THE WRI TE STUFF

by

Thomas E. Cronin
Princeton U & Col orado Col | ege

From News for Teachers of Political Science
(1986, 49. 1-4)

"In recent years |'ve supervised countless undergraduate research papers
and nunerous senior theses. Not surprisingly, | repeat nyself about basic
research and witing hints, suggestions, and outright warnings. This handout,
"Wite Tigers Witel" prepared for the "tigers" at Princeton and The Col orado
Col l ege (the mascot is the sane), attenpts to help the novice researcher and is,
as well, an act of self-protection.”

VWhat foll ows are suggestions and cautions for students witing a research
paper. M suggestions are nmerely that. They are personal, general and speak
nore about witing than about research

Make no m stake about it. Research and witing are demandi ng work, even
for the professional. You won't hear professional scholars or witers boast
about the easiness of their craft. No matter how nmuch they love it, and they
often love it nore than anything else, they find it demandi ng, exacting, |onely
and often painful--if they really work at it. "Witing, at its best,” wites
Ernest Hem ngway, "is a lonely life..... "

For a true witer each book shoul d be a new begi nning when he tries
again for something that has never been done or that others have
tried and failed. Then sonetinmes, with great [uck, he will succeed.
How sinmple the witing of literature would be if it were only
necessary to wite in another way what has been well witten. It is
because we have had such great witers in the past that a witer is
driven far out past where he can go, out to where no one can help
hi m

The joy of research and witing comes fromthe chall enge of being out on
your own, rethinking the explored and the whole unexplored realm of human
relations and vision. Witingitself is one of the grand, free human activities.
Wor ki ng back and forth between experience and ideas, evidence and imagination
data and theory a witer has nore than space and tine can offer

One nore word about Hem ngway. The intensity of his concentration was such
that a few hours of witing literally exhausted him A day's work seldom
exceeded five or six hundred words.

As in the mastery of any ability, witing a research paper requires self-
discipline. If you already know how to use tine effectively and can ruthlessly
stick to a schedule, you will find research paper witing relatively easy. You
may even enjoy it. Most of us, however, are easily diverted and are acconpl i shed
procrastinators. A research paper assignnent can overwhelmyou if you let it.
Yet it can, planned carefully strengthen your self-discipline and do nore to
sharpen your ability to nanage time w sely than any other part of your college
work. Be prepared to retreat and devote several hours a day and even two or
three weeks to uninterrupted, focused concentration. For those of us who are
extroverts, this is often |ike being sentenced to solitary confinenent. |If you
are going to take pride in your research, however, you had better resign yourself
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to devoting the tine to the extensive reading, rigorous analysis and intense
t hought, not to mention the hours of witing and revising, a research project
requires.

Sel ecting a Topic

First you conduct a search for a worthy topic. What are your criteria?
Per haps somet hi ng has been puzzling you, or a topic has been i nadequately covered
in an earlier course or short paper assignnment. Topics arise out of discussions
with friends, teachers parents or fromyour observations gained in job or intern
experiences. Curiosity is the source of many topics--the urge to understand
somet hing better, to resolve or at |east to better understand a puzzle, paradox,
dil enma or set of previously unsolved, unanswered questions. Mich of my own
research arises from questions students ask ne and from questi on-and-answer
sessions on the lecture circuit. This is especially true when | find nyself
giving an answer |'mnot wholly satisfied with and say to nyself "That's a good
gquestion, and it deserves a better answer."

There are few things sadder than a solution in search of a problemor a
solution that fits the wong problem"”™ wites Princeton professor Walter Mirphy.
He adds: "There are few peopl e sadder than those who have chosen to attack a
problemthat is trivial or uninteresting initself and is not closely related to
anot her problemthat is interesting and inportant.”

You will, years later, regret the zero-risk or perfectionist inclination
to tackle only those questions that are tidy, mnor or readily answered. A
juni or paper or senior thesis is a chance of alifetine. It's an opportunity to

match your talents and abilities against a perplexing societal or politica
pr obl em Rise to the challenge and tackle an inportant problem Whodr ow
W1 son's senior paper was published in a notable national review and becane the
basis for his first book. John F. Kennedy's senior thesis was turned into a
successful book.

Questions to Ask Yourself About a Research Topic

VWat is the problen? Wo says it's a problem and why? Wat's the big
idea? or confusion? Wiat is it | want to discover, solve, |earn nore about?
Wiy does X institution, or process, or theory work in its own peculiar way?
Could it or should it be otherwi se? For exanple, how much centralized political
| eadership do we really need--or do we really want? O. how is powerful
political |eadership best held accountable? How nuch denocracy do we really
want? How nmuch can we afford? How do we calculate the costs? How does our
doctrine of separated powers really work? Are changes needed in our politica
system as we nove into the Republic's third century? Are our economc
deficiencies or inability to curb the arnms race due to our structures, or to
i nadequat e | eadership or to deficiencies in vision and a crisis or ideas? You
will have to narrow the topic in accord with your tine and talent. Just don't
narrow it to the trivial-pursuit |evel

Be as clear as possible about what it is you want to discover, prove or
di sprove. VWhat is the central issue? Define it. Explore its origins and
hi storical devel opnent. Explain its consequences. |If it is a policy, process
or constitutional interpretation, you may want to explainits effects on current
and future political behavior. Try to discern the underlying assunptions held
by groups advocati ng change or the status quo. |n what ways do different schools
of thought define the problemdifferently--and why?



You will want to clarify the topic by gathering and conprehendi ng as nuch
material, qualitative and quantitative, as you can acquire. Be sure to conduct
a thorough search of library literature and docunents. Doubtl ess you will
somet i nes di scover works that have al ready answered or at | east addressed parts
of your topics. Explore the availability of survey and polling data that may
shed light on the problem You may find, too, that interview ng know edgeabl e
prof essors, experts and present or forner public officials will be necessary and
productive. Never underestimate the talents of the school's |librarians,
especially those who are specialists with reference works and governnent
docunents. They can becone your greatest allies.

Research Strateqy and Hypothesis Testing

| expect students not just to describe a problem and raise off-handedly
some possible solutions. No. Prepare a list of likely solutions or Ilikely
answers to your research questions. Fornul ate conpeti ng expl anatory propositions
or hypot heses and subject themto the nost rigorous testing you can undert ake.
Be as clear as you can about cause-and-effect relationships. Carify your
dependent and independent vari ables. Don't be constrained by conventional
wi sdom or the dom nant m ndset or paradignms of the day. The way we | ook at
probl enrs and possible solutions is extraordinarily conditioned by how we have
been socialized by the fashionable cultural norns of the day. Yet inventions,
scientific breakthroughs and better answers often cone only when we can step
out side the prevailing paradi gnms, the prevailing way we have been taught to | ook
at things. Disregard the received wi sdomand ask bol d questions and pose fresh
possibilities. This is easier to suggest than to do. W are, nore than we
acknow edge, prisoners and creatures of habit and i ntense cul tural conditioning.
Undaunted, try to discern the paradigmshifts that are taking place or perhaps
need to take place. For nore on this topic, see an inportant study by Thomas S
Kuhn, The Structure of Scientific Revolutions. second edition (University of
Chi cago Press, 1970).

Logi cal reasoning is inportant at this point. You want to test, as
systematically as you can, the plausible explanations you have raised. Wth a
bit of ingenuity, you can test solutions to difficult problens w thout making
each particular test a two-year enterprise. Please appreciate, however, that
enpirical tests and the nobst rigorous fornms of |logical reasoning are
i ndi spensabl e to building the body of reliable knowl edge needed to arrive at your
concl usi ons.

Renenber, too, that information is nmerely a distant cousin of know edge.
Informati on and findings are i nportant as internedi ate phases of your research.
You are asked in addition, however, to make sense of what you have found.

Political scientists ultimately seek to formnul ate theories about the why
and the how and the "so what" of political life. Aristotle called the enterprise
the "queen of sciences."” He classified countries according to their politica
structures, making predictions about how varying structures would lead to
di fferent behavior. Machi avel |i exam ned political systens and forecast how
rulers could best govern and how people would react to different styles of
| eadership. St. Thomas Aqui nas, Thomas Hobbes, John Locke, and our own Janes
Madi son were also political theorists and political philosophers. Two hundred
years ago, in the sumrer of 1787, the nen in Philadel phia who drafted the
Constitution acted as political researchers and political theoreticians as they
mer ged experience and theory into practical political institutions.
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Soci al scientists welconme you to join us as we continue to study and | earn
about the patterns of politics. Description yields understanding; understanding
yields or can lead to explanation; the best explanation can |ead to nodels and
predi ctions; and predictions that work | ead to theory. W continually search for
the predictable--to discover, describe, and, if possible verify the basic | aws
of politics and governance. Al though political science in some ways is an
ancient discipline, it is also in several ways a youthful social science:
Ri gorous efforts to |l earn enough to allow us to explain and predict and devel op
nodel s really began only in the |ast generation

Most topics undergraduates tackle have already been witten about by one
or nore scholars. Sonme of you will be put off by this. Your challenge is
simlar, however, to what Hemi ngway said in the quote | cited earlier. Your
challenge is to examine the problemwith a fresh eye. Cone at it differently.
Place it in a fresh context. Genius is the ability to reconbine, rethink,
revise, "recontextualize," to see newlinkages, di scover new paradi gns, put forth
audaci ous new and nore rel evant explanations. The job of research and witing
is to push things beyond where they are, to raise new questions, to bring the
freshness that clarifies and points in prom sing new directions.

Witing and Styl e Suggestions

Here are a nunber of questions you should ask yourself as you outline and
prepare your paper. This advice is necessarily personal or subjective. What
works for ne may nerely inhibit you. You can learn fromthese suggestions, yet
you shoul dn't be too nuch influenced by anot her person's tastes. Retain what's
useful, disregard the rest. NMost of what follows is common sense. Mich of it
conmes fromstandard witing and style books. M enphasis on certain usage and
abusage arises out of twenty years of ny own witing and nearly twenty years of
readi ng student paper.

Qutline, Qutline, Qutline. 1t helps to have a map of where you are goi ng.
No wind is the right wind if you don't know where you are headed. If you don't
know where you are going, you may just end up there. The noral is inportant.
In the past you may have just sat down and typed out a first draft, throw ng
toget her by cutting and pasting odd descriptions and definitions and taggi ng on
a rough conclusion. This is unacceptable for papers in your major

Here are some additional questions to ask yourself. What is the probl en?
VWhat is ny main theme? How clear is ny thesis? Have | presented it clearly and
forcibly in the first few pages? Is there an apt, imaginative and fresh title?
Have | stated clearly and early the questions that guided ny research? |Is there
a unity that integrates the flow of problem devel opnent, argunent, evidence
presentation and | ogi cal reasoning? |s there a clear pattern of analysis? Have
I provided adequate and balanced evidence? Have | provided adequate
docunent ati on and footnoted the maj or sources, docunents and interviews used in
the paper? Do | present a convincing case and is this well summarized in the
concl usion? Does ny conclusion flow snmoothly from the body of analysis and
earlier discussion? Have | |eaped to any prem ses, junped to any concl usions?
Is this an objective and scholarly exploration, or is it nerely an exercise, as
in the case of the trial |awer, who enters court and announces "these are the
concl usi ons upon which | shall base ny facts."

In short, will it persuade readers? Have conplicated ternms and concepts
been expl ained in clear English? What have |I | earned? What is the significance
of ny findings? 1Is it highly readable? Have | brought a freshness to the
analysis that both infornms and enlightens? Do ny findings help to devel op



predi ctive and theoretical nodel s?

Wite with voice and power. Each of us wites with a flavor and voi ce that
evolves with time and practice. | find students wite at their best when they
wite as they talk. Be yourself. When style is forced through affecting soneone
el se's technique, or fancy jargon is used, the likely result is stilted,
artificial and phony witing. Wite in a way that cones naturally.

Sonme stylists advise witers to place thenselves in the background. This
will work for nost of you. You may prefer, however, to wite as you speak in
conversati on.

In any event, read your early efforts out loud--to yourself, friends,
dat es, parents or whonever you can get to listen. | read the first draft of this
tony wfe and son and soon discard half of it, rewote the other half and added
addi ti onal sections. Wy read out |oud? Wen you read out |oud, you invariably
hear and see things in it you don't see or hear in any other way. Reading your
words out |oud gives you the experience of being someone el se. The ear catches
errors of substance and style the eye misses. Reading out |oud also stresses
what is inportant. An effective sentence is partly a matter of cadence and
rhyt hm In addition to using accurate words you will usually want to use
famliar, sinple, unadorned words.

Readi ng work out loud also pernmits us to see where we can reinject our own
voi ce and personality. "Wen we were little we had no difficulty sounding the
way we felt,” wites Peter Elbow, "thus nost little children speak and wite with
real voice

Peopl e often lack any voice at all in their witing because they
stop so often in the act of witing a sentence and worry and change
their m nds about which words to use. They have none of the natura
breath in their witing that they have in speaking..

Be daring. Beware wi shy-washiness. Take a position, back it up and argue
it forcefully. Yet beware hyperbole. Overstatenent usually weakens your case.
When in doubt, understate.

Wite, Wite--Then Revise, Revise, Revise

Don't expect to get the words or flowexactly right onthe first try. Con-
centrate on witing it down and getting your ideas on paper in any way you can
Witing publishable prose about irrelevant ideas is a waste of talent, tine and
energy. So focus first on the ideas and revise afterwards.

Once you have done extensive reading and research, sit down and start
witing. Put your ideas on paper, witing freely. Be sloppy. Mke a ness. Wo
cares at this stage? Allow your ideas to begin to take form Sylvan Barnet of
Tufts University wites, "If you are |ike nost people, you can't do much precise
thinking until you have commtted to paper at |east a rough sketch of your
initial ideas. Later you can push and polish your ideas into shape, perhaps even
deleting all of themand starting over, but it's a |lot easier to inprove your
i deas once you see themin front of you, than it is to do the job in your head.
On paper one word | eads to another; in your head one word often bl ocks anot her."
So get the thoughts on paper and worry |ater about getting them in the nost
conci se and effective way.

Starting towiteis the nost difficult part of research paper witing for
some people. For others, and for nme, rewiting is the nost difficult. If you
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have not already |learned to do so, learn to be ruthless in editing, erasing and
t hrowi ng away unnecessary words. Editing neans figuring out what you want to say
and then saying it. After a draft or two, you'll want to get it clear in your
head and then rewite it in the nost accurate way and throw t he rest away.

The nost common student-writing deficiency is an overly casual approach to
the use of words. Ask yourself--why | amusing this word? 1Is there a nore
appropriate word? Look for phrases that are awkward, unclear or wordy. Could
one word suffice for two or three now used? "Vigorous witing is concise. A
sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary
sentences, for the same reason that a draw ng shoul d have no unnecessary |ines
and a machi ne no unnecessary part,"” advise Strunk and Wiite. "This requires not
that the witer nakes all sentences short, or that he avoid all detail and treat
his subjects only in outline, but that every word tell."

Pri ze-w nni ng econom st John Kenneth Gal braith, who is the author of nore
best sellers in his field than any of his peers, says clear witing--sonething
his profession is not especially known for--conmes froma commitnent to rewiting
and revision. His sinple fornmula; at |east five drafts.

To wite adequately one nust know, above all, how bad are one's
first drafts. They are bad because the need to conbi ne conposition
with thought, both in their own way taxing, leads initially to a
guesti onabl e, even execrable result. Wth each revision the task
eases, the product inproves. Eventually there can be clarity and
per haps even grace.... My commitment is to not fewer than five
revisions...

I have also been much helped in witing on economcs by the
conviction that there is no idea associated with the subject that
cannot, with sufficient effort, be stated in clear English. The
obscurity that characterizes professional econom c prose does not
derive fromthe difficulty of the subject. It is the result of
i nconplete thought; or it reflects a priestly desire to
differentiate one's self fromthe plain world of the |ayman; or it
stens froma fear of having one's inadequacies found out. Nothing
SO protects error as an absence of readers or understanding.

Letting nouns and verbs do your talking helps you to be clear and precise.
Short words, short sentences and short paragraphs are preferable to their
opposites. The challenge is to avoid oversinplification as well as m ndl ess
conplexification. Carefully selected nouns and verbs sel dom need a string of
adj ectives and adverbs to anplify their meaning. Wen in doubt consult stylist
E.B. Wite, who advised: Wite with nouns and verbs; do not overwite; do not
overstate; avoid the use of qualifiers; do not explain too nuch; avoid fancy
words; do not take shortcuts at the cost of clarity; prefer the standard to the
of fbeat; make sure the reader knows who is speaking; do not use dialect and
revise and rewite.

Avoid qualifiers. Say it in positive form Be definite. Be bold. It
helps to avoid: it seens, it appears, very, quite, pretty, rather, usually,
nostly, generally, sone, often, wvarious, frequently--really. Never use:

sonmewhat uni que, very unique. Unique is unique.

Curb your use of phrasing that mnmekes repetition necessary to keep the
sentence on track; strings of nouns depending on one another; prepositions,
conjunctions and adverbial expressions made up of two or nore words: with
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reference to, in conjunction with, in the event that, in the nature of, as to
whether. Also restrain the tenptation to use indefinite, vague introductory
phrases or constant hedgi ng such as: furthernore, noreover, the fact that, it
is believed that, nmany, on the one hand, however, that which, notw thstanding,
and to the contrary notw thstandi ng.

| would appreciate it if you would omt the unnecessary use of which and
that. Beware the "whichbogs,” as one editor friend of mne put it "Waich" is so
often msused or used unnecessarily it can alnost be banished. It ruins
sentences. One of ny friends has the habit of changing all whiches to thats even
t hough, as noted below, it is not grammatically correct. The word that can be

deleted in 30 percent of its appearances. |If you find you are using sentences
where that appears, try to rewite the sentence, avoiding the need for it. It
is easy and it's worth the effort. "He said that it's expensive," is crisper

when witten "He said it's expensive."

A note or two nore on which and that. Wich is used to introduce a cl ause
addi ng further informati on about the noun; that introduces a clause restricting
t he nmeani ng of the noun. For example, "The party, which had been defeated
pul led itself together and prepared to win next year." (This extra which clause
tells us there was a Denocratic Party, and that it had been defeated. W are
bei ng gi ven addi tional information about the party. The cl ause coul d be del et ed,
and t he sentence woul d still make sense.” The party that had been defeated pul |l ed
itself together and prepared to win next year." (This clause distinguished the
party fromthe winning party--it was the party that had been defeated that pull ed
itself together and planned for victory next tine.)

Wi ch can on occasion be used in place of that. "The party which had that
cannot be used in place of which. A good rule is: if a conma can be inserted
the correct word to use is which. Enough! Readability is enhanced by witing
whi chl ess and thatl ess sentences.

Orit unnecessary words. "First of all" (delete of all) "First and
forenmpbst” (delete and forenpst) "Jack is a very strong hockey player” (delete
very). The word very weakens the work strong. "He would claimthat squash is

easier than tennis" is better witten "He clains squash is easier than tennis.”
My visit to Paris will always be remenbered by me.” Try instead-- "I will always
remenber ny visit to Paris.” Use now instead of presently. Use thus instead of
thusly. "Wen the Constitution was first adopted” can be shortened to: "Wen
the Constitution was adopted.” It would do nothing of the sort"” is better than

"This witer feels, though, that it would do nothing of the sort."” Here are a few
| particularly dislike: Needless to say, to say the least, that is to say, in
sunmat i on.

Use the active voice. "Tompassed the bill," not "The bill was passed by
Tom ™" "The Wiite House slashed taxes,” not "The taxes were slashed by the
i ncunmbent administration.” The passive voice makes for sluggish reading. It
sl ows the pace. "The active voice strikes |ike a boxer nmoving forward in attack"
wites Theodore Bernstein in his book The Careful Witer. "The passive voice
parries while backpedaling."

Vary the length of sentences and paragraphs, and vary how you bedin
sentences. Sentences all with seven words and paragraphs all with seven words
and paragraphs all with seven sentences bore your reader. Try an occasional
one-or-two word sentence. Wy? Absolutely not. Definitely. Try an occasiona
one-or-two sentence paragraph. Variety counterpoint and change-up pitches grab
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the reader's attention. A ways wite directly to the reader. Keep your audi ence
in mnd awake. Nothing bores a reader nore than a string of paragraphs of "Harry

Truman said..." Harry Truman declared...” "Harry Truman noted..." "President
Truman pointed out..." O "There was..." "There is..." "There are..." There may
be..." Innovate. Market your ideas.

Leads and conclusions are inportant. Your first two paragraphs are nore
i nportant than you probably realize. Reporters often devote 60 percent of their
energy to getting their leads right and jazzy. Wy? Mst readers never get
beyond the first two paragraphs of nost stories in newspapers and magazi nes. |If
journalists grab your attention up front, they are likely to hold your interest
for the duration. Much depends on introducing vividly the theme, the mgjor
finding and the arresting angle or exanple that telegraphs the value or
i nportance of the rest of the story.

Fortunately for you, dear student, your professor is being paidto read the
rest of your paper. Don't count on a high interest |evel, however, unless you
can nake a case for its significance fromthe outset.

Use subtitles or subheadings toindicate transitions to newmaterial or new
sections. Subheadi ngs can add to the paper's readability and, cleverly used, can
hel p save words you night otherw se need to introduce a new section and expl ain
transitions.

Concl usions are inportant. People carefully read the first and | ast
par agraphs. Thus, treat your begi nning and end as inportant opportunities.
Properly crafted, they will invite a nore serious reading of what |ies between.
O course, if there is not nuch "beef" in between, you m ght as well go ahead and
botch your | ead and sumary.

Pl ease be correct. |It's your |anguage. For nost of you it's the only
| anguage you'll ever have. Wiy not learn its rules of grammar and syntax and
master them Few people do. Learn to spell. I'mmldly dyslexic and | prize
the saying that only creative types can spell a word three different ways.
Still, when in doubt | look it up. | do this a lot. Bad grammar suggest a
witer is lazy, careless, ignorant or indifferent to the reader. "The notion

that a person can be a good witer and turn up his nose at rules of correct
grammar is like a fingernail scratching across a blackboard.” wites James J.
Kilpatrick. "A reader won't stick with the witer very long." Vol umes on usage
are listed in the recormended readi ngs at the end of this handout. Purchase one.

On _quoting. Avoid using too many quotes. Few observations are truly
original. As you begin to read widely on your research topic, you will devel op
a sense of what is consi dered cormon knowl edge. Paraphrase--put conmon know edge
and agreed upon definitions in your own words. You can probably say it just as
wel |l or adapt it for your explicit purposes. Doubtless you can shorten it as
well. You can still give proper credit to the author who i nspired your thoughts.
If you are using a quote that will run over six or seven lines in your manuscri pt
it is best toindent it three or four spaces fromthe left margin of text. Don't
use quotation marks if it is indented. Mst of us skip over or |let our eyes
dance past long quotes, so omt them unless they are absolutely necessary or
shorten them so that you can run them into the regular nonindented prose
narrative. Try identifying the author in the mddle of the quote rather than
al ways at the beginning or ending. Instead of "as the late E.B. Wite aptly put
it..." try: "l suppose | have witten the fact that a thousand tines in the heat
of conposition, revised it out maybe five hundred tines in the cool aftermath,”
wote E.B. Wite. "To be batting only 500 late in the season, to fail half the
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time to connect with this fat pitch, saddens nme, for it seens a betrayal of [ny
ment or] who showed ne howto swing at it and made t he swi ngi ng seemworthwhile."

Pl ease avoid "twi nkie" words and other awkward or hollowternms. A tw nkie
word takes its meaning fromjunk food, which has little or no substance or
nutrition--as in, no "there" there. M nomnations for tw nkie words are:
needl ess to say, interesting, exciting, fascinating, neaningful, hopefully, key,
insightful, great, there are, there is, there was, and so forth, and the like,
and so on, latter, former and paraneter. Nom nations are still open and
suggesti ons wel cone! Pl ease avoid his/her, and/or, and siml|ar slashing. Avoid
the use of the word feel when you nmean think, believe, consider. Adding w se or
ize to the end of words is frequently done by television announcers and disc
j ockeys but is unacceptable in scholarly witing. Thus gradew se, politicsw Se,
poli cyw se, percentagew se, bureaucratize, and prioritize are wong--at |east as
far as | am concer ned.

The word but is commonly mi sused when yet is nore appropriate. But cancels
what you have just said. Yet can nmean nevertheless, too. "The coach said they
were going to win, but the season is now over and they cane in third." Fine
"The coach is not sure he can use Jimy Jones as a starting pitcher this year
yet he believes Jones has the potential in a year or two."

To avoid sexism try putting exanples in the plural. Instead of "A
president will use his veto power..." try "Presidents will use their veto
power..."

Use Contractions. W do it all the time in conversation and it makes for
natural, readable witing. Wite as you talk. It is okay nowadays to use words
such as don't and can't? Boyoboy, is it ever. At least with nme. You nay,
however, want to check this with other professors.

Avoi d overuse of the exclamation point -- once in each paper is enough
Frequent use cheapens its value. Avoid, nore than |I have, underlining or
italicizing words--for the same reason. Phrases or words put in parentheses
di srupt the flow, just as do hyphenated words or foreign phrases.

Use tables only when necessary. Ask yourself first whether a table or
graph is really necessary. Oten, of course, it is. Again, readers have a
tendency--1 know | do--to skip past it, viewing it as an interruption or nerely
as evidence for a point the author nmakes in the prose narrative. Hence, try
summari zing the content of a table in prose or showing it in an appealing vi sua
(as in USA Today) so that it can be grasped at a gl ance.

Wite out all nunbers fromone to a hundred, save when using percentages.
Thus, it is 44 percent, sixty-two bills approved, ten court decisions, and 2490
| aws vetoed. Spell out a nunber if it begins a sentence. Spell out percent
except in tables, when the synbol %is proper

Be careful not to overuse the words clearly, obviously or plainly. If it
is clear, just say it. diches and tired, |ame, colorless words nade even the
freshest ideas seens stale. The joy of witing is getting it right, making it
conme alive and communicating fresh ideas in as lively and clear a way as
possi bl e. Thus pl ease avoid using scenario, input, interface, effectuate, nuts
and bolts, end results, serious crisis, political actors, awesone, bottomli ne,
maxi m ze, bottomline, utilize, personalize, and finalize. Please also inpeach
wordy i ntroductory phrases such as it isinterestingto note that, al so i nportant
is the fact that, therefore it seens that, | would like at this juncture of ny
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paper..., it is nowtine for this witer to admt her own..., and the thesis here
isthat. Princeton political scientist Stanley Kelley, Jr. wyly adds a rel ated
caution: "In closing, do not say that further research is needed. It always
is."”

Last Word

A faculty nenber can be of npbst help when a student submits witten
outlines or drafts. Beginto wite early enough to read your paper over before

and after typing it. |If possible, finish it ahead of schedule, put it aside,
and reread and revise it after it has receded a bit from the center of your
menory. A later, detached reading will doubtless be as revealing as it is
rewardi ng. Gaps between what you wote and what you neant becone apparent. If
time permts, and you have thick skin, ask a roommate, date or parent to read it
too. W all learn from feedback, and from the positive as much as from the
critical

Students will profit fromlearning to wite, edit and revise on a word-
processing machine. 1t's not for everyone, yet eighty-five percent who have
mastered it prefer it to typing or witing | onghand, and editing and revising on
word processors is arelatively easy task. Wrd processor prograns now conme wth
spel ling correction and t hesaurus features that can prove of i nmense value. Wrd
processors have al so hel ped sonme students to overcome witer's block. A reverse
problem is also occurring; papers are probably getting |onger and wordier
preci sely because it is easier to pour out nore ideas and thoughts in early
drafts on a word processor. This may be due in part to the chenmistry between
machi ne and witer, and in part because of the attitude that verbosity can be
easily pruned out at a later tine. Watever the reason, word processors nmay be
contributing to ranbling prolixity. Keep this in mnd if you use one.

Set hi gh expectations for your research, yet not so high that you paral yze
your ability to get it done. Perfectionists seldomfinishtheir work. "Analysis-
paral ysi s" can underm ne an ot herw se healthy undertaking . Al though too much
much of a good thing can be wonderful in other contexts, too much tine devoted
to the research phase often leaves too little for sophisticated witing. An
executive friend of mne has a hel pful 60 percent rule. He has found he never
can obtain all the information he would |i ke before having to nake operation or
personnel decisions. He knows fromexperience that if he can obtain 60 percent
or two-thirds of the available information, he can usually nake the appropriate
decision. He's an executive, not a witer, yet the rule is a useful one. Few
scholars can generate all the data, all the interviews, and all the evidence
they'd like to have before comng to their judgnents. Executives or witers,
however, who keep on waiting for near 100 percent assurance will probably stil
be waiting long after it has been worth the effort. Inpose on your work sone
realistic deadlines and schedule cutoff points. Gve it your best, yet be
prepared to nove to the next stage of the enterprise.

In the longer run, learning to conduct research and to wite well are
highly correlated with extensive reading of the best witers and the nost
careful |y executed research projects. If you want to beconme an effective witer,
seek out the best. Adopt sone of the best witers as renmpte nentors. Regularly
read your favorite witers, columists and social scientists. (If you have no
favorites, try reading, for style, Churchill, Arthur Schlesinger Jr., James
MacG egor Burns, CGeorge WIIl, dinton Rossiter, Barbara Tuchman, WIIiam
Manchester, David Broder, Anthony Lewis, Calvin Trillin, Russell Baker, Saul
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Bellow, or WlliamSafire.) Read their earlier works. Discover why they are so
good. How do they outline? How do they marshall evidence? Wat do they do to
simplify, clarify, convince and persuade? Able witers, not surprisingly, are
constantly reading and | earning fromable witers.

Ernest Hem ngway said the way for a young witer to learn the craft was
simply to go away and wite. Yet Hem ngway grew up on a steady diet of Mark
Twai n and ot her notable essayists. And after the First Wrld War he went away
in his early adulthood to Paris for free tutorial sessions with Gertrude Stein
and Sherwood Anderson. "The nost reclusive of apprentices,” wites Johns Hopki ns
Uni versity professor John Barth, "usually flashes his or her scribblings at
somebody and tremul ously . . . hangs upon a response, for unlike a diary, a poem
or story seen by no eyes but its author's can scarcely be said to exist."

Il will gladly read and comment upon your drafts if you get themto nme on
or before schedule. (Even drafts should be proofread before turning themin,
t hank you.) As your teacher | want this to be a rich | earning experience. Here
are the questions I will ask about your conpleted papers: Does the paper have
character and integrity? Is it well researched and well witten? Does the paper
have sonmething new and fresh to say? 1Is it convincing? D d you learn and
display this learning? Did | |earn?
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The Turabian volunme is especially useful for guidance on footnotes and

punct uati on.

Strunk and White is mandatory readi ng for anyone who hasn't read

it in the past twelve nonths. Fl esch, Baker and Zinsser are three of ny
favorites.
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