Writing the BRACE Paper

Each section of the draft will go through three revisions, and each revision will receive detailed comments from other BRACErs. Although everybody is welcome to contribute any constructive comments at any time, please also concentrate on the particular things asked for at each at each “pass”.

Each revision has its own separate purpose.

1. Hammer the Grammar

The purpose of the first revision is to boil down the language. Comments on the first draft are, therefore, focused primarily on the sentence level.

· Active verbs, active voice, nominalizations and verbizing

· Needless words

· Coherence

2. Voice: finding the flow

The purpose of the second revision is to start over again from scratch. The first revision has cleared away much of the underbrush and made it possible to study the second draft much more strategically.

· What’s the point?

· Who’s the audience?

· Let’s be careful out there!

3. Clarity in complexity

The purpose of the third revision is to fine-tune. Comments on the last draft should reassure the author that their paper is in a state to be released to the public.

· Basic copyediting

· Interruptions and sprawl

T

he paper is poorly written.  I was scared with the very first sentence, which was too long and confusing.

(comment from a reviewing panel I was on)

Commenting on a first draft:
Active verbs, active voice, nominalizations and verbizing

T

he standard advice about drafting is well intentioned, but largely useless, because it consists mostly of truisms like “Make a plan” and “Think of your audience”, or trivia like “Don’t begin a sentence with and or end it with up,” advice that most of us ignore in the act of wrestling our ideas out onto the page. As I first drafted this paragraph, I wasn’t thinking about you; I was struggling to get my own ideas straight; I had no plan for it, much less the next one; and the first time I drafted this sentence, I stopped to edit it several times before I finished it.

Joseph M Williams

Good writing is concrete; bad writing is excessively abstract. Concrete writing concerns itself with human beings, actions, and physical objects. Abstract writing concerns itself with concepts, static states of affairs, and things that cannot be visualized. Abstractions are not necessarily bad, of course, and we should not try to eradicate them. Instead, let us make our colleagues aware of the degree of abstraction in their writing, and then let us encourage our colleagues to move toward concrete language. 

Nominalizations

In grammatical terms, the most important abstractions are the ones we call “nominalizations”. A nominalization is a noun that has been constructed by adding grammatical inflections to a verb. The word “nominalization”, in fact, is a good example of a nominalization. It is a noun. It is morphologically complex—that is, it is assembled from a series of simpler meaningful elements (nomin + al + ize + ation). The root word, “nomin” is derived from a Latin word that means “name”; it is also found in words like “nominate”. Most particularly, “nominalization” is a noun that has been created by adding various particles to a verb, namely “nominalize”. 

In general, then, a nominalization is a noun that has been created by inflecting a verb. Put in simpler terms, a nominalization is an abstract “thing” that names an action. Some nominalizations include “suggestion” (the underlying verb is “suggest”), “developer” (“develop”), “statement” (“state”), “behaviour” (behave), “waiter” (wait), and “disappearance” (“disappear”). 

The first task then, is to go through the draft and draw a circle around every one of the nominalizations. 

Verbs

Next look at verbs. Verbs can be arrayed along a spectrum from weak to active. The weakest verbs include “be” (and all of its forms, including “am”, “is”, “are”, “was”, “will have been”, and so on), “have” (as well as “has”, “had”, “will have”, etc), and “do” (“does”, “did”, “had done”, etc). Active verbs are verbs that name concrete actions: “run”, “eat”, “warn”, “deliver”, “rescue”, “obtain”, and so on. In the middle of the spectrum are verbs that name for abstract actions (“choose”, “become”). You should, in general, use strong, active verbs. This advice can be taken overboard, of course, and we don’t want to outlaw weak verbs completely. But writing can often be improved by rewriting sentences with weak verbs so that they use active verbs instead. 

The second task, then, is to go through the draft and draw a box, (ideally in a different colour from the circles just mentioned) around the main verb of every sentence. 

For example, in the sentence “Marian threw the ball”, the main (and only) verb is “threw”. In the sentence “Raymond caught the ball that Marian had thrown”, the main verb is “caught”; “had thrown” is also a verb, but it is not the main verb of the sentence. In the sentence, “Marian had regretted hitting Raymond with the ball”, the main verb is “had regretted”; the word “hitting” is part of a subordinate clause the forms the object of “had regretted”. So just draw a box around the main verb of the sentence. 

Suggested Revisions

Now let us bring the two tasks together. Troublesome sentences often have two features: a weak main verb and a nominalization whose constituent verb really ought to be the main verb of the sentence. For example, the sentence “Sally gave the BRACErs an assignment” could be rewritten as “Sally assigned the BRACErs ...” where the “...” provides some missing information, namely what the assignment was. Having come that far, you might decide that another verb would be more active, not to mention more precise: “Sally told the BRACErs to write comments on their colleagues’ drafts”. 

The third task, therefore, is to identify several sentences in the draft—assuming, of course, that any such sentences exist—that include both nominalization and weak main verbs. Then rewrite a couple of them to give the idea. 

Some cautions. 

(1) Not every nominalization should be unpacked. We’re not talking about a rigid formal rule here, but a rule of thumb. Not all sentences are improved by rewriting, and sometimes the nominalization is employed as a term of art whose technical meaning would be lost if its constituent verb were unpacked. 

(2) The concept of “weak versus active verbs” is completely unrelated to the similarly-named concept of “passive versus active voice” in constructing sentences. For example, “Marian threw the ball to Raymond” is written in the active voice, and “The ball was thrown by Marian to Raymond” is written in the passive voice. Many writing instructors advise eliminating the passive voice. They are usually right.

(3) Some phenomena are similar to nominalizations but slightly different. Complex nouns can be constructed by inflecting adjectives rather than verbs; examples include “sweetness”—the underlying adjective is “sweet”—and “depth” (“deep”). Sentences can often be improved by unpacking such words to liberate the adjectives they contain. Other words can be used as both verbs and nouns (and often, indeed, as adjectives too); examples include “stand” and “view”. These words are no more abstract as nouns than they are as verbs, and so we shouldn’t be prejudiced against them. 

(4) Verbs can also be made out of nouns—“finalize”, for example. This is horrid. Make sure that every sentence that employs these verb-ed nouns is rewritten.

Commenting on a first draft: 
Needless words 

I

f you require a practical rule of me, I will present you with this: Whenever you feel an impulse to perpetrate a piece of exceptionally fine writing, obey it —wholeheartedly—and delete it before sending you manuscript to press. Murder your darlings.

Arthur Quiller-Couch
Strunk and White’s favourite aphorism is, “Omit needless words”. Observe that “Omit needless words” is an example of itself: it could hardly be written more compactly. As with any rule, one could go overboard with this aphorism, cutting and cutting until the whole purpose of writing is lost. Nonetheless, experience suggests that bad writing can often be improved by cutting. What is more, reducing the word count will frequently clarify other problems: when you use fewer words, you are compelled to choose your words more accurately, and this will require you to decide what you really wanted to say. 

Needless words

Some words can simply be cut without any further changes. Ask yourself: “if I simply omitted this word, would the meaning remain effectively the same?” Most adverbs fall in this category. The words “essentially”, “basically”, “very”, and “really” are usually superfluous. Authors use these words because they seem to intensify the meaning. And they do. But they also take up space, so that their net effect is negative. Complicated sentences are not bad, but needlessly complicated sentences are. 

Draw red lines through all of the words that can be deleted from the author’s draft without changing its meaning. 

Simplifying sentences

Now let’s move to the sentence level. Grammatically complicated sentences can usually be simplified. A complicated sentence such as “The key went into the lock where it was put by Anthony” has a low ratio of meaning to words. Most of the words (“the”, “the”, “where”, “it”, “was”, “by”, and perhaps “into”) are simply functional words that hold the sentence together without providing much information. And two of the words (“went” and “put”) provide effectively the same information: they report that the same event took place. Which words do convey information? “Key”, “lock”, and “Anthony”, to be sure, and then one or another of the words that describe the action. Having identified which words are necessary to express the thought, we can construct a straightforward sentence: “Anthony put the key into the lock”. This sentence still includes some function words (“the”, “the”, and maybe “into”), but many fewer than before. 

Go through the author’s draft with a green pen and underline all of the words that provide information that the reader needs to comprehend the section.

These will typically be nouns and verbs. If the same information is provided redundantly by two or more words, either in the same sentence or in adjacent sentences, then draw a line to connect them. Then identify a few sentences (if any exist) that contain large numbers of words that convey no information. Rewrite those sentences more simply. 

Murdering darlings

Next, let us consider sentences as a whole. Does the author’s draft include two or more sentences that express a similar or overlapping idea, perhaps in different words? The similarity may not be obvious, and you may even feel an emotional attachment to both formulations. The redundant sentences may be located in the same paragraph, or in different paragraphs. Sentences can also be redundant because they don’t say anything. For example, first drafts frequently commence with a couple of sentences (or even a couple of pages) of throat-clearing platitudes such as “Computers are having a powerful impact on the world in which we live”, and such sentences can simply be deleted. 

Cross out all of the redundant sentences in the author’s draft. 

Commenting on a first draft: Coherence: connectives and transitions
T

he two capital secrets in the art of prose composition are these: first, the philosophy of transition and connection; or the art by which one step in an evolution of thought is made to arise out of another; all fluent and effective composition depends on the connections; secondly, the way in which sentences are made to modify each other; for the most powerful effects in written eloquence arise out of this reverberation, as it were, from each other in a rapid succession of sentences

Thomas de Quincey

In every sequence of sentences you have to strike a balance between making each individual sentence clear and the principles that make a sequence of sentences a cohesive whole. If thoughts follow one another without sufficient connection, the paper will make no sense.

Connectives: coherence within sentences.

First let us consider connectives. You will recall that these are words and phrases like “thus”, “however”, “after all”, “therefore”, “even so”, “what is more”, “to the contrary”, “then”, “yet”, “also”, “moreover”, “for example”, and “in particular” that express a logical connection between sentences. 

Take a red pen, and circle all of the connectives in the author’s draft. 

Next, observe how broad a repertoire of connectives the author used. Then ask yourself if different connectives would have been more precise. Perhaps some of the connectives were redundant? Perhaps the author uses the same few connectives over and over? If the author uses few connectives, then ask yourself why. Is the logical connection between successive sentences clear enough? Possible connections include: 

general assertion(particular instance 
event in a narrative(the next event in the same narrative 
information(logical consequence of that information 
item of evidence(another item of evidence 
argument(counterargument 

Not all of these relationships should be marked with a connective—the relationship between a general assertion and a particular instance of that assertion, for example, need not be marked (as here) with “for example”. The succession of events in a narrative need not be marked with “then”; logical consequences need not be marked with “therefore”; and so on. The point is that the author should connect sentences in diverse ways, and connectives help with this. 

Transitions: coherence between paragraphs.

Although paragraphs are self-contained, they must interlock effectively to produce a strong overall argument. Transitions both between and within paragraphs are essential because they signal changes in direction and help the reader follow those changes. If a reader cannot see how your paragraphs “hang together” then they will not feel that they add up to a cumulatively coherent passage. There are many ways to accomplish this (including using simple connectives). Here are three:

Old-to-New

Readers get familiar information from two sources: they see it in the sentence or two just before the one they are reading, and they bring it with them in the form of their general knowledge of the topic. For example in these paragraphs:

Some astonishing questions about the nature of the universe have been raised by scientists studying black holes in space.

A black hole is created by the collapse of a dead star into a point perhaps no larger than a marble. So much matter compressed into so little volume changes the fabric of space around it in puzzling ways. Astrophysicists have recently reported that …

The words “black holes in space” in the first paragraph set up familiarity for the concepts “a point perhaps no larger than a marble” and “so much matter compressed into so little volume” in the second. “Astrophysicists” did not appear, but as we are talking about black holes we should not be surprised by the reference: it fits the context. 

Echo

The echo of a key phrase or word can also be effective:

    . . . Whatever Lear's faults, it cannot be denied that he loves his daughters.

Unfortunately, love counts for little in the realm of Regan and Goneril. . . .

Transitional sentence

The transition may require more than just a word; a transitional sentence may be called for:

The evidence thus suggests that there is no other option.

And yet there may still be a solution. If you disregard . . .

The transitional sentence does not indicate what will come next in the paragraph, but it establishes that this paragraph is a negation of the last. 

Go through the draft and identify the cohesion between paragraphs. Underline the points where a subject is introduced with no familiarity. If you find any, re-write them to give a better old-to-new sequence, or suggest an echo phrase or a transitional sentence. 

Finally, the writing should cohere as a whole. 

Write down one sentence, either your own paraphrase or a sentence drawn from the draft itself that sums up the conclusion that a reader could draw from it. Then ask yourself; does every word contribute toward developing that single point? What elements do not contribute? 

If you cannot formulate a summarizing sentence for the author’s draft, say so. Does it simply report a batch of facts without building to any particular conclusion? Does it head in several directions that do not hang together? Is it formless? Is it opaque? Explain the problem as best you can. 

Commenting on a second draft:  What’s the point? 

E

xperienced writers know that they have to get something down on paper (or up on the screen) as fast as they can, just to have a draft that they can revise into a better one, and if they are lucky, to discover in the process something new.

Joseph M. Williams
Some people make detailed outlines and then fill them in with sentences and paragraphs. Some people make many rough drafts and distil them, some people dive in and craft a central paragraph or section and loosely hang other ideas off it. It doesn’t really matter how you do it; you have to get started. And when we do that, we just shove words, phrases and ideas in without considering anything much other than “getting it down”.

What happens in practice, therefore, is that you write a first draft, and only then do you discover what point you were trying to make. Let us assume that your colleague, the one whose draft your are reading, is in that position. 

What is the point that the draft makes? Does there exist one single bottom line, one thesis, one singular conclusion that a reader can draw from the piece? If so, your first task is to tell the author what that point is. Is the point actually stated anywhere? Where? Circle the sentence and say, “this is the point”.

If it is not stated anywhere, and it is probably not, then write down the point, as you perceive it, in your own words: “I think your point is ...”. This can take real work. You may have to go through several drafts before you can formulate the author’s point persuasively. 

Here are some things that cannot be the point: 

· Anything that the reader already knew before reading the draft. 

· An assertion that something is “interesting” or “important”. 

· The conjunction of several different sub-points that cannot be gathered under a single, unifying proposition. 

· An assertion that is too vague, too platitudinous, or too tendentious for anybody to disagree with. 

Having identified the point, the next question is whether the point serves as an organizing principle for the piece. That doesn’t mean that a paper must be argumentative, or polemical, or that it must assault the reader with torrents of evidence and gales of persuasive force. It just means that the piece has a single, clean organizing principle, and that this organizing principle must be tied in a clearly evident way to the paper’s overall point. The second task therefore, is to ask yourself this: “if I were writing a piece whose point is X, how would I organize it?” Then write your answer down. 

Having thought the problem from scratch, it is now possible to return to the author’s draft and mark it up. So that is the third task. Which elements contribute to making the point? Which elements are useful or interesting, and would perhaps be central to some other section (or paper), but do not in fact contribute to making this particular section’s point? Go ahead and draw red X’s through passages that are not pulling their weight. 

Commenting on a second draft:  Who’s the audience? 

E

veryone calls “clear” those ideas which have the same confusion as his own

Marcel Proust

Audience

Literary critics have a concept that they call the “implied reader”: a text, such as an essay or poem or novel, will implicitly define the sort of person who the author imagines is reading it. A book that is written for people from a particular cultural background, for example, may allude to events or personalities or customs whose significance only such people would be likely to understand. Likewise, if we read an essay that invokes the opinions of Wendell Willkie without explaining who Wendell Willkie was, then we can conclude that we ourselves do not fit the description of the implied reader. Once we learn that Wendell Willkie was an American politician from the early 20th century, we can conclude that the implied reader was alive then, or knows the history of that time. A paper that employs disparaging words to caricature a particular intellectual position, when the ostensible purpose of the paper is not directly related to that position, is probably implying that its reader already disagrees with it. 

Your task, then, is to determine who the implied reader is. Does the author presuppose that the reader shares certain disciplinary views? A sympathy or antipathy toward a certain group – ethnographers or statisticians, perhaps? Does the author presuppose that the reader is friendly toward his or her views, or to the contrary that the reader is hostile? Is the implied reader smart or dumb? Highly educated? A member, or not a member, of any particular culture? Does the essay presuppose anything about the reader’s gender? You needn’t write out answers to all of these questions, or to any of them. Just use them to stimulate your own thinking about the matter, and write down whatever characteristics of the implied reader come to mind. You needn’t defend your intuitions about this implied reader with detailed literary analysis of the draft, although that would be nice. The author will benefit simply from hearing your perception of the audience the essay was written for. 

Voice

A voice can be found:

· in language style (high-flown, light, poetic, elaborate, impersonal, intense, subdued, journalistic, Nietzschean, etc)

· in metaphors (religious, political, geographic, geologic, organic, romantic, etc)

· in reflexivity (first person, accounts of the author's experiences, narratives of events the author has witnessed, explicit avowals of opinion, reports of feelings or memories or reactions, etc), and

· in relationships to the reader (second person, calls for action, knowledge or background that the reader is assumed to possess, etc). 

Reflect on the author's voice in these terms and then explain to the author what you've seen. If the author's voice is not clear or coherent enough, suggest devices that the author could use.

Commenting on a second draft: Let’s be careful out there!
B

ut clarity and brevity, though a good beginning, are only a beginning. By themselves, they may remain bare and bleak. When Calvin Coolidge, asked by his wife what the preacher had preached on, replied “Sin,” and, asked what the preacher had said, replied, “He was against it,” he was brief enough. But one hardly envies Mrs. Coolidge.

Frank L. Lucas

As a piece of work comes together, as well as paying attention to all of the mechanics of writing, you have to make sure that the facts you are presenting are correct. It becomes increasingly easy to gloss over (or glaze over) tables that you’ve seen many times before. Errors get in and errors stick.

Your task is to do rigorous and painstaking fact-checking to protect emBRACErs from presenting sloppy, inaccurate data and sending it out into the world, and to insist on a good “audit trail”

· Do all of the totals in a table sum to the current demographics? 

· Do the numbers from one section match those of another? 

· If an analysis decision has been made—such as a categorization—has the basis for this (the criteria for being in one category or another) been described in the paper sufficiently so that an independent reader could do the same categorization?

Whatever you don't do at the workshop, you’ll have to do after the workshop, when it is much more painful. 

Point out the inconsistencies. Make authors

redo analyses, and 

regenerate graphs and tables. 

Commenting on a final draft: Basic copyediting 

A

nyone who can improve a sentence of mine by the omission or placing of a comma is looked upon as my dearest friend 

George Moore

Authors can be uncomfortable about sending out their work. Our job in commenting on a final draft, therefore, is to provide our colleagues with grounds for confidence that they haven’t made any stupid mistakes. To this end, you should go over your colleague’s final draft in great detail, line by line, and notice all of the little problems that a faster reading can miss. (Although this process is called copyediting, the term is often abused. Copyediting is a profession with its own skills and traditions, and we are not copyeditors any more than we are plumbers. In particular, copyeditors have an elaborate system of coded marks that we won’t use. Even so, we can do our best on an amateur basis). 

Some copyediting tasks are obvious, if arduous. Check the author’s spelling, whether by software or by hand. Notice any words that might not be used correctly and look them up. Watch for grammatical mistakes. Verbs, for example, often fail to agree in number with their subjects when a subordinate phrase separates them (“Neither Edna’s neighbours nor her husband agree with her decision”). 

· Watch for editing errors—the kinds of errors that happen when rewriting a sentence, such as words in the wrong order or fragments that make no sense. Something in our brains is willing to edit out small bits of nonsense without drawing them to our attention. That’s why you need to read the manuscript carefully, almost clinically, line by line. (One of the most efficient ways of picking up spelling errors—if you have the time—is to read the work backwards, word for word. That way you are looking at each individual word, not reading for the overall sense of the passage).

· Authors can also overlook errors that cross line breaks. For example, if the same word appears at the end of one line and on the beginning of the next line, our brains might filter it out. 

· Watch for words—not short functional words but substantive words like nouns, verbs, and adjectives—that are used for two different purposes in the same stretch of prose. Not only is this distracting, but it can stretch the reader’s brain to keep track of the differences... Observe that I have just used the word “stretch” for two different purposes. And indeed, most readers will find this jarring. It’s as if the lexical item “stretch” has one single centre in the brain, and once it is assigned a role in comprehending a text, it has no room for other roles—unless, that is, the author is consciously trying to make a joke and structuring the text and its meaning accordingly. 

· Sense-checking. We can all use spell-checking, but there are errors that a spell-checker won’t catch: “of” for “off”, “their” for “there” etc. etc. Pay close attention, and mark up these nasties if you see them. 

· Copyeditors can watch out for poetic problems such as unwanted alliteration. (such as “poetic problems”). Alliteration is a structure—a poetic structure—and like all structures it should be used only by choice and not by accident. The only test is subjective: does it sound good? Alliterations that do sound good can be effective rhetorically. Other accidental poetic structures, such as rhymes, can be distracting as well, and the author will be the last person to notice them. 

· Point out excessively complicated sentences. You needn’t rewrite them at this point—the author should know how. Point out anything clumsy—anything that holds up the smooth flow of reading. It’s time to work out the lumps so that the paper is ready to go. 

Commenting on a final draft: 
Clarity in complexity: interruptions and sprawl 

A

nything is better than not to write clearly. There is nothing to be said against lucidity, and against simplicity only the possibility of dryness. This is a risk well worth taking when you reflect how much better it is to be bald than to wear a curly wig

Somerset Maugham
It is easier to recognize ungainliness in the writing of others than in our own because we all read our own prose too easily. So this task is a good way to diagnose your own prose, as well as that of others.

Start by putting a slash mark after every punctuated sentence. (A punctuated sentence is one that begins with a capital letter and ends with a period, question mark or exclamation point). Then pick out sentences longer than two typed lines and read them aloud, pausing where it feels natural to do so./ If in reading one of your long sentences you get the feeling that you are running out of breath before you come to a place where you can pause to integrate all of its parts into a whole that communicates a single conceptual structure (breathe), you have identified a sentence your readers are likely to wish you had revised, like this one./  Or if, as you read aloud, your sentences, because of one interruption after another, seem repeatedly to stop and start, your readers are, if they are typical readers, likely to make a judgement that your sentences, as this one does, lurch from one idea to the next. Those two characteristics undermine clarity in complexity: they are interruptions and sprawl.

If you have any bad news to deliver after asking yourself these questions, you will need to employ diplomacy. But it’s better for your colleague to hear the bad news from you than to have readers discard the paper because they can’t get past problems in the writing. 

A

sentence should contain no unnecessary words, a paragraph no unnecessary sentences, for the same reason that a drawing should have no unnecessary lines and a machine no unnecessary parts.

William Strunk, Jr

This material has been shamelessly plundered from the following sources, in order of debt:

· The original idea sprang from reading Phil Agre’s exercises for his Graduate Writing Workshop offered for the first (and as far as I know only) time in Fall 1998. He sent a summary of points to his Red Rock Eater News Service (RRE). The article in question is archived at: http://www.tao.ca/writing/archives/rre/0543.html

Over the years, I’ve tweaked, adapted and supplemented this, using bits and pieces from:

· Joseph Willams’ absolutely classic Style: Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace, 6th Edition, 1999 Longman

· Lyn Dupré’s wonderful Bugs in Writing, 1995. Addison-Wesley 
· The University of Victoria’s Writing Guide The Department of English, University of Victoria, 1995 http://web.uvic.ca/wguide/Pages/StartHere.html

· Eric Roberts’ interview How I Write http://www.stanford.edu/dept/undergrad/urp/HowIWrite/EricRoberts.html

· William Strunk Jr, E.B. White, The Elements of Style Allyn & Bacon, 1999 (the very earliest edition – 1918 – is available on the web at: http://www.bartleby.com/141/)
· Writing and Presenting Your Thesis or Dissertation by Joseph Levine of Michigan State University. http://www.learnerassociates.net/dissthes/

· Bird by Bird; Some instructions on writing and life Anne Lamott, 1995, Anchor Books

· Claire Kehrwald Cook’s Line by Line: How to Edit Your Own Writing, 1985 MLA

· With this latest version, I am indebted to Josh Tenenberg of the University of Washington, Tacoma for helpful additions.

B

ooks aren't written; they're rewritten. Including your own. It is one of the hardest things to accept, especially after the seventh rewrite hasn't quite done it.

Michael Crichton


Second BRACE workshop, January 2005


Sally Fincher
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