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WRITING PRECISELY
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	Writing that is precise and clear tends to be perceived as more credible, because of a tendency called ease of retrieval.  To write clearly 

•	Avoid ambiguous pronouns
•	Avoid ambiguous verbs
•	Avoid ambiguous references to time
•	Express quantities as precisely as possible
  
The following set of activities will help you write precisely





To clarify, pronouns including “this” and “it” are often unclear.  For example, consider the sentences “The cat broke a set of plates. I will need to pay $100 to fix this”.  In this example, “this” could refer to the set of plates or the cat.  That is, either the plates or the cat will be fixed—an unfortunate possibility for the cat.  To prevent this ambiguity, the word “this” or “these” should be followed by a noun.  
Furthermore, whenever possible, avoid the word “it”.  For instance, “it is thought that” could be replaced with “researchers contend that”.   Similarly, the word “which” can also be ambiguous.  Therefore, you should sometimes replace this word with a more specific noun.  For example, “The man ate snails, which can be slimy” could be replaced with “The man ate snails, and these snails can be slimy” .
 In the following box, clarify the ambiguous pronouns that appear in bold.   Some possible answers appear immediately afterwards


	Ambiguous use of pronouns

	The cat broke a set of plates. I will need to pay $100 to fix this. 

	The cats broke several plates. I will to pay $100 to fix these.

	I ate a stick of celery that had been sitting on a plate since Monday. It was too crunchy

	I ate two sticks of celery that had been sitting on separate plates since Monday. They were too crunchy

	Some people do not like to watch other individuals eat, which is unusual  




	Disambiguated pronouns

	The cat broke a set of plates. I will need to pay $100 to fix this set. 

	The cats broke several plates. I will to pay $100 to fix these plates.

	I ate a stick of celery that had been sitting on a plate since Monday. The celery was too crunchy

	I ate two sticks of celery that had been sitting on separate plates since Monday. These sticks were too crunchy

	Some people like to watch other individuals eat.  This aversion is unusual.    




Pronouns are not only ambiguous sometimes but can also be misleading.  Consider the sentence “If a child is rowdy, they should be slapped”.  Obviously, “they” corresponds to plural nouns, such as “people”.  In contrast “a child” is a singular noun.   This sentence, therefore, is confusing.  
One alternative is “If a child is rowdy, he or she should be slapped”.  But, the phrase “he or she” is not especially succinct.  A better alternative is to refer to the plural form of the word child, such as “If children are rowdy, they should be slapped”.  

Many common verbs, such as “has”, “get”, and “take”, can be hazy and ambiguous.  These words are not especially tangible or vivid. Each word corresponds to many connotations, as indicated below.

	Ambiguous verbs
	Possible alternatives

	Came, come
	Arrive, visit, approach, derive, discovered

	Do, done
	Complete, conduct, undertake, commit, wash, perform

	For
	To boost, to enhance, to improve, that enable, that facilitate, 

	Get, got
	Bought, received, fetched, persuaded, boarded, left, asked, encouraged

	Give, gave
	Donate, pay, lend, offer, administer, grant

	Has, Have, Had    
	Owns, exhibits, possesses, provides, entertains, engages, experiences, feels, receives

Often, this word implies the sentence could be shorter 

	Held, hold
	Carry, embrace, retain, convene, met, receive, complete, store

	Look, view, seen, find
	Seem, examines, regarded, understand, determine, perceive

	Make, made
	Reach, propose, suggest, implement, introduce, evoke, induce, cook, appoint, earn, pledge, form

	Occur
	Happen, unfold, exist, materialize, experience, discover

Often, this word implies the sentence could be shorter

	Put
	Insert, position, place, replace, intersperse

	Run, ran
	Manage, operate, stretch, extend, flow, work, conduct, guide

	Take, took
	Adopt, pinch, accompany, bring, purchase, endure, award, record





Using this information, clarify each of the sentences in the box below.  You might replace these words with more precise terms.  Or, sometimes, these terms are unnecessary and can be removed after you adjust the sentence slightly.  Some better sentences appear in the next box. 

	Ambiguous words

	Come, came

	They came in a bus

	You should come to my place

	Do not come any closer to the spider

	This knowledge came from two studies

	The answer came to me last night

	The shoes come in black only

	Do, done

	I have done my work

	We did a study 

	An injustice has been done 

	Can you do the dishes?

	Did you do well?

	For

	The zoo introduced several programs that are designed for animal welfare 

	The organization granted employees more opportunities for social interactions

	Get, got

	I got three tickets

	The dog got the bone

	I got him to leave

	I got on the bus

	I got off the bus

	I got them to smile

	Give, gave

	You should give blood

	Can you give me $50?

	She gave him some advice

	We gave a questionnaire to participants

	I am not given enough autonomy at work

	Has, Have, Had

	The man has three cars

	She has an extraverted personality

	She has a sharp mind

	This watch has three functions

	I have doubts about this claim

	They had an argument

	I had difficulties during the exam

	He has compassion for you

	He has a law degree

	Hold, held

	Can you hold this book?

	He held a different opinion

	Hold on to your receipts

	They held two meetings last week

	He holds a law degree

	The box will hold 10 books

	Look, view, see, find

	This paper looks promising

	This paper looks at this issue

	This change is seen as crucial

	This change is viewed as crucial

	I see your argument

	I would like to see if this cream works

	I find this book upsetting

	Make, made

	They need to make a decision

	She made two recommendations

	She made two changes

	The criticism made these individuals angry 

	He made soup

	They made him president

	I could make more money

	He made a promise to her

	You need to make more friends

	Occur

	Conflicts can occur in relationships with doctors 

	Gold deposits occur in this region

	The challenges that occur when trying to sleep are hard to prevent

	Put

	Put the ticket into the box

	Can you put the chair under the table?

	You should put that chocolate back immediately

	You should put more commas into the text 

	Run

	Because nobody wants to employ me, I want to run my own business

	The road runs from Victoria to South Australia

	The stick ran down the river

	The car does not run

	I ran two statistical tests yesterday

	I ran a write behind the cabinet

	Take, took

	I will take a careful approach

	Do not take my pen

	Will you take me to the movies? 

	Take a jumper to the football

	Do you want to take three pies 

	I cannot take this pain

	He took first prize

	You should take notes




	Better alternatives

	Come, came

	They arrived in a bus

	You should visit my place

	Do not approach the spider

	This knowledge was derived from two studies

	Last night, I realized the answer. 

	The shoes are available in black only

	Do, done

	I have completed my work

	We conducted a study 

	An injustice has been perpetrated

	Can you wash and dry the dishes?

	Did you succeed?

	For

	The zoo introduced several programs that are designed to improve animal welfare 

	The organization granted employees more opportunities to interact

	Get, got

	I bought three tickets

	The dog fetched the bone

	I encouraged him to leave

	I boarded the bus

	I left the bus

	I prompted them to smile

	Give, gave

	You should donate blood

	Can you lend me $50?

	She offered him some advice

	We gave a questionnaire to participants

	I am not granted enough autonomy at work

	Has, Have, Had

	The man owns three cars

	She exhibits an extraverted personality

	Her mind is sharp

	This watch provides three functions

	I doubt about this claim

	They argued

	I experienced difficulties during the exam

	He feels compassion for you

	He attained a law degree 

	Hold, held

	Can you carry this book?

	He embraced a different opinion

	Retain your receipts

	They convened two meetings last week

	He attained a law degree

	The box will store 10 books

	Look, view, see, find

	This paper seems promising

	This paper explores this issue

	This change is regarded as crucial

	This change is regarded as crucial

	I understand your argument

	I would like to ascertain whether this cream works

	The book upset me

	Make, made

	They need to reach a decision

	She proposed two recommendations

	She introduced two changes

	The criticism angered these individuals

	He cooked soup

	They appointed him president

	I could earn more money

	He pledged a promise to her

	You need to develop more friends

	Occur

	Conflicts are common relationships with doctors 

	Gold deposits were discovered this region

	The challenges that people experience when trying to sleep are hard to prevent

	Put

	Insert the ticket into the box

	Can you position the chair under the table?

	You should return the chocolate immediately

	You should insert more commas into the text 

	Run

	Because nobody wants to employ me, I want to manage my own business

	The road stretches from Victoria to South Australia

	The stick flowed down the river

	The car does not work

	I conducted two statistical tests yesterday

	I guided a write behind the cabinet

	Take, took

	I will apply a careful approach

	Do not steal my pen

	Will you accompany me to the movies? 

	Bring a jumper to the football

	Do you want to purchase three pies 

	I cannot endure this pain

	He won first prize

	You should record notes





Many references to time, such a since and while, are sometimes used to mean something else.  For example, 

•	Since and as are used to mean because.  Instead, use the word because—a word that is never ambiguous
•	While is used to mean although and whereas.  Instead, you should use the words although and whereas, because these terms are not ambiguous.  Some examples appear below.  


	Incorrect use of “while”, “since”, and “as”
	Correct sentences

	She rejected him since he talked only about his achievements 

She rejected him as he talked only about his achievements
	She rejected him because he talked only about his achievements 

	
	Since last week, I have not smoked, except during the day

	While vegetables are healthy, chips are harmful
	Although vegetables are healthy, chips are harmful
Whereas vegetables are healthy, chips are harmful
Vegetables are healthy, but chips are harmful
Vegetables are healthy, and chips are harmful

	
	You should not meditate while you drive




Finally, many references to quantities are vague.  “A number of people hyperventilate while watching Dr Phil” could refer to 500, 5, or 1 person.  In the following box, clarify the phrases that appear in bold.   The answers appear in the following table

	Imprecise quantities

	David ate a number of snails

	A lack of funding has been directed to nursing homes

	He lacked the ability to relax

	The plague elicited much hysteria

	Little research has been conducted on this topic

	Tom Cruise is rather short

	I have studied this topic to a certain degree

	This book is good




	Alternatives

	David ate 10 snails
David ate a few snails
David ate several snails
David ate many snails

	No funding has been directed to nursing homes
Inadequate funding has been directed to nursing homes
Not enough funding has been directed to nursing homes

	He could not relax
He could not relax adequately

	The plague elicited considerable hysteria
The plague elicited some hysteria

	Limited research has been conducted on this topic
Some research has been conducted on this topic

	Tom Cruise is short
Tom Cruise is very short
Tom Cruise is moderately short
Tom Cruise is 170 cm

	I have studied this topic extensively
I have studied this topic frequently
I have studied this topic to a moderate extent
I have studied this topic briefly

	This book is excellent
This book is acceptable
This book is interesting



In addition, to ensure your writing is easy to follow, avoid too many acronyms.  In particular, use acronyms, like RT or GHB if

•	These acronyms save many letters
•	These acronyms appear many times in the text
•	These acronyms are each defined the first time they are used
•	After the first definition, the full label is not used
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