
ENGL 109
Reading 5

• Clear and vigorous writing

• Purposeful Paragraphs

• Levels of Style



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines:

Think about whole pages and whole paragraphs, not just individual sentences.

Build sentences around actual, specific subjects and objects

“Who is kicking who?” [Subject is …] <-identified



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines:

Think about whole pages and whole paragraphs, not just individual sentences.

Build sentences around actual, specific subjects and objects

SUBJECT IS VERBING OBJECT

Joe is watching TV. NOT TV is watched by Joe.

OR

SUBJECT VERBS THE OBJECT

Joe watches videos. NOT Videos are watched by Joe.



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines:

When applicable, use specific nouns and noun phrases

GENERAL SPECIFIC

school art institute

store Loblaws

sneakers ?

fish ?

book ?

worker ?

my belongings ?



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

What might make sense in your head may not translate 100% to what’s on the page:

EXAMPLE: Signs from around the world:

In a laundromat: 

Automatic washing machines. Please remove all your clothes when the light goes out.

In a department store: 

Bargain Basement Upstairs.

Seen during a conference: 

For anyone who has children and doesn’t know it, there is a day care on the first floor.
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Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Avoid sprawling phrases. 

Watch out for:

Multiple strings of prepositional phrases (at the bottom of the well in the yard past the gate)

Verbs turned into nouns (implement to implementation)

Too many articles (the, a) or too many modifiers for verbs (really only ever makes cookies) 

WORDY        BETTER

members of the student union at University of Waterloo  students at Waterloo

the producing of products comprised of plastic   plastic production

the prioritization of decisions for policies of the executives  the executives’ priorities



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Avoid sentences with long windups.

It’s possible to write a complex sentence but ask yourself if you may be losing your reader 
along the way.

Remember: if you bury the point of your sentence at the end, you may work counter to 
regular conversation (i.e., when we talk we often move our subject and object to the front 
of the sentence).



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Use simple, active verbs.

Wordy verb phrase      Better

We must make a decision soon.    We must decide soon.

Students are absolutely reliant on federal loans.  Students need federal loans. 
        Students rely on federal loans.

Engineers proceeded to reinforce the levee.   Engineers reinforced the levee.

Watch for nondescript words like “is,” “are,” etc.
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Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Avoid strings of prepositional phrases. (Do you keep a list of prepositions?)

between a rock and a hard a place, with all of us, in case of this, from this point on, etc.

On the one hand, a prepositional phrase seems like a helpful addition to the sentence because you 
are adding an extra detail … but as we can see with these examples, we are talking about the 
potential risk of having too many prepositional phrases.
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Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Avoid repeating key words close together.

Note: sometimes with technical writing or discipline-specific terminology, you 
have no choice but to repeat key words.
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Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Avoid doublings.

When we talk, we slip into repetitions and saying something a few times in slightly 
different ways.

Make sure you are looking for redundancies:

• totally dead   • reply back  • first-year rookie

• current fashion  • later in time  • extremely outraged

• empty hole   • old in age  • blend together

Can you think of others?
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Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Turn clauses into direct modifiers.

Watch for: that, which, who, etc.

Can you simplify by eliminating those specific words?



ENGL 109
Some guidelines: When 
applicable, cut introductory 
expressions.

Watch out for: It is, It was, 
There is, There was, etc.

Note how the sentence is 
strengthened just by 
eliminating words like “quite 
evident” and “is important”
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Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Vary sentence lengths and structures.

If every sentence has the same length, your reader may subconsciously start to get bored.  
A changeup in sentence strategy can be helpful.
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Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Read aloud what you have written.

Notice how the simple act of reading these sentences aloud gives us the chance to 
“hear” the awkward aspects of the sentence?

When you read aloud what you wrote: 

Where did you pause? Where did you stumble? 

Did you feel awkward in any places? 

Have you felt a sense of rhythm throughout? Did it sound/feel like rhythm was lacking?



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

Some guidelines: Cut a first draft by 25 per cent or more.

For those who are wordy: try the takeaway game.

Can you pare down unnecessary phrases and expressions? 

Did you find yourself saying the same thing 2 or 3 times unnecessarily? 

Will others feel like they are reading a text that is trying to hit a specified word count?

For content that falls outside the scope of your purpose / thesis / requirements, have 
you “killed your darlings”?



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

The takeaway game – how to take away parts of a sentence to make the sentence 
read simpler and less cluttered:

To begin, it is important to note that the witnesses were tentative.

Considering both options, the management team should choose option 1.



ENGL 109
Clear and vigorous writing

The takeaway game – how to take away parts of a sentence to make the sentence 
read simpler and less cluttered:

To begin, it is important to note that the witnesses were tentative.

vs.

The witnesses were tentative.

Considering both options, the management team should choose option 1.

vs.

Option 1 is recommended.



Clear and

Vigorous Writing



Clear and

Vigorous Writing



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Some guidelines: Make sure your paragraphs lead somewhere.

Your topic sentence should guide your reader for what is to follow through rest of paragraph.



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Some guidelines: Make sure your paragraphs lead somewhere.

Sometimes you can reveal your point in the concluding sentence:



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Some guidelines: Make sure your paragraphs lead somewhere.

By and large, paragraphs should do at least some of the following:

• introduce a subject

• move a narrative forward

• offer a new argument or claim

• provide support for a claim already made

• contradict another point

• amplify an idea

• furnish more examples

• bring discussion to an end



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Some guidelines: Develop ideas adequately.

 Contrary to some trains of thought, paragraphs don’t have a set number of sentences.

Experienced writers don’t have to worry about numbers of sentences in paragraphs. They 
make sure the paragraph length matches the space necessary to match how idea is presented.



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Some guidelines: Organize paragraphs logically.

 



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Some guidelines: Organize paragraphs logically.
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Purposeful paragraphs

Some guidelines: Use paragraphs to make transitions.

i.e.

PARAGRAPH OF 5 LINES … and then

Boom!      or:

      Nonsense!

or:      or:

Go figure.     And that was that.
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Purposeful paragraphs

Content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content.

Boom!

content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content.

Nonsense.

content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content.

And that was that.

content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content content content content content 
content content content content content content



ENGL 109
Purposeful paragraphs

Some guidelines: Design paragraphs for readability.

How does it look on the page?

Maybe there are graphics that will be included.

One way to test:

After a text is printed, how does it look to the eye?

 



ENGL 109
Levels of style

High (formal, scholarly, scientific, follows proper grammar sentence structure)

Low (conversational, jargon, informal)



ENGL 109
Levels of style

High style (formal, scientific, scholarly writing) can be found in:

• professional journals • formal addresses • some newspaper editorials

• scholarly books  • technical writing • legal briefs

• essays and reports  • a thesis  • many cover letters



ENGL 109
Levels of style

Features of high style (formal, scientific, scholarly writing):

• serious subjects 

• has a professional audience in mind

• impersonal point of view that uses third-person pronouns (he, she, it, they)

• has complex sentences that display

 - parallelism, balance, repetition

• sophisticated or discipline-specific vocabulary (technical, abstract)

• doesn’t does not use contractions and rarely uses colloquial expressions

• follows grammar and punctuation conventions

• standardized document format or design



High style: Scholarly journal, an expert writing for his or her peers



High style: 2013 
presidential 
proclamation



ENGL 109
Levels of style

Features of middle style (personal, argumentative, some academic writing):

• commonly used, has a great deal of variety, active voice, sentences vary in length 

• may use informal expressions, slang, dialogue, contractions

• used in journalism, magazines, manuals, commercial websites, popular books

• should be used in:

 - position papers, letters to editors, personal statements, business emails

• falls in between formal and everyday language

• topics can be serious to humorous

• general audiences, can use 1st or 2nd person point of view

• a personal voice (not a voice that suggests an institution)

• general vocabulary and explains or defines unfamiliar terms
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Levels of style

Middle style for an article in Psychology Today that presents scientific information to a 
general audience
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Levels of style

Middle style that uses impersonal and personal style at an awards event, delivered by 
Michelle Obama:
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Levels of style

Features of low style (personal, informal, playful writing):

• not necessarily “negative” – more like colloquial or informal

• used for emails to friends and families, instant messages, ads, blogs, magazines

• subjects are everyday topics or off-the-wall, possibly humorous or a parody

• often specific audience whom you know

• shorter sentences, fragments, irregular sentence structures

• personal points of view (I, me, you, us)

• vocabulary from everyday life, pop culture, familiar expressions 

• grammar and syntax can be irregular

• sources do not need to be cited (and, sometimes, they are not acknowledged)
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Levels of style

An example of 
low style that is 
sent by a 
professor, but 
clearly is not 
meant to emulate 
a high style of 
writing:



Levels of style

An example of 
low style where 
the complexities 
of commission on 
events of 9/11 
tragedy are 
presented visually 
so that the info 
and content 
reaches a wider 
audience:
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