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, Intended for researchers in a variwty of fields, this

" journal issue contains articles timt pro@ide guidance for technical
.writing for publication, Following an introduction, the first article
explores some of the reasons papers are rejected by editors,
including research design ‘problems, lack of clarity and style, or

- unsuitability for the journal. The second article offars peer oditing

tips for professionals, spelifically how to work with . partner and
how to speed edit to assess a document's purpose, audience, scope,
and structure. The third article offers seven specific guidelines for
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The AIR Professional File . ..

No. 21, Spring 1985

The Assoclation for Institutional Research

by Cheryl W. Ruggicro

For the past decade, ! have been teaching writing,
advising writers, and editing manuseripts. I've coun-
seled researchers in a variety of fields, including sociol-
ngy, law, ennneering, economices, food sciences, tex-
tdes. computet science, education, veterinary medicine,
and communication. They have expressed feelings
about writing that range from pleasure in the challenge
to dread of ever having to do it again. and from arro-
gance to abject tnsecurity. Many scemed to struggle not
only with their muhndnlug\ and data but with a shad-
owy monster, both hostile and mmpcmnc which
hovered “out there in the profession™ready to attack,
devour. and destroy. Most had missed, in their carlier
wiiting experiences, the straightforward advice and
open encoufagement of colleagues.

Fhis issue of the AR Professional File ofters ho}h
and ma first-riate sample of what is greatly needed, not
just inoanstitetional research but throughout the aca-
demic community, Elton, with the authority of expe-
tience and the energy of good humor, names and dis-
pels the monster, and prov-des an insider’s insight into
whit makes wnng good enough to publish. Liberated
by Flton, readers will hind that Mullins nextdets them
tn on two techmques that much-published colleagues
have probably been using all along. She details sound,
spectiie practices that can change wnting toom 3 lonely,
detensive griged into an expynsive and genuinely possi-
ble act  The reader s then ready for Smoot’s lively:
advice on sentence styles which can keep a writer from

burving good inlormation an slccfa-inducmg Tunneces-
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o Tl INTRODUCTION '

sary complexity’™ From motivations to mechanics,
- these good writers give good advice.

I hope that these articles will set many of you back
to writing. and to writing more cleariy’and dircetly. We
are a body of inquirers, and written works both nour- .
ishes and moves us. Most of us rarely go even a week
without learning somc!hmg that would be useful for
someone clse, whether it is a local detail or a global
principle. The rest of us need to read  bout it! If we
don’t write-- more and better - to eacl other, m:n*y of *
us are hkely to remain numberScrunchess and file
makers discovering, but tailing to interpret and com-
municate. That would be a loss for all of us. To gain
insteaa, ~we need to reject the fear af rejpeetion, find
partnerships, break free of Lnt.mgllnz, roundabuu!
phrases. and WRlIl“'l

K

REFLECTIONS AND OBSERVATIONS
'OF AN EDITOR
by Charles F. Elton

As T was overtaking two colleagues sn a hall during a ¢
national conference, 1 overheard one say, . the
main reason | hésitate to write tor publication is my
fear of being rejected.™
ently honest confession and, as | passed them, the sym-
pathetic response. “Yeh, me too.™ I say “honest contes-
ston™ because usually it is phrased as “lack of time.™
Never have 1 oheard “lack of anything caorthwhile to
write about.”™ but perhaps I should spend more time in

.

I was startled to hear an apdar-
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hallways! ( an fedr of rqcctmn‘bc conquered by kmwl-
edge dndqﬁl:)rmuuun’ Since almost everyone has time
and daga worth sharing th:ough the publication pro-
* cess, det us assume that fear of rgcc“on can be subducd
by knowledge. ‘
I reccommend that you begin by rccnmg daily: “Have
I ever met someone Who has published and who has
 hot been rejected?™ Let's start a new club. 1 you’ will
< ask™ your published colleagues if they Rave had articles
rCJCCth 1 bcgm a national honor roll of those who
answer “No
money. Of coursc.\you ‘ll-have to send me their names
and promise to tell thera what you're doing because we

don't want to einbarrass.anyone! (d<have a friecnd who |

kceps a national honor roll of liars.)

) 4

Selecting Your Title ,  ° o

| admit to being nxerse bul the place to begin your
stand against “tear of rejection™ is with the title 6f your
article "ot paper. Now, | ‘Khow what most people do:
“Arite the utle absolutely last (but before revision. of
course). Ask yourself before you start planning an arti-
cle. “What is the title of my paper?” If you can answer
that question in ten words or less you're off to an excdel-
lent start. This is 4 worthwhile bcgmmng because the
title pay help in the literature review and serve as a
beacon for urz,am/mb the dl\cuw(m and conclusion
sections., 2
. You will kndw you are makmg rapld progrc“ when
vou begin altering the titles of others™ articles after
reading thtm. Probably the figst thing t6 do is attempt
to shorten ‘the title. While it's a rule of thumb and
exists only to be -broken, yor -hould start out with a
handicap of fen words or less. Considerthe following

lec*f*‘( omputer-Prepared Questibnnaires and (noup-

mg. dheories: Considerations for Mail Survey in Aca-
demic Sct'l.mg_x Yes, [ published thaj title " but an
improsed version as “Comparison of Qucstlonnalrc
Responses Using Holland and Blglan Maodels.™ .
Recently, a wrifer observed that & colon in the title
seemed ta be chiracteristic of nfst published articles.
Hie «even wondered. tongue-in-cheek, whether it might
be an absolute requirement for getting an article
aveepted tor pu‘hlu.nmn You will ha\c passed the test
tor overcoming “tear ot rqutmn "when at iy second
maturd to alter ufles with colons m them. Therefore, it

s .
may Aot-he surprising to learn that fourral reviewers.

recommend ¢ change in title tor approximately twenty -
five pereent of the articles they review. '

*

Reasons for Rejection
St .

“Why are manasenpts usually rejected? The mdjor
reasons ginen by two revieviers h‘)r.rcwcnng 92 manus-
cripts submitted to Research in Higher Education were
tahulited and categorized; the pertentage of total
comments made. trom highest to loweyt. were as fol-
foses statistcal problems (2247): research design prob-
Yema ] 907). discussion and conclision problems (167(),
lack of reader appeal (149, imadequate literature
review (1200, problems of clanty ana‘a.u,lq" P00 lack
of contribution to the Jiterature (X4) ) S

KC The 11K Protevsionmal Fide N )

I might even try to raise some prize .

- \ 'y

Staﬁstical arid Research Degign 18sues. Almost half

of the papcr rejections involve statistical and research
design issues. Furthermore, because discussion and

* conclusion criticiéms tend to flow directly from inap-

propriate statistical and design problems, 56 percent
involve methodolegical concerns. This provides addi-
tional support for the suggestion by Carolyn Mullins
that you ask a colleague who is quantitativcly sophisti-
cated to review your paper before sending it off for
.puﬁhcatlon Better yet, seek some advu.c beforc begin-
ning the analysis of your data!

Some.may grumble, * . . . but that requires a lot of
time and bother!™ I agree. The value plated on time
varies among individuals. to be sure. However, I'd be
inclined“to spegd time on almost anything if | knew
that the probability of a gesired~and favorable payoff
increased by 50 percent ad a result. _

Do statisticians always receive favorable reviews,
then? No. not always. However, their acceptance rate,
per article submitted, is among the highest of any com-
parmm group. -

n passing. it shguld be- noted that ocuasmnally a
dper is rejected because of a mct'hodologlcal issue,
when it should hawe been accepted. Reviewers and edj-
tors have feet of clay. too. So, should that happen,

~don't be afraid to take pen in hand (or word processor)

and telt t'hc editor that the reviewers probably didn't
read your paper carefully”enough. (Alwa)s blame the
feviewers rather than the editor; 1 do.) It i good form
to present, also, the reasons for the misunderstanding,
regardless of whom you blame. The odds dFe that the
editor will reconsider the paper and cither select new
reviewers to assess yqur paper or forward vour com-
ments to the original reviewers for their responses to
your concerns.” Generally. editors are impressed with
aythors who arg ablerto defend their methodology.

L

Lack of Reader Interest. The rejection.of a paper for
the fourth mosj common reason (l‘uk of interest to the
readers) is almost dl\\d)\ due to author laziness or
lgnorancc or both. The author should not subnfit a

- manuscript to @ ‘journal that he she has not pv.ruud

beforehand. Or.' as editorial law number § states: 1t

you haven't read the journal, don't send it there”
(Plcau don't inquire about the first four laws.) A trip
to the library may result in the discavery of a plethora
of journals that might be imcrc.\tcd in pubhishing your
paper.

In examining each journal, l(ml\ tor and rcad the
“information for authors™ section, usually found inside
the tront or hack cover. (Occastonally, that section
appears only once cach yeir) 1t s there that you will
discover whether or not your paper “tits™ that journal,
that*is, whether regular readers will be interested in
your paper. Should a journal not contain a section for
authors, cross it off your hst ol potential outlets and
continue your search  Ask colleagues what journals
they subscrihe to. or il they know someone who sub-
seribes to a particular journal of interest that may ot
he in the bibrary. As a fringe benetit of this technique,
vou'll merease the number ot tnends and acquain-

“tances Lor, at least. the triends will outnumber the
grouches! :

N ) ’ ’
N l}
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Asecond hajur benelit s dcnvcd from a thorough
reading of the Juurndl You learn in a relatively painless
manner about the Journal's style and format. There is
smare variation in journal style and format than seems
possible for the relatively small number of journals that
exist. Nonetheless, r
quainted with these journal vagarnies. At all costs, you
do not want yourspaper's tormat tomply to g reviewer
that it has been rejected by another journal. Helf hath
ne fury hke.a journai that believes it has been chosen
only as "second best!™ The eorollary of this notion is
selb-evident. Should vour paper be rejected by a journal
with a dilferent style or format thag is required by the
one t¢ which yvou wil submit it next, it isswell worth
yvour time and cflort to retype your paper in the
approved toym. (More about this later.) Every editor
and reviewer has had occasion to read a manuscript
with not only a “foreign™ format but with the original
reviewer’s eritical comments still visible in the margins!
Ihetre may be a better way to ensure rejection, but
ofthand L can’t think of it. N °

It v probably a wilste of time and moncey to tele-
phone an editor to inquire whether or not vour paper is
swtable for a specitic journal. Most editors are hesitant
to make that decision over the phone. Their likely
responses boil down to. “We'll be glad tq review the
article and send you our comments.”™ For that effort
vou have learned that It may or may’not lu the rcadcrs
of that Journal.

Inadequate Literature Review. Inadequate literature
review, the fifth reason given for not accepting an arti-
cle. stems trom the habitual reading patterns followed?
by review editors. That is, the title is read first, fol-
lowed by the abstract, and then the references. Editors
ustually send manuscripts to reviewers who are inter-
ested and espedially competent in specific topics. ’sup-
posc a‘reviewer s reading a paper op student attrition

cand does not tind che name or names ol Pascarella.

Q

Spady. leregein, or linto in the reference section.
Bytore reading the paper. the reviewer has decided that
the Iiterature review Is madeguate. Evidence that the
author does not appear tq be acquainted with. the
mainstream hitegature on student attrition is not hikely
to mahe a good impression. ’ i

v kS

Clarity and Style. Problems of clarity and style have
heen dealt with inanother section of this issue - Fditing
Protessional Wgitmg Again, a fniend, colleagug o
spouse may be ot great help i these matters. Vsualla,
problems of clanty and stvle are encountered more tre-
quenthy among heginning authors than with experienced
wiiters o as Bacon noted, "Reading maketh a tull
man. conference o ready man, and writing an exact
man

/

v
Contribution to the Literature. Uhe last reasonden-
tted by eviewers for regecting o paper s that it does
not contiibute to the lterature The implication ot this
crticism s that the piper does not add knowledge
bevond that atready supplicd by numerous studies that

RIC

.

reviewers and editors are well ac- .

d‘o v
have appeared on that topic. An example might be
another study on the relationship of grade point aver-
ggc to SAT or ACT scores. 4he correlations between
these yvariables have been reported so frequently that
there is little or no justification for yet another exampl

-at "lnstnutlon X.” Editors are censcious of the costs

associated with publishing a paper and the backlog of
papers waiting to be published. They are, therefore,
reluctant to accept an article on a topic that his been
exhaustively researched and does 'not add somclhl

new to tht literature. ?ﬁ

[ '

[

Dealing with Rejectimi ’

cript.

YA cdmman ,ssumpuon madce by many editorial
reviewers is that. there is a Journdl wnllm;, to publish
any manuscript that exists. This belicf may be a close
relative of the one that assumes there is a college wil-
ling to enroll any applicant! And, at times, in a letter of
rejection, an editor may suggest ‘the name of another
journal that the author might consider as an outlet for
an article. (This is more frequent if the article does not
“fit™ the journal's readership.) Currently my position is
a straddle. That s, | WOULD encouragt a beginning
author who receives a rejectidn note to revise the article
and submit it clsewhere, After an author has published
seven to ten articles, unless the editor invites a revision,
a rejected article is probably best filed away tor some:
other occasiorfand energy devoted to a new, manus-
This opinion is based on'the a\sumpuon that for
an experienced, publishcd author, it is non-productive
to spend much LITe~Eying to rescue a rejected manu-
script. However. | hasten to -add. “Ask notfor whom
the bell tolls: it may be for an crrant editor.™

Exploring Other Avenues =

For those to whont quantitative studies are abhor-
rent. potential for publication is still extremely rosy.
Literature reviews are among the most desired and val-
uable articles 1 print. Most editory begin to salivate
when one of these shows up in the morning mail. Dedi-
cated work. lots ef time, and persistent motivation are
therr hallmarks, Perhaps that accounts for their relative
rarity. Begin with & topic that fascinates vou, read
evervthing that has been written” on that topic. and
organize 1! Since a common problem s organization,
that skill nway be improved by reading several exam-
Pples: the antual review published by Jowrnal of Voca-
tonal Behavior, any article i Review of Educational
Research. or anyv ol Kenneth Feldman's articles an
Research in Higher Fducation. e

Finally. cemember that happiness is getting an article
deeepted tor publication!s

e
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' WORK SMKRTE‘R .
W‘RITING \HPS FOR PROFESS!ONALS

" . by Carolyn J. Mullllns . ©

Adding two techmques to y0ur bag of~writing, tool! .
will help you write*more efﬁcrcntly and effectively.’
These techniques, workmg with a“partner"and speed
editing. help with any kind of writing but work eshe-:
cially wcll for dCadLmle.and professnonals .

”~ . . . I

Unbiased Evaluation Helps, You Revrse Betpr .

The aet of writing involves you deeply m,ydur tOpIC
That's good because it hcfps you keep gomg even over
reugh spots. It’s also bad’ though because it blinds you
to the flaws in what you've wriiten, and objectlvny is

“

. probably the smglc most important ingredient in 5 c-

Q

cessful revision. There's also a8 small- mafter of
most writers’ work means a great 'deal to them. Thc
more effort they've devoted td their work, the more the
work means and the harder it i$ to cut, rework, and
generally révise:effectively. . ¢ )

How do you get objectivity, without sacrlfxcmg the
invelvement that keeps you going? Onle way is to work
with a partner. who can read and criticize your work
without being hung up on feelings. When you and 4
partner act gs critics for each other two or three times*
in the ‘course of revising a document, both of you gain
by bcmg able to work more efficiently and cffectively.
A se€cond way is to learn speed editing,. whidIT lets you -

~work "on‘your own documents without sacr;frcmg

obgctivity. “
This section dells how to make both techniques work
for you. .

——

L4

Two Heads Are Better Than One
An old saying has it that two heads are better than

one, and Mt certainly holds for wriging skills. Crmcrsm s

hard to tgke. especially the-first few times, but g critic's
unbiased Hpinions are your ticket to better and faster
writing. _

Good critics offer a viewpoint drffcrcnt from yours
and thus can spot things you haven't made clear. They
stimulate your thinking by asking questions ard mak-
ihg suggestions. Because they can work on a document
that you had to lay aside for a time, they make it
possible fof'you to gain some distance from the manus-
cript and sull *work™ on it

Ihey, also help to assure accuracy and, in an organi-
zation or on certain research projects, they help you
.avoid violation of rules and regulations on confidential-
ity. Youll usually find. too, that critics® questions and
attempts_to clarify help you to thmk movre logically.

As you provide help tn return, yrtu Il make a marve-
lous and comforung discovery: You're not the only ‘wri-
ter in the world who produces terrible first drafts and
forgets important steps.

{umcumcs partmr? wind up Loauthorrn‘g’papers with

EKC 4 lhe AIR Frofesuanal File No 21 ’
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* each other, but that's not the intent of working with a
* partrier. The Purposc is simply to praovidc you with °*
- someone whocan help you work' more effcctwely (or ° ~
share the blame whg'h thlngs go wrpng; : L

. 4 ) ’ AN ' * e

‘WhoCanDolt’ - S o

 Just about any ed»udated person can dct as a critic for .
an academic or other professional. ?}gst beople prefer . .
" to find a partner in their own field 47 office, but some
- deliberately pick someone who isn't. Why? These wri- .
.ters figure that they've communicated ¢learly if an out-
sider understands. * -
mee wrxters use a sbousc (thoggh that .can ‘strujne

“‘the marriage *if the criticism isn't handled carefully), ) \

‘and some usean cditor or editorial ¢onsultant. . -

- - . PR » .« o ¢ .
- . \ . ‘

‘ What Help ‘When? : KA

You can gsk { help at three different times in the
socument produc®bn cycle. One is right after the first
draft, when you'd otherwise have to put the thing ina
bottpm drawer and fmget it for a time (also_known as

+cooling™ it). The second is after you've done an organ- +’
lutronal overhaul and whipped your headmgs and

* subheadings into shape The thl!‘d is toward the end of
he proacss when yol think you've get all the, ‘wording
straight and you're about ready to produce a final
copy. . g\ oL ¢

On a first dr\ft, ask for general criticism of organiza-

ion and ,subsrdnce Ask partlcularly that the CrltlL L
rk sections that seem to repeat ‘and sections that he
or she wds unprepared for. As you and your partrer.
gain cxperrence yoir'll alsé ‘he able to mark for’each
other places in the document where you were cxpectlng
toplcs that never appeared. Speed editing. discussed
latér, helps you evatuate a first draft rapidly and
effectively. = ,

On a later draft, ask critics to ¢heck the legic of
organization and mark sectlons that seem redundant.
There shouldn't be many such- sections at lhrs(Stage
Ask them to mark”sections that don't have enough

A

\hcadlngs and subheadmgs sentences that aren't clear. ,

technical language you've used unnecessarily, grammat-

ical errors, and so on. The goal of this check is to work

at a level of detail that's'not possible or appropriate on - ~
a first draft, With technical writers and editors and
cxpcrunced cridics. you can also benefit from editing
and rewriting that gives you scntenfcs you can usc a

even when wrong, shows clearly where and whv you rc -
.failing to communicate. o .

For: long-term writing lmplovemem start a list of
comments and corrections that recur often. Keep the .-
list over your desk and use the suggestions as a gurde to
better writing. As you finally get Yaults crossed off the
list, replace them with ngv ones. Writing is a dynamic
process? you can always learn something new about it,
8b you should never be without an improvement card.

Conversely! because ir'nproving writing is tough work, .
never saddle yourself with too many things to improve
at the same time Try not to have more than five items *

on that list at once. L
s e

[
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' Peace of Mind versus 3 Sea of Comments

EKC ' | .

How To Ask for llelp R o ’

The nicest way td ask for help is in person. Aﬂk until
you fipd someone who is willing to try 'working with
you. When you have the first docuent ready. make a
list of things you think might-be wrong with it. Write
down the.date by which you need to have a responsc

. Thank_ the critic wheg the document returnsh and offer ,

to return the favor.

When you act as a critic you'rsclf. be as tactful as
possible. Try to offer constructive suggestions. For
instance, "“This is a terrible section” will irritate even
the most even-tempered author. But, “You need more
will ,help the author
repair a' flaw without feeling defensive. -There is a
Golden Rule for'succéss as a critic: “If you, can't say
something nice, at least say it tactfully."

"Most writefs greet that first document-full of sugges-
tichs with a sinking feeling in the pit of lf\p stomach.
And pa'rtxcularly when they're, new to partner work,
they ma}'fmd any crmcnsm hard to agcept. To make’
that task casier’remind yourself that the critic is saving
:you time, You'd never flnd all those mlslakcs on your
own. . .

Také every comment scnou%ly Even when critics
don’t describe a problem correctly, almpst always they
have pointed out a genuine problem that needs fixing. l
ane: had a client to whom a jour%al referee had
refurned his article with the copiment that he couldn’t
sge ,why th‘c author had “discussed sexuality for only
three page " when, ¥learly. that topic was central to the
dosument. My client was livid: he came to mé with his
fingers-clasping a hefty group of pages {hat discussed
sexuality. When d looked at his hcad!ngs. though, this.
is what [ found:
~ The section orr sexuality was-only thrce pages long,
but the section on dating behavicr continued the dis-

cussion. The referee had been misled by the headings. .
« A true reflection of the document’s orgamzatlon looked

more like this:

I. Problem statement
11. Method sectwon
N 111, Sexuality

%. Definition ‘ .

-B._Dating behavior

SN Iv. [)N:usslon dnd cenclusignis

With a simple dmnbc in headings and heading levels

Cangd very little else, that paper werft back to the journal

editor. whg returned the article the referee, who

0
*recommended acceptance for puﬁlcauon. (Example

adapted from Mullins, 1988.)

Some writers object that the critic shou'd have read
more carefully, hh they miss the point. No reader
should ever be required to guess what it is_yow mean.
Your resnonsibility is to cqnmunicate accurately. In
genera), if a critic interprets your words in a certan,
wrong way, chances are other reades will make the
SAMe Cerror.

wll Toxt Provided by ERIC
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* Speed Editing
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When a comment doesnt make sknse, even aftbu)

yqu've given it considérable thopght, either ask the
critic nicely to discuss the problem with 'you of have
'someone else read and criticize. CAUTION: Restrict
* yourself to clarification. Dogy debate. Debating may,
well cost ydu the help of your critic.

’ . . . . 13

Speed editing combines skim reading with brief notes

to help you .grasp a document’s contents quickly. The

technique is, best learned on a’ partners docymcnt
bccausa,you won't get hung up on its famlhant)g Omxe
you've acqujred skil|, though, you car usé it to eva'uate
your own documenls where. youj find. it a useful aid
to gammg objecuvlty

The purpqse of the tecknique, which is most useful
on first drafts but.can also be used later in the revision
process, is to assess the document's reader, purpose,
scope, and apparent plan (outline). To use the tech-
nique, follow these Sfeps; . ﬁ' as

I. Skim the dgcdment qmcklyf Try .to identify the
intended reader (who is going to get this document,
and is it appropriately written for that reader?); the
purpose {(why is the writer writing?); and the scope

. (what range does the topic cover?). Sklm by placing

2 your hangd at the top of the first page with the fin-
gers spread from one margin to the othet. Draw
your hand down the page rapidly, forcing your eyes
to follow along just above the, fmgers Try to traif
your eyes to take in a lin¢ at a time, not just a few
words (this takes time). Take no more than five
minutes to skim a 30-page document. .

2. Return to the front of the document. In the margin,

briefly summarize the topic of each paragraph and -
« - its connection to the paragraph just befo

e it. If you
see no connection, say so. Make the notessbrief; they
don't need to be neat or thorough. Take no mors
than a minute per page to makq nétes. .

3. When you've taken notes qn eveéry page, try to make
an outline of the document down to the third level -
of importance (roman numerals, capital letters, arabic
thumerals). Don't use the author's outline as a guide,
even if it’s been given to you: (Most documents,
‘change shape as the author writes.) What you want
to know is the outline the author actually used. not
the oupine he or she tried to use. Alsy, don't try to
evaluate or reorgdnize. All you want is s “the facts” of .
the situation!)

4. Nex't, try to find a central lhemc for the document.
What s it all about? Try to write the theme in fewer
than 50 words. If you weren't able to identify the
reader earlier, try again now.

5. Now, evaluate the plan of organization by marking
on the outline where topics repeat, where they seem.
out. of place, or where topics treated at the same
level of importance don't agtually appear to be
equally important. This evaluation is the basis for
organizational revasion of the document.

. This technique seems immensely difficult at first.
Most writers simply aren't used to forcing themselves
to skim quickly and to take notes sloppily. If youdon™,
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Tk fhough. you'll spend too much time at the task. N_ot ’ /*This problem pegdq mvc'sugauon " lho second ver-

* only does that yaste-your time, it also destroys some af > son n‘clearly maore economical and direct. .
the, objn:'uivity you bring to the task. The beauty of °* 3. Avoid using rings of preposmonal phrases. «
speed editing is prccnscly that it lets you review docu- Prepusitiofts connect .nouns or pronoun$ with
ments ob)c.cnvely ( » .some other woyd (the object .of lhc preposition) and, -

*Once you've learned the technique en documents show the relationship between the noun or pronoun
« belonging to oti | you'll"be “able to use it gn your + and the object, Common’ prepositions include about, «

by, during, for, Sfrom, in, of, bn, to, upon, and with. .
The information contained in prepositiongl phrases -
y can frequently be included in other, smoother ways. -
Consider this sentente: :“An introduction to the
, Virginia budget process is necessary for an under-
standing of - our decision-theoretic model.” Notice
that the \entencé contains three prepositional = -

own document. U jectivity will always be a problem
but not as much so with this technigye because it -

* makes you corcentrate on the forest (the whole docu-

- ment), not the frees (wordsjtenccs and paragraphs).

You'll ulso find the technique handy for grading: papers

. ang tests, c\aluatmg documents you referee for jour-

» pals and fund-granting %rgqnuauym and a)wat of

other dmum;nls . . .+~ phrases, “to’ thg Vlrglma budget process,” “for an

*Noie: For more_information on these techniques and un(ijerlstdndlgp and -“of our, decision- theoretic
how they fit into-a systematic process for writing und m';; ¢ live b ad of d visis _
revising, see Muflins (198?) Chapeers 1113 explain he. y using an d;: l\ht \C‘r ln?lu’% '(')A“ :”‘l ):; é:' 8 S

systematic, ef/u ient rewsmn tin détail. . e.prepositional phrases. we get, "An introduction

. . . to the Virginiag budget process Wwill .hclp readers
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ence with ‘only oge prepositional phrase and, conse- .
qucml),a much gmoother rhythm. :
on't use the padsive voice upless you have a’ spt,-
cific reason for domg, $0, .
In the active voice, the subject of the sentence
does th - acting! In the sentence; the staff submitted
a repdrt,” for example, the subject, sraff, does the
action of submitting and the object.yeport, receives
the action of bemg submitted. :
.o . In the passive voice, though, the subject of the

El')qulNG PRBFES'SION AL WRITING sentence receives: the altion. The passivetvajee yer-

" sion of our example Yentence is “The report was _
by Joyce G. Smoot ' - '

[
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Moswof us tr§ to make our prose clear, straightfor-
ward, and efficient. We can't always avoid complexity;
sometimes our writing is complex Because our subjects
Jare compl. Fine. But™ SOTRelimes we create unneces-
“sary cwmplcm) because of our ‘writing styles. In a hur-
ried world. we need’to avoid such inefficiency.

Specitically, though, how can writers reduce the
unnecessary noise in their “rmng" ﬁlis article provides
some ‘answers by discussing seven specific guxdclmc
and applying them to samples 3f prose from institu-
tonal research rcpnrls‘(l’mnls 1.]2. 3. 4 adapted from
CCLAL 1981 points §, 6, 7 ad p'cd from Venolia,
19K2.)

I. Avoid-slow sentence beginnings.

Most sentences begirang with there is and it is,
tor example. can be cfficiently revised. Considar this
\cntuuc\l“ll 1y anecessary to await the arrival nf
ﬁm\crsdl .md incxpensive inter-mainframe commun-
wation.™ Fditing producc “Awaiting the arnval m
unnersal and mcxpcnmc intermainfraine ommun-
ation s unncw\sar). ‘a rcnsmulhdl is move force-
tuland ley wordy. ,

2 Don't'use a form of the weak verb, to he \\.hdu you,

[}
can use a strong, active verb.

_ The subject, and verb positions are the most pow-
ertul positions 1in a sentence: don't dilute this power
with mere placgholder verbs. Compgre the sentence,
*This problem is 1in need of investigation,™ to this,
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{ ducto the fact that

submmed by the staff.™" . ‘
“"Why doces® n matter whether you choose the acuve
- or passive voice since both sentences convey the
same idea? The active uses fewer words and is more.
straightforward; . passive-voice sentences can be
ennccessarily complicated. - ¢ .

But please don’t misinterpret, in some cases the
passive is clearly more appropriate than the active.
When you don't know the doer of the action or wish
to emphasize the receiver instead of+the doer, you
have a cledr reason for choosing-the passive voice.

5" When p()'s\lblc condense clauses beginning wnh
which, that, or w ho into fewer words.

Clauses are word groups which appear before,
after. or within the main sentence to add additional -
information. Frequently, though, ths inf, rmation
un be added more economically in nt(w ways-

Compare these two sentences: “The report. which
wits Icnyh) discussed the add-drop penod.” dnd
“The lengthy report discassed the add-drop period.™

6. Avold using roundabout phrases. Here are some
typical exafmples and suggested revisions:
Revisioti 4

somg relevant guestions

.

Munduﬁnut

some quostions related
to this issue .

because

i spite of the fact that although

on a theoretical level In theory

Is now engaged in a study 1y now studving
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.« 7: Avoid too-lengthy sentences.

) .

'y

Present your information in shorter, more man-
agcable scgments. While a few' centuries ago the
average sentence had 60 words, today it has only
twenty (Venolia, 1982, p. 19).

By following these guidelines, you can substantially

“reduce inefficiency, weakmess, and unwield:ness in'your
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‘prose. Your readers will surely appreciate your efforts.
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