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How to Improve Your Writing

Ear: “The ability to hear whether a given word order,
sentence, or term is correct.”

“The simplest way to improve your expository writing
substantially is to learn to avoid a limited set of extremely
common errors.”

“Fix 5 things.”
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How to Improve Your Writing

The “fix 5 things” philosophy means that during a given
semester or intensive writing experience (like writing a thesis),
identify a small number of specific problems that you have, and
work intensively on improving just those things. Any of the
“hotspots” are good candidates.

Some Writing Issues

When editing (not composing!!) you should consciously
strive to whittle away at the number of words needed to
express yourself
Don’t tell the reader how to think
Avoid banality.
Paragraphs should be logical units
Break up long stretches of text
Sentence openers should be strong (keep reader’s
interest)
Use punctuation to clarify (help reader parse)
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Some Writing Issues

This page is about style and other “non-technical” issue.

When composing, just blast out as much content as you can as
fast as you can. Don’t worry about wording or formatting!!

Some English Hotspots (1)

Than and that typos

Articles (the, a):
Do not use “the” (with plural or uncountable nouns) to
talk about things in general.
Do not use singular countable nouns without articles.

Hyphenated phrases are used to denote binding. Note that
“-ly” replaces hyphenation. Otherwise, use hyphenation
sparingly.

object-oriented programming
artificially induced intelligence
The well-known theorem is a theorem that is well known.
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Some English Hotspots (1)

These pages are about grammar and other “syntactic” issues.



Some English Hotspots (2)

Avoid using “very” and other waste words (just remove “very”
from your vocabulary)

“In order to” can usually drop “in order”

“Use” not “usage” or “utilize”.

Avoid passive voice (use “x did y” in preference to “y was
done by x”).

Don’t “make decisions.” Decide!
Don’t “make commitments.” Commit!
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Some English Hotspots (2)

no notes

Some English Hotspots (3)

Avoid “I would like to”.

Be careful of ambiguous pronouns.

Proper names are capitalized. “In Section 3 there is a
reference to the fourth section.”

Use present tense when referring to other places within the
current document. “This is proved in Section 3” not “This will
be proved in Section 3” or “This was proved in Section 3.”

Always use a spell checker! Multiple times during the
process.
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Some English Hotspots (3)

no notes

Some English Hotspots (4)

“i.e.,” and “e.g.,” ALWAYS go inside parentheses; “that is”
and “for example” go outside parentheses. “etc.” should also
be inside parentheses, use “and so on” outside.

For example (e.g., you want to give an example), this is
how you should do it.
All these latin abbreviations (“i.e.,” “e.g.,” etc.) go inside.
Outside you should put a, b, and so on.

“et al.” should not appear in the bibliography (except possibly
for EXTREMELY long author lists).
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Some English Hotspots (4)

no notes

Research Papers: Audience

Who is going to read your paper?

Why should anyone read your paper?
Perhaps this question should be answered explicitly, and
as early as possible.

Any document is written for an audience. The audience can
have a huge impact on the tone and level of the document,
even after deciding the content.

Students? Industry professionals? Researchers?
Readers in the field? Out of the field?
Tutorial work? Research results? Review/Synthesis?
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Research Papers: Audience

no notes



Raising Audience Share

The more accessible your paper, the greater your potential
audience share.

Explain terms
Avoid Jargon
Use good style
Even an expert won’t be offended by a little bit of extra
explanation (within reason)
Always pitch a little low
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Raising Audience Share

no notes

Structure and Organization

Top-down paper design
First step: Explicitly write down a small number of
contributions, issues, points, etc. that the paper is
“about”. This allows you to:

I Write the abstract
I Budget space (do this early!)

If you have a length limit, begin by writing over the limit
and then pruning down.
Even if no length limit, keep the document as short as
possible

I Need to balance “supporting” the reader vs. redundancy
Support the skim reader

I Important results should have a visual tag
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Structure and Organization

Some people like to write the abstract last. I think the best way
is to write it first (to help you define the paper topic), then write
the paper, then revise the abstract after you found out what the
paper was actually about!

Papers seem to always be improved by pruning stuff down to
meet a page limit.


