Prof. Ross’s Short Style Sheet for English Papers

Title (five words or less with a verbal idea that reflects the main thesis): 

Opening paragraph: (Is there a hook to attract interest?  Generally you want to move from the general to the specific: avoid vague generalities like, “there are similarities and differences”) 

Thesis:

· Unified (best expressed in a complex sentence not two ideas connects by “and”). 

· Meaningful (not this play is “interesting”) 

· Limited (not “this is the best play”, since you would have to compare it to every other play ever written)

· Exact (be as precise as possible; revise according to what you paper actually proves:) 

Paragraphs:

· Transitions (trans) 

· Topic sentences (par.) 

· Closing sentences (par.)

· Coherence (are sentences in the proper order? are logical relations signaled? cause and effect and chronology are commonest ordering principles) (coh) 

· Unity (does every sentence belong in the paragraph?) (unity) 

Conclusion (In a short paper, you do not need to restate each main idea, but a good ending might restate the thesis in other words and add a short, telling example—one that does need need paragraph development—to illustrate the main point.) 

Grammar:

· Spelling (sp)  

· Subject-verb agreement (s-v) 

· Pronoun agreement: (Avoid using plural pronouns to refer to singular subjects (“Everyone preferred his or her own hat” or “her own hat” rather than “Everyone preferred their own hat.”) (pn) 

· Sophisticated vocabularly (avoid slang; choose a semi-formal level of diction) (voc) 

· Variety of sentence syntax (be conscious of the length and complexity of sentences) (syn) 

· Strong verbs (good writing uses strong, active verbs. Strong verbs are anything except “is” and “have” and their various forms. Active verbs use the active voice: He hit the baby (the subject performs the action of the verb); not “the baby was hit” (the subject receives the action of the verb). Passive verbs tend to hide the actor or doer and are wordier and less direc than active verbs.  (verb) 

· “this” (always needs to be followed by something: not “this is” but “this idea is” or “this mistake is,” etc.)

· Wordiness (avoid “definitely,” “clearly” (if it’s clear you don’t need to say so, if it is not, you better explain things; avoid “the fact that”)

· Faulty predication (make sure subject can perform the action of the verb: not “the setting of the play takes place” but “the play takes place” or “the play is set”

· Tense (use present tense to summarize the events of works of fiction)
· Pronoun agreement (the pronoun must have an antecedent in the same case: You can’t write “Ralph’s car is red. He is eighteen.” You have to say “Ralph is eighteen,” because “he” cannot refer to the possessive “Ralph’s.”)
· Conditional sentences: English uses the past perfect tense after the word “if” before a hypothetical: If he had shot the ball, we would have won” (not “If he shoots the ball, you win,” typically said by sports heroes about their own teams, combining ungrammatical verb forms with a pronoun shift). 
· Comma splice (c-s), otherwise known as a run-on sentence. Don’t connect two independent clauses by a single comma. Use a comma and a coordinating conjunction (and, but, nor, or). Often best to write as two separate sentences.
