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Writing Advice 

By Paul Dudenhefer1 

 

You’ve heard it all before. Be clear. OK—but how? First, of course, is to know 

what you want to say. There, conversation helps. Talk with someone about your 

ideas. See if you can articulate them in a way that makes sense to the other person. If 

you can, then the write it just like you said it. That’s a good start. Beyond that, do 

these two things: use short grammatical subjects, especially flesh-and-blood 

subjects (banker, economist, account managers, we, immigrants); and express key 

actions in verbs rather than “hiding” them in something known as nominalizations. A 

nominalization is just the noun form of a verb. Predict is a verb; prediction is a 

nominalization. Assessment of the budget on the part of the directors led to the 

recommendation that better management of travel funds was a need has a long 

subject (assessment of the budget on the part of the directors) and lots of 

nominalizations (assessment, recommendation, management, need). The directors 

assessed the budget and recommended that we manage travel funds better has a 

short, flesh-and-blood subject (directors) and expresses key actions in verbs 

(assessed, recommended, manage). 

Be concise. Again, it helps to know what you want to say. Beyond that, 

concision is more art than mechanics. I don’t know if I can teach you how to go from 

Recent estimates place the number of undocumented immigrants in the United 
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States at 11.4 million, up from . . .  to Undocumented immigrants now number 

11.4 million in the United States, up from . . . You might want to watch for 

unnecessary metadiscourse. Metadiscourse refers to writing about writing: this 

paper analyzes, I argue that, in the next section, first, it is our opinion that, the results 

show that. Look for vague or colorless phrases that can be replaced by a single 

word—cases in which you define a word rather than use the word itself. For 

example, talked about the merits of can be replaced with lauded or touted or praised.  

Use the active, not the passive, voice. That’s actually bad advice. Both voices 

have their uses, and the passive is sometimes better than the active. The passive is 

handy when you want to hide agency or can’t ascribe agency. It’s also handy when 

you want to put certain pieces of information at the front of a sentence. For example, 

consider the following two passages, which are adapted from Style: Lessons in Clarity 

and Grace, by Joseph M. Williams and Joseph Bizup. Which one flows better? 

 

1. Scientists studying black holes in space have raised some astonishing 

questions about the nature of the universe. The collapse of a dead star into a 

point perhaps no larger than a marble creates a black hole. 

 

2. 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. 

 

Most people say #2 flows better. Why? The short answer is that the second  



3 
 

sentence begins with a phrase—black hole—that appears near the end of the first. 

But the point here is that the version that flows better is in the passive voice. It’s the 

passive voice that, quite helpfully, allows black hole to appear at the beginning of the 

second sentence.  

Even our greatest writers (who should have known better) parroted the 

advice against the passive. George Orwell, in “Politics and the English Language,” 

said to never use the passive when you can use the active. Yet he began his most 

famous essay with the passive voice: 

 

In Moulmein, in Lower Burma, I was hated by large numbers of people. 

 

I hope we can put to rest the idea that the passive voice should be, as a rule, avoided.  

I hope we can also put to rest the idea that we should keep our sentences 

short—the idea being that short sentences are easier to understand and easier to 

write, as you don’t have as many parts to worry about. For one, if your thinking is so 

simple that only short sentences are needed, you should find another line of work. 

For another, it flies in the face of what our best writers do. Better advice is to make 

your sentences as long or as short as they need to be. And how long or short is that? 

The best answer comes from George D. Gopen, professor of rhetoric at Duke 

University. I have to simplify here, but Gopen, in his Expectations: Teaching Writing 

from the Reader’s Perspective, says that a sentence is too short if it contains no idea 

that the writer wants to emphasize; similarly, a sentence is too long if it contains 

more ideas that the writer wants to emphasize than it contains places of emphasis 
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or what Gopen calls stress positions—places before a colon, semi-colon, or period. (A 

comma doesn’t count.) Is the following sentence, which appears in the January 16, 

2017, issue of Sports Illustrated, too long? 

 

Three straight victories, with only three total turnovers, earned the Tigers 

their spot in the final four and the Fiesta Bowl semifinal against Ohio State, at 

which point the program truly recaptured its fun-and-games philosophy. 

 

According to Gopen, this sentence is the right length if the only thing the writer 

wanted to stress was truly recaptured its fun-and-games philosophy. Why? It appears 

in the only “stress” position in the sentence, in this case right before a period. But 

suppose that the writer also wanted to stress the Fiesta Bowl semifinal against Ohio 

State. In that case, the sentence is too long (or is not punctuated properly). A period 

or semi-colon should have appeared after Ohio State, thus creating a stress position, 

with the rest of the passage revised accordingly. Here is one solution: 

 

Three straight victories, with only three total turnovers, earned the Tigers 

their spot in the final four and the Fiesta Bowl semifinal against Ohio State. At 

that point the program truly recaptured its fun-and-games philosophy. 

 

Some of the best advice on writing contemporary English expository prose is 

found in the two books I have just mentioned: Style: Lessons in Clarity and Grace, by 

Williams and Bizup; and Expectations: Teaching Writing from the Reader’s 
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Perspective, by Gopen. Business writers as well as academic writers will equally 

benefit from both. Both books are the best at showing you how to write clearly and 

concisely. Their basic message is this: readers want or expect certain pieces of 

information to appear in certain places in a sentence; put that information where 

readers want or expect it, and you greatly increase your chances of communicating 

successfully. For example, both books advise you to begin sentences with “old” 

information and end them with “new.” That’s exactly what happens in sentence #2 

about black holes. Doing so creates flow and emphasizes the right ideas. 

If you buy only one, buy Williams and Bizup: it is less academic and easier to 

skim, although neither book is intended for skimming. Williams and Bizup present 

several principles or “lessons” (not rules—the only real rules are certain 

grammatical rules) that, if followed, make for clear and coherent and even elegant 

writing. 

Academics would do well to supplement those two books with a third: Helen 

Sword’s Stylish Academic Writing. Sword examines writing in ten disciplines 

(excluding, alas, economics) and demonstrates how, contrary to what many think, 

academics do sometimes write with style, by which Sword means writing that is 

clear yet engaging and that minimizes jargon, uses effective examples, favors verbs 

over nominalizations, and pays attention to rhythm and sound—in short, writing 

that does not robotically reproduce the usual ways in which academics write. Sword 

ends by stressing the value of concrete language and having the courage to buck 

disciplinary conventions. 
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A fourth book I recommend is Clear and Simple as the Truth, by Francis-Noël 

Thomas and Mark Turner. Thomas and Turner argue that American students don’t 

learn to write well because they are taught a set of rules. What they should be taught 

instead is a style—and by style the authors here mean something different than 

what Helen Sword means. By style, Thomas and Turner mean the relationship the 

writer takes toward truth, toward his subject, toward his audience. The authors 

argue that learning to write means learning a style. There are all kinds of styles—

plain, reflective, practical, oratorical. The style the authors recommend is what is 

known as classic style. Briefly put, in classic style, the writer has seen something that 

is true, and he wants the reader to see it too. The tone is conversational. To return to 

an example in the discussion about concision, whereas an academic will write, 

“Recent estimates show that the number of immigrants in the United States is 11.4 

million,” the classic writer will dispense with the contextual reference to estimates 

and write, “Over 11 million immigrants now live in the United States.” Thomas and 

Turner end their book with a “museum” of classic writing. The samples come from 

all manner of sources: classic essays to be sure, but also a medical brochure, a memo 

from a publisher, the text on a card describing an item in a gift shop.  

As good as they are—and they are very good—none is a substitute for 

learning to write the way all great writers learn: by writing a lot and by reading a lot 

of great writing. That’s the only way to develop an ear for what sounds good and 

what doesn’t—and develop an ear you must, if you want to be a good writer. Most of 

us are poor writers because, quite simply, we don’t write enough and we don’t read 

enough writing that counts. For writing that counts, start with the Best American 
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series—Best American Essays and Best American Science and Nature Writing. These 

are annual anthologies of some of the most engaging expository writing published in 

the preceding year. Beyond those, well, it’s really a matter of taste, but I would at 

least consult any recent Norton anthology of American literature and British 

literature and read the essayists who are published there. I’m partial to George 

Orwell and John Stuart Mill, Matthew Arnold and T. S. Eliot, Virginia Woolf and 

Christopher Hitchens, E. B. White and James Thurber. I could list others. But the 

point is that I’m talking about people who took writing seriously and who developed 

and demonstrated a considerable amount of skill.  

For the many nonnative speakers of English, I am afraid I can offer you no 

quick fixes. Most of you are worried about grammatical mistakes, which can, of 

course, interfere with a reader’s comprehension and enjoyment of the text; but an 

even bigger obstacle is the lack of facility that comes with writing in a second (or 

third) language: sometimes, you simply cannot access the vocabulary and arrange 

the words to say what you want to say. My colleagues in composition theory tell me 

that the only thing you can do is persevere. Write; have someone point out your 

mistakes and what they cannot understand; and revise—and then repeat the whole 

process. You will improve—maybe not as quickly as you’d like, but you will 

improve. 

Actually, I can offer the nonnative something. If you are trying to publish in 

an English-language magazine or journal, it helps to understand how the Anglo-

American mind understands the essay. Essays are expected to have a point—and 

one point only. They are supposed to get to the point quickly—and by quickly, I 
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mean page 1. And they are expected to stick to the point—no digressions. Essays 

have a beginning, a middle, and an end, with the middle taking up the vast majority 

of the essay and developing and/or supporting the point. Perhaps most important, 

the writer, not the reader, is expected to do the work. The writer is expected to 

make all the logical connections for the reader, and to make them clearly. Similarly, 

do not ask a word to do more than it can; it is better to use more language to say 

what you want to say than to rely on a single verb or adjective to do it for you. The 

writer is expected to be explicit rather than implicit. The Anglo-American reader 

expects to know why you are telling him what you are telling him before you start 

telling him: it does not do to wait until the end of a discussion to reveal its purpose 

(or worse, never reveal it at all).  

Perhaps the best way to continue at this point is to take you through an 

ordinary passage of writing (in this case, economics writing) and show you what 

goes through my mind as I evaluate and revise it. What follows is quite detailed, so 

be prepared. I will first focus on the passage as it is written, judging it on its own 

terms; then, I will judge it by what most people mean by good writing. Much of what 

I say draws on the four books I mentioned above. 

Here is the passage. It is the opening two sentences of an academic 

economics article: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. In order to evaluate the 

various alternative policies and select an optimal one, policymakers need to 
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rely on some assessment of the probabilities of these outcomes. –American 

Economic Review, September 2016 

 

The first step in evaluating any piece of writing is to judge its clarity. Can I 

understand the passage with the normal amount of effort? In this case, the answer is 

yes. I’m fairly sure I understand what the authors are saying—although I can never 

be completely certain without asking them directly. But for now, I’m confident 

enough to move on. 

The next things I consider are the grammatical subjects and the verbs. 

(Remember: this will be detailed treatment.) What do I look for? I look for complete 

grammatical subjects that are short and that are flesh and blood—economists, 

bankers, immigrants, Ben Bernanke, mountain lion. Here we have two subjects—

public policies and policymakers; both are short, and one is flesh and blood. So far, so 

good. 

What about the verbs? What I look for is this: Does the writer use verbs to 

express what appear to be the main actions? Or does he hide the main actions in 

nominalizations? (Recall that a nominalization is just the noun form of a verb.) It 

looks like the writer here uses verbs to express main actions—yield, evaluate, select, 

need, rely. In fact, there is only one classic nominalization (assessment). That’s all to 

the good. To see the difference between verbs and nominalizations, let me rewrite 

the passage and replace the verbs with nominalizations, which I’ll boldface: 
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Public policies often have as their yield uncertain outcomes. Evaluation of 

the various alternative policies and selection of an optimal one necessitates 

reliance by policymakers on some assessment of the probabilities of these 

outcomes. 

 

As I hope you agree, the heavily nominalized passage is denser and harder to 

understand than the original. In part, this is due to the nominalizations; but note, 

too, that where we had a short, flesh-and-blood subject in the original second 

sentence, we now have a twelve-word complete subject full of abstractions 

(evaluation of the various alternative policies and selection of an optimal one). For 

those reasons, the nominalized version is difficult to get through. 

Now that we’ve looked at the subjects and verbs, it’s time to consider a few 

matters dealing more with the structure of the sentences. Note that the second 

sentence begins with a long prepositional phrase. Long introductory phrases can be 

a problem, because they prevent readers from getting quickly to the main subject 

and verb of a sentence. Hence, the beginning of the second sentence might need to 

be revised. Here’s one possibility: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. Policymakers want to 

evaluate the various alternative policies and select an optimal one; to do that, 

they need to rely on some assessment of the probabilities of these outcomes. 
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But I’m bothered more by something else about the passage: its flow. To see what I 

mean will take a little explaining. I hope you can bear with me. 

Any sentence contains distinct pieces of information. Consider the first 

sentence of the passage: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. 

 

That sentence contains at least three pieces of information: public policies; the act of 

yielding; and uncertain outcomes. Understanding that concept—that a sentence 

contains pieces of information—is important to creating flow. How so? 

Flow is created by controlling the location of information. In particular, we 

create flow when we take a piece of information in one sentence and begin the next 

sentence with the same information. Flow is especially created when the 

information that ends one sentence begins the next. 

In the passage under consideration, what do we see? What we see is this: the 

piece of information that is at the end of the first sentence does not appear at the 

beginning of the second; in fact, it appears in probably the least helpful place 

possible: at the end. (Unless you’re doing this for rhetorical effect, ending successive 

sentences with the same piece of information is usually a sign that your writing 

needs to be revised.) Here is the passage again, with the two pieces of information in 

boldface: 
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Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. In order to evaluate the 

various alternative policies and select an optimal one, policymakers need to 

rely on some assessment of the probabilities of these outcomes. 

 

So, the first thing I would do to the passage is improve its flow by moving these 

outcomes to as close to the beginning of the second sentence as possible and revise 

accordingly. We get something like this: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. The probabilities of these 

outcomes must be assessed by policymakers in order to evaluate the various 

alternative policies and select an optimal one. 

 

In my mind, the revised passage flows better, because these outcomes—a piece of 

information present in the first sentence—now appears closer to the beginning of 

the second. 

To create even more flow, however, I want these outcomes to appear not 

merely closer to the beginning of the second sentence but at the beginning. Let’s do 

that. We get something like this: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. These outcomes must be 

assessed by policymakers in order to evaluate the various alternative policies 

and select an optimal one. 

 



13 
 

But there’s a problem with the revision: we’ve lost the probabilities of. That 

seems too important to leave out. What can we do? 

Fortunately, there is a rhetorical device that can help us here. It’s a device 

that allows us to recall a word or phrase and express it in a better or more accurate 

way. It’s known as correctio. Let’s use it. We then get something like this; the 

correctio is in boldface: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. These outcomes—or rather 

their probabilities—must be assessed by policymakers in order to evaluate 

the various alternative policies and select an optimal one. 

 

In my mind, this version is superior to the original. Not only does it flow better, but 

the correctio gives the second sentence a bit of advanced grammar that enlivens the 

sentence. 

Some of you will note that in our revision, the second sentence has lost its 

flesh-and-blood subject. Policymakers is no longer the subject of the sentence; 

instead, it is the object of a preposition. We now have an abstraction—these 

outcomes—as the subject. Earlier, I made a big deal out of flesh-and-blood 

characters. So, what gives? 

What gives is this: I like short, flesh-and-blood subjects, but I like flow even 

more. So, this is a tradeoff I am willing to make. I’d rather have a passage that flows, 

even if it means replacing a short, flesh-and-blood subject with an abstraction. 

Let’s look at our passage as it now stands again: 
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Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. These outcomes—or rather 

their probabilities—must be assessed by policymakers in order to evaluate 

the various alternative policies and select an optimal one. 

 

Let’s now raise the matter of conciseness. We’ve all heard that good writing 

is concise, using as few words as possible. Is that the case here? Can we eliminate 

some words? 

I think we can. Look at various alternative policies. Do we really need both 

various and alternative? If we are talking about alternatives, aren’t they by definition 

different, various? Let’s eliminate various: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. These outcomes—or rather 

their probabilities—must be assessed by policymakers in order to evaluate 

alternative policies and select an optimal one. 

 

I think we can shorten it even further. Don’t assessing policies and selecting one 

imply evaluating them? Let’s get rid of evaluate alternative policies: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. These outcomes—or rather 

their probabilities—must be assessed by policymakers in order to select an 

optimal one. 
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This version not only flows better than the original but is more concise. 

There is a new problem, however: at the end of the second sentence, the word one 

may now be unclear. It refers to policy, so let’s change it: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. These outcomes—or rather 

their probabilities—must be assessed by policymakers in order to select an 

optimal policy. 

 

I’d like to make one more adjustment. Good writing has a good balance of 

rhythm and sound. It’s sound that I want to focus on. Note that the revision repeats 

not only the word policy, but also the sound of the vowel o in policy, which also 

appears in the word probabilities: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. These outcomes—or rather 

their probabilities—must be assessed by policymakers in order to select an 

optimal policy. 

 

That sound rings too much in my ear. Let’s eliminate one of the sounds by replacing 

policymakers with some synonym—say, lawmakers. 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. These outcomes—or rather 

their probabilities—must be assessed by lawmakers in order to select an 

optimal policy. 
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I think at this point, in terms of economics writing and without any other 

information to go on, the passage is a good as it’s going to get. We’ve improved its 

flow; we’ve shortened it; and we’ve improved its sound. 

Let’s now consider the original passage with respect to the more general 

hallmarks of good writing—the standards, say, of the essays in the Best American 

series. From that point of view, is the original passage any good? Let’s reproduce it 

again: 

 

Public policies often yield uncertain outcomes. In order to evaluate the 

various alternative policies and select an optimal one, policymakers need to 

rely on some assessment of the probabilities of these outcomes. 

 

Would the writing pass muster with the editors of the Best American series? 

The answer, as you might expect, is no. Why is that? There are at least two 

reasons. 

The first is that the writing lacks any charm or sparkle. The authors are 

intelligent, sophisticated thinkers to be sure; but they don’t show that in their 

writing. The writing is instead plain, its observations coming easily to the reader. 

Take the first sentence. What it could use is some character or personality—some 

refinement or bit of unexpected grammar or syntax or vocabulary. It wouldn’t take 

much: 
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Public policies often—some would say always—yield uncertain outcomes. 

 

Note how that qualification—some would say always—brings the sentence to life. It’s 

as if the authors have peeked from behind the curtain to say, “There’s living, 

breathing, thinking human beings at work here! We hope you enjoy the show!” 

But even more than the lack of personality, it’s the lack of concrete details 

that diminishes the writing. If there’s one thing that distinguishes good writing from 

inferior writing—that distinguishes the essays in the Best American series from the 

essays in the American Economic Review—it is concrete details. Some economists, of 

course, are attuned to that. One is Deirdre McCloskey, who says in her little book 

Economical Writing to “be concrete:” “Prefer Pepperidge Farm to bread, bread to 

widgets, and widgets to X.” But in the original passage, we are confronted only with 

abstractions. What policies? What outcomes? What policymakers? 

If one were to “blow up” (as a student of mine likes to say) the original 

passage and completely reimagine it, making it concrete rather than abstract, what 

would it look like? It would look something like this: 

 

Richard Burr, the longtime senator from North Carolina, keeps only three 

items on his desk: a framed portrait of his parents on their wedding day; a 

five-inch-tall paperweight in the shape of the Eiffel Tower and made of gold, 

given to him by the former French president Nicolas Sarkozy; and a barely 

legible, handwritten letter from a Katherine Wilson, not only one of his 

constituents but a native of his hometown, Dunn. The letter, he will tell you, 
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reminds him of the limits of public policy. The senator had promised that the 

2016 Restaurant Protection Act—an act that was at the center of his 2014 

reelection campaign—would shield small-town restaurants such as Ms. 

Wilson’s from overwhelming competition from major chains such as Cracker 

Barrel and Biscuitville. Now, as the letter informed him, not only did Ms. 

Wilson close her restaurant two months ago after a Biscuitville opened up 

just fifty yards east of her establishment on historic Libertyville Street in 

Dunn—in blatant violation of the 2016 act-- . . .  

 

Now, to my economists out there: I know what you’re thinking. There’s no way 

something like this would get published in the American Economic Review. And you 

know what? I think you’re right. We can argue if that’s for better or worse, but that’s 

another conversation entirely. But I do think there’s room to operate in the middle, 

somewhere between the original passage and the passage right above. I think you 

can get away with an opening that looks something like this: 

 

In 2016, a bipartisan group of federal lawmakers passed the Restaurant 

Protection Act. The act was designed to protect small diners, bakeries, and 

the like from “undue” competition from major chains such as Cracker Barrel 

and Biscuitville. But like most public policies, the effect of the act ran counter 

to the political hype. The chains found a way to circumvent the law—a case 

involving a locally owned diner in North Carolina that closed its doors when 

a Biscuitville opened just fifty yards away made headlines across the 
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country--and once again lawmakers were reminded of the vagaries of 

assessing the outcomes of public policies.  

 

So, to recap, to not lose the important details:  

 

• Write with short, preferably flesh-and-blood, subjects 

• Use verbs rather than nominalizations 

• Go for flow most of all 

• Use a little refinement or unexpected grammar, syntax, or vocabulary to 

bring a sentence to life (be careful: a little goes a long way) 

• Be concrete 

 

And, as George Orwell said, break any rule or reject any piece of advice than say 

anything outright barbarous. 

Happy writing. 

 


