
SMART SENTENCING 

. A carefully crafted sentence 
welcomes its reader like a comfortable rocking chair, bears its 
reader across chasms like a suspension bridge, and helps its reader 
navigate tricky terrain like a well-hewn walking stick. A poorly 
crafted or uncrafted sentence, on the other hand, functions more 
like a shapeless log tossed into a river: it might or might not help 
you get to the other side, depending on how strong the current is 
and how hard you are willing to kick. And sometimes the reader 
of an academic text has to kick very hard indeed: 

These deconstructive and theorising inputs to the conversation are 
less about finding out how to better (i.e. more effectively) succumb 
to n,eo-liberal or economic rationalist discourses of effectiveness and 
completion, and more about critically exploring, for example, how 
those discourses may be operative and regulatory, what they make 
possible and impossible, and how they compete with other available 
discourses about the course and purpose of postgraduate research 
and supervision. [Higher Education) 

So what's wrong with this sentence, as bumpy a log as one is 
likely to find floating in the waters of academe? For a start, the 
sentence has no clearly defined agent or action; its grammatical 
subject is an abstract noun (inputs) modified by a weak, spineless 
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verb (are). When we pose Richard Lanham's classic question, 
"Who's kicking whom?" we can deduce, with difficulty, that the 
sentence describes how academics in higher education use lan­
guage.1 Yet human beings remain mysteriously absent; the "neo­
liberal or economic rationalist discourses" that "compete with 
other available discourses" undertake their battle in a kind of 
agentless void. The many nouns scattered throughout the sen­
tence (inputs, conversation, discourses, effectiveness, completion, 
course, purpose, research, supervision) are all relentlessly ab­
stract, lumbered with equally abstract adjectives (deconstructive, 
theorizing, neo-liberal, economic rationalist) and strung together 
by prepositions (to, about, to, of, about, for, with, about, of) that 
send the reader's attention scudding off in one direction after the 
next. Thankfully, the sentence contains a few active verbs (com­
pete, -find out, succumb, explore); however, the author neglects 
to tell us who will be doing the succumbing and exploring. Can 
such a waterlogged sentence be salvaged? Probably not. The au­
thor would be better off starting over again from scratch and 
building a stronger, leaner sentence with real people (postgradu­
ate supervisors, discourse analysts) rather than "deconstructive 
and theorising inputs" at its core. 

Academics identified by their peers as stylish writers for other 
reasons-their intelligence, humor, personal voice, or descriptive 
power"-are invariably sticklers for well-crafted prose. Their sen­
tences may vary in length, subject matter, and style; however, their 
writing is nearly always governed by three key principles that any 
writer can learn. First, they employ plenty of concrete nouns and 
vivid verbs, especially when discussing abstract concepts. Second, 
they keep nouns and verbs close together, so that readers can 
easily identify "who's kicking whom." Third, they avoid weigh­
ing down their sentences with extraneous words and phrases, or 
"clutter." Far from eschewing theoretical intricacy or syntactical 
nuance, stylish academic writers deploy these three core principles 
in the service of eloquent expression and complex ideas. 
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constructions may even be allowed into their prose from time to 
time. They follow no set formula or rule book; but nor do they 
throw grammar and coherence to the wind. Whatever their stylis­
tic choices, they always make us feel that every word counts. 

THINGS TO TRY 

• For a playful insight into what ails a sagging paragraph, go
to the Writer's Diet Web site (http://www.writersdiet.com)
and paste a sample of your writing (one thousand words
maximum) into the online WritersDiet test, a free diag­
nostic tool designed to tell you whether your sentences
are "flabby or fit." 8 The test automatically highlights
words in five grammatical categories commonly associ­
ated with stodgy academic prose-be verbs, nominaliza­
tions, prepositions, adjectives/adverbs, and it, this, that,
there-and indicates whether those words occur in
unusually high quantities. By the time you have tested
three or four samples of your writing, you will have
become aware of your signature usage patterns-for
example, a predilection for abstraction (translation: too
many spongy abstract nouns) or a tendency to begin every
sentence with this.

• Replace at least a few be verbs in every paragraph with
active, unusual verbs. A sentence powered by vivid verbs
(sway, shun, masquerade) will speak to your readers
more effectively than one that contains only forms of be
("The experiment was") and predictable academic verbs
("This proposition shows").

• Identify all your passive verb constructions, which are
usually signaled by the presence of a be verb plus a
past-tense verb (are signaled, can be shown, is affected).
Passive constructions can be employed by stylish writers
for a number of reasons; in the first part of this sentence,
for example, the phrase "Passive constructions can be
employed by stylish writers" places passive constructions
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front and center, whereas an actively worded phrase such 
as "Stylish writers employ passive constructions" would 
have put more weight on the author's role. A few passive 
phrases can provide welcome syntactical variety. Too 
many passive constructions in one paragraph, however, 
will add up to lifeless, agentless prose. 

61 

• If you are like most academic writers, your writing sample
probably contains a high percentage of nominalizations,
which are abstract nouns formed from verbs or adjectives
through the addition of a suffix such as -ance, -ence, -ity,

-ness, -ion, -ment, or -ism. To reduce their stultifying effect:

• Make sure that at least one sentence per paragraph includes

a concrete noun or a human entity as its subject, immedi­
ately followed by an active verb ("Merleau-Ponty argues,"

"Students believe," "International banks compete").

• Animate abstract nouns with active verbs ("Nominaliza­
tions suck the energy out of your sentences").

• Cut down on prepositional phrases, especially where they

string together long sequences of abstract nouns ("the

representation of female desire in an era characterized by

the objectification of personal experience"). When in

doubt, limit the number of prepositional phrases to no
more than three in a row.

• Where possible, explain abstract concepts using concrete
examples.

• Measure the distance between nouns and their accompany­
ing verbs. When agent and action become separated by
more than about a dozen words, readers quickly lose the
plot. (Example: "The knowledge that criminalization of
marijuana use can lead to a wide variety of other social ills,
including an increased risk of addiction to more dangerous
and expensive drugs such as heroine and cocaine, has
not prevented lawmakers .... ") Ideally, a noun and its
accompanying verb should pack a quick, one-two punch:
"Lawmakers know ... "
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• If your WritersDiet test results reveal a weakness for
adjectives and adverbs, ask yourself whether you really
need them all. Can you supply the same descriptive energy
using concrete nouns and lively verbs?

• Is your prose overly dependent on it, this, that, and there?

If so, try adhering to the following principles next time
you write something new:

• Use this only when accompanied by a modifying noun

("This argument shows" rather than merely "This shows").
Writers often slip this into their sentences to avoid stating

their ideas clearly ("Some have seen this as conclusive
evidence that ... ").

• Use it only when its referent-that is, the noun it refers
to-is crystal clear. For example, in the sentence "The
woman threw the lamp through the window and broke it,"
what did the woman break, the lamp or the window?

• Avoid using that more than once in a single sentence or
about three times per paragraph, except in a parallel

construction or for stylistic effect. Sentences that rely on

subordinate clauses that in turn contain other clauses that

introduce new ideas that distract from the main argument
that the author is trying to make ... well, you get the idea.

• Use there sparingly. There is no reason why you should not
employ there every now and then. But wherever there is,
weak words such as this, that, it, and is tend to congregate
nearby. Example: "There are a number of studies that show
that this is a bad idea because it ... "

Do you find all of this editorial polishing and tweaking labori­
ous and slow? Remember, stylish academic writers spend time 
and energy on their sentences so their readers won't have to! 
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