyone would know that they can hurt.

So Maria re-wrote the sentence about family structure this way: 
Over the past fifty years in America, family structure has splintered, causing deep wounds to thousands. 

     Next, Maria used the search feature of her word processor to find the sentence that reads is high unemployment. She realized that high unemployment was the important idea, but what verb could express what high unemployment does? It shatters, destroys, demolishes, erodes--all of these came to her mind. And she decided to create a strong picture by choosing the verb shatters. 

     Maria knew that readers could imagine shattering. They had seen it before: in accidents, glass shatters; in earthquakes, walls shatter; in fights, relationships shatter. She knew that such a word carries strong images. This was the strong verb she wanted to substitute for the weak word "is". So she recast her sentence using the delete and move features of her word processor. Her new sentence read: 
High unemployment shatters society: breaking workers' confidence; tearing at their self-images; forcing them to go into debt, to miss payments on mortgages, to slip lower and lower on the economic ladder. 
     Maria was pleased with this new version of her sentence. She knew that it created powerful pictures of struggle and pain and that it would involve readers in the plight of the unemployed. 

     Next she found the sentence that dealt with mental or emotional problems. ("A third reason for homelessness is the fact that there may be mental or emotional problems.") She deleted the first twelve words of the sentence and began with the phrase mental or emotional problems. Then she thought, what do mental or emotional problems do? They cripple, they shackle, they disable, they plague, they damage. 

     Maria decided that "shackle" created just the picture she wanted. She felt that a picture of people being held prisoner by mental or emotional problems was powerful. She knew that in past history, people with mental or emotional problems had literally been shackled to posts or to their beds, and she felt that some of her readers might know that, too. She wanted to draw on the shudder that such an image could create, and she also want to use the connotations of that word to suggest that these people might be set free...if only the right key could be found. 

7. 
Always avoid words which suggest absolute qualities:
       
always, never, all, none, every, completely, wholly, entirely

100% of anything is difficult—impossible—to prove.
8. Unless you are deliberately expressing a condition of ambiguity, avoid words which will diminish your
       argument within the essay.

         perhaps, seems, seems like, appears, maybe, may, might,  possibly, if, could, would.

9.  
Do not use rhetorical questions.  Keep your focus on supporting the thesis. Do not ask a question for effect. Do you understand?
10. 
Never let a quote stand alone without your own commentary or explanation introducing the quote. Instead, use your commentary to alert your readers to the point you’re emphasizing in the quote. Stand-alone quotations lead to choppy writing, and take control away from the author, forcing the readers to make sense of the quoted material.
Stand-alone quote (avoid): Monmouth College is the best school in western Illinois.  “The school has a low faculty to student ratio and many student activities” (343).

That’s why so many students want to go to Monmouth College.

Better: Monmouth College is the best school in western Illinois. Ben Jones of the Chicago Tribune, for instance, highlights two of MC’s selling points when he declares that “The school has a low faculty to student ratio and many student activities” (343).

• Quote only essential words and ideas.

• Use block quotations very sparingly.

• Introduce texts, authors, and credentials clearly (see the example above).

• Never quote something just because it sounds good.

• Never quote something that you find difficult or impossible to understand.

Specific Strategies for Using Quotations:

• Introduce a quote with a colon:

As Margaret Mumstead notes, protection of the environment is critical to economic

success: “Without the environment, commerce as we know it will cease to function.

When the environment dies, the economies dies. And both are nearly impossible to

raise from the ashes” (432).

• Introduce a quote with a comma:

Similarly impressed with the city of Cincinnati, Clark Cassidy asserts, “I know of no

other airport in America where a traveler can enjoy 40 minutes so thoroughly” (234).

• Introduce a quote using that:

Explaining the benefits of exercise, Duke Davis asserts that “the reason aerobics is so

popular is because no one realizes that they’re getting healthy while listening to all

the music” (221).

• Introduce a quote using as . . . said:

Blueberries are the fruit of choice for many Americans, for as Lance Kipling has said, “I

can’t go a day without eating a blueberry” (322).

• Use a quote at the beginning of your sentence:

“Remember to wash your hair,” Patricia tells Julie, just before the main character is hit by

the car (342).

• Use a quote in the middle of your sentence:

Peterson begins and ends his speech with a plea for “tolerance, harmony, and love”

(34)—a conviction so strong that he repeats these words to anyone he meets.

• Use a quote at the end of your sentence:

In Beverly Hills: 90210, Brenda always tells Brandon, “I wish we could just go home to Minnesota.”

• Use ellipses for omitting unnecessary information (the sentence must remain grammatically correct):

More specifically, Patrick Malcovich is described in the opening chapter of the novel as

“war-torn, abused . . . and forever ruined” (343).

• Use signal phrases to let readers know that the words or ideas that follow come from another source:*
acknowledges denies points out

admits emphasizes refutes

agrees endorses reports

argues finds reveals

asserts grants says

believes illustrates shows

claims implies states

comments insists suggests

concedes maintains thinks

concludes notes writes

declares observes
(*from Toby Fulwiler, The Working Writer, 3rd edition, 2002)

11.
Eliminate all extraneous prepositional phrases:
QUICK REFRESHER: NATURE AND USE OF PREPOSITIONAL PHRASES
First of all, what’s a preposition? It’s a type of word that functions rather like linguistic “connective tissue.” A preposition denotes a relationship of location, time, action, or movement. (Here’s a pretty good list of prepositions.)com

Next, what’s a prepositional phrase? A prepositional phrase is a part of a sentence that begins with a preposition and ends with a noun or pronoun (the object of the preposition). The purpose of a prepositional phrase is to relate (connect) that “object” to the rest of the sentence. 

For example, the previous paragraph includes these prepositional phrases:

· “of a sentence” 

· “with a preposition” 

· “with a noun or pronoun” 

· “of the preposition” 

· “of a prepositional phrase” 

· “to the rest” 

· “of the sentence” 

We need prepositional phrases. They allow us to juxtapose ideas meaningfully. They can also provide a sense of flow, to keep our speech or writing from getting too choppy or terse. Used well, prepositional phrases are valuable tools for clarifying and smoothing our language.

However, prepositional phrases often get overused – and that’s the problem I’m tackling in this article.

HOW AND WHY WE ABUSE PREPOSITIONAL PHRASES
If you’re like most people, your thoughts sometimes race far ahead of your ability to put them into words. During frantic efforts to catch up with one’s thoughts, people commonly use prepositional phrases to hastily string together concepts. This allows you to get all of the necessary concepts and relationships out of your head and into sentence form. However, the resulting sentence probably isn’t constructed in a particularly efficient or effective manner.

Here’s what such a sentence can look like:

Example A: “While considerable work has been done over the last two decades on authentication within institutions and, more recently, in support of consumer-oriented electronic commerce on the Internet, a series of new technical and policy issues emerge in the cross-organizational authentication and access management context.”
Conversely, sometimes when speaking or writing you get a “gut feeling” that certain concepts are related within your train of thought – but you haven’t clearly mapped out the exact nature of that relationship. In this case, you may tend to pepper your sentences with prepositional phrases that denote vague or confusing relationships; or you may use prepositional phrases to jam together too many concepts in a single sentence. Uncorrected, such “rough draft” communication can baffle your audience. 

Here’s how that type of writing problem looks:

Example B: “The operator of the network resource, which may be a web site, or a resource reached by other protocols such as Telnet terminal emulation or the Z39.50 information retrieval protocol, needs to decide whether users seeking access to the resource are actually members of the user community that the licensee institution defined as part of the license agreement.”
In both of those examples, unnecessary prepositional phrases are definitely not the only writing problems present. However, focusing on the prepositional phrases can be the key to unraveling many interrelated sentence-structure difficulties. 

THE TRICK
If your writing tends to feel rather rambling or flabby, try this quick toning trick. 

1. Prioritize the trouble spots. Look through your document and identify which parts need the most work – that is, which parts sound the least coherent, most confusing, or most rambling. This may comprise whole sections of your document, or just a few sentences there and there, or just a few awkward sentences or transitions.  If you have difficulty finding the worst spots, read your document aloud. Or ask a trusted colleague or friend to read through it and tell you which parts sound the least clear or the most clunky. Areas containing several sentences in excess of 20 words apiece are likely candidates.
2. Find the prepositional phrases within each major trouble spot. Literally, read through each awkward sentence word by word looking for prepositional phrases. 
3. Analyze each prepositional phrase you find. Ask yourself: 

· Which concepts does it connect? 

· Does the phrase add much value to the sentence? If not, try deleting that prepositional phrase altogether. If the sentence remains at least as strong without it, leave it out. For instance, in example A above, “…electronic commerce on the Internet” is probably redundant. Most likely this could be shortened to “…electronic commerce.” 

· If the concepts and relationship expressed in the phrase are needed, can you reorder their presentation in a more efficient way? For instance, in example B above, “…of the user community that the licensee institution defined as part of the license agreement” probably could be shortened to “…of the user community defined in the institution’s license agreement.” (Or even, possibly, “…of the defined community of licensed users.”) 

· Can you substitute more precise words for entire phrases? English offers a rich vocabulary, so feel free to use it. For instance, in example A, “…users seeking access to the resource” could be changed to “…prospective users.” 

4. Repeat. Using this process, work your way through the clunkiest spots in your document first. Address less-clunky areas as time permits. 
12. Do not use clichés as though you were going to the electric chair.  In fact, don’t use them even if someone has a
     gun to your head.
13. When referring to an author, use the first and last names the first time you mention him/her; for all subsequent references you may use the last name.  DO NOT EVER USE THE FIRST NAME ONLY!!!!  DO NOT REFER TO NIETZSCHE AS “MY FRIEND FREDDY.” AND DO NOT PRAISE THE AUTHOR. IF THE AUTHOR HAS WRITTEN SOMETHING THAT THE COLLEGE BOARD HAS DEEMED WORTHY FOR THE AP TEST, THEN THERE IS NO REASON TO PRAISE THE AUTHOR! YOU WILL NOT FIND GOOSEBUMPS ON THE AP TEST!!!!!!!

14.  DO NOT USE EXCLAMATION POINTS!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!!

I mean, do not use exclamation points.

