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introduction
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Collins Easy Learning Writing is suitable for anyone who wants to write clear, elegant English, whether at school, at home or at work.
It is written in a simple, clear way, with lots of examples showing how the guidance given can be put into practice.

The book has three main parts:

The first part deals with the things you need to know before you can write effectively. The topics covered here apply to all types of writing, and range from planning your writing to checking it at the end. There are sections on the best way to present your writing on the page, on how to structure longer documents, and on many tricky issues such as how to write speech, abbreviations, numbers and more. In addition, there is a comprehensive section on style, covering areas such as writing plain English, avoiding ambiguity and writing with the appropriate level of formality.

The second part takes a detailed look at different types of writing, from informal emails and letters to formal essays, reports and presentations. It gives advice on structure, tone and style, and examples of good practice, as well as providing suggestions for useful words and phrases to use in your own work.

The third part covers grammar, punctuation and spelling. It gives the basic rules you need to know and draws attention to common mistakes and shows you how to avoid them.

We hope Collins Easy Learning Writing will help you to write with confidence and success.



Elizabeth Walter & Kate Woodford, 2010
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Preparing to write

PART ONE





Preparing to write

Thinking about your writing

Whatever you are writing, it is important to think about it first.
If you plan your writing well, it will be clear, logical and effective.

You may think that planning your writing is just one extra job, and a waste of time, but in fact good planning will probably save you time as well as making your writing better.

Planning does not necessarily take a lot of time, and you do not always need to make a written plan. For instance, it would be silly to make a written plan for a text message – the whole point is that texting is a quick way of communicating. However, even with a text message, you should plan in your mind, so that you know what you want to say.

For longer pieces of writing, such as essays, reports, and often even letters, it is very useful to make a written plan. A plan will help you:

• organize your thoughts

• make sure you are clear about what you want to write

• make sure you have all the information you need

• make sure you don’t leave anything out


Key point to remember

Planning will save you time and make your writing more effective.



Before you start to write, the most important question to ask yourself is: What am I trying to achieve?

The best way to be clear about this is to ask three questions:

1. Who is this writing for?

2. What do I want to say?

3. Why do I want to say it?

Imagine, for example, that you really like animals, and you need a holiday job, so you decide to write to the local zoo. In this case, the answers to the questions above could be:

1. The manager or personnel officer of the zoo.

2. That you want a summer holiday job. That you love animals and worked on a farm last year.

3. Because you want to get a holiday job in a zoo.

There are important points to remember about each of these questions:

• Who? Make sure that you use a suitable style and tone for your audience. Informal language and jokes are fine for your friends, but a job application needs to be more formal.

• What? Make sure that what you say is absolutely clear, and that you have included everything you wanted to include.

• Why? Make sure the letter achieves what you want it to achieve. For instance, if you write a letter of complaint, be clear about what you want to happen: are you writing it because you want an apology, or do you want your money back?

Before starting to write, it can sometimes be helpful to make a brief summary of what you are trying to achieve. This can help you to concentrate on the most important points of your writing.

When you have finished your writing, you can go back to your summary and check that what you have written achieves what you wanted it to. A good summary will always answer the questions, who?, what? and why?

Here are two examples of this kind of summary:


A survey of students’ opinions of the food in our school canteen, to be used as the basis of a campaign for better school meals.

A letter of complaint to the manager of the local theatre to say that our recent visit was spoiled by the noise of building work going on in the bar area, and to ask for our money back.



Your summary can also help you resist the temptation to add too many details or extra points. Remember that many people are busy – if they do not understand your main points quickly, you may not achieve what you hope to achieve.


Key point to remember

Always be clear about the purpose of your writing.



Organizing your ideas

Whatever you are planning to write, you need to organize your ideas, either on paper, on your computer, or in your head.

There are several good things about this stage of writing:

• You do not need to worry about grammar and spelling

• You do not need to write whole sentences: single words, phrases, or even pictures are fine

• You do not need to put your ideas into any kind of order to begin with – that can come later

• The act of writing things down can give you new ideas

It is also fine to write down things that you don’t know!

Say, for instance, you are writing an essay about the causes of the First World War, a subject you have been studying in class. You might write down the things you know about, e.g. the Alliances between different countries, the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand, the struggle between Britain and Germany to have military control of the seas.

Then you can add things you do not know, but think you ought to include in your essay. Examples might be: why were these Alliances formed?; who killed Franz Ferdinand and why?; what role did imperialism play in the arguments between countries?

These questions will help you to see what further research you need to do.


Tip for success

If you write down your ideas, you will not forget them!



When you have written down all your ideas, you need to put them in some kind of order. If you have a very clear idea of what your writing will contain, it may be possible to do this right from the beginning.

One simple way to order your ideas is to list them under different headings.

For instance, this writer is planning an article for her student magazine about working holidays abroad:



	Reasons to work abroad	Types of work available	Practical issues



	chance to travel see ‘real’ life earn money make new friends work experience	voluntary v. paid teaching farm work tourist industry
	legal: work permits, etc. safety cheapest way to travel there how much will you earn?




It can be useful to be able to move your ideas around.

One possibility is to use Post-it® notes (small pieces of paper with one sticky edge) and arrange them on a table or a wall.

Imagine you are writing a party invitation. You want to include the date and time of the party, what it’s celebrating, that you need a reply to your invitation, that friends and partners are welcome and that you’d like people to bring drinks.

If you write all those things on Post-it® notes, you can make sure you include all the points you want to, and in the best order.

A very flexible way of ordering ideas is to use mind maps, or spider maps. In these maps, you start with the most important, central idea, and work out from there, using branches leading outwards. The more detailed the idea, the further the branches are from the central point.

This writer is planning to write a leaflet about what we can do to protect the environment:

[image: ]


Tip for success

A good mind map will help you structure your writing by showing you how points relate to each other.



Another method that is suitable for some kinds of writing is a flow chart. This writer is planning a letter to the local council to ask for repairs to the public football pitch:

[image: ]


Tip for success

As well as the things you want to write, your flow chart can include things you need to do, for example finding out a name or address, finding information (e.g. a bank account number) or filling in a form you need to enclose.



Research

For some pieces of writing, especially longer pieces, you will need to do some research. How much you need to do will depend on the information you already have and the amount of detail your writing needs.

If you are a student, your teacher will be able to help. They may give you a list of books or websites to use.

Think about whether there is anybody you know who could give you information, or at least tell you the best place to look. Perhaps you have a neighbour who works at the local museum, a relative who was alive during the Second World War, or a friend who is crazy about sport?

A good place to do research is the library. Books will be arranged by subject, so it is easy to find what you want. Many libraries also have computerized systems, which allow you to look for books in several ways, for example:

• by subject

• by keywords in the title (important words that give a clue to what the book is about)

• by author

• by date of publication

It is often useful to ask the librarians for help. They will know about all the different sources of information, some of which may not be in book form. For example, many libraries have copies of old newspapers in a photographed form, which you need a special machine to read.

Using the Internet is a quick and useful way to research a topic. However, it is important to remember that absolutely anyone can put information on a website. You need to make sure that any source you use is suitable.

A good starting point is to ask two questions:

• Who wrote the information you are looking at?

• What is the purpose of the site where you found it?

Answering these questions will help you to think about two further questions:

• Is this information likely to be reliable?

• Is the information likely to be fair, or does the writer have a particular purpose, such as supporting an opinion or trying to make you buy something?

Using a search engine such as Google®, Yahoo® or Alta Vista® can be a start, but there is a danger that you find so many sites that you miss the ones which are really important. Many teachers and lecturers include websites on their reading lists, so if you have been given a reading list, make sure you use it. Otherwise, think about sites that will be reliable. For instance, in the UK you might look for medical information on the National Health Service site. In Australia, you might look for news information on the ABC site.


Tip for success

If you are using the Internet in a library, the librarian may be able to help you find suitable sites.



Making notes and summaries

When you are doing research, you will want to make notes.
Your notes can be in whatever form suits you best. The important thing is to make sure you will still understand them when you come to use them!

Do make sure that the notes you take relate to the subject you will be writing about. There is no point adding extra information – however interesting it is – that you will not be able to use.

Notes should be short – do not copy out huge pieces of text.
In order to summarize, it is very important to make sure you have understood the main points. When you have read a chapter or an article, it can be useful to try to write down the most important three or four points in it.

Look for clues in what you are reading to help you:

• Are there any words that are underlined or in heavy type?

• Do the headings summarize the main points?

• Does the book itself include summaries or lists of main points?

Do use abbreviations, shorten words or miss out words altogether. ‘Romans > Britain 55BC’ is much more efficient than writing ‘The Romans came to Britain in 55BC.’


Key point to remember

Make sure you will be able to understand your notes when you need to use them.



If you have a good idea of the structure of your piece of writing, it can be useful to organize your notes.

For example, if you are writing an essay about a book you have read, you may be asked to look at particular things, such as the way the author builds up characters; the style of language used; the way the plot develops; the author’s relationship with the reader.

If you divide your paper into themes like these, you can order your notes as you take them. This will make it easier to organize your essay, and also help you balance the amounts of material you have on each theme.

You may use your notes to record good quotations to use in your own writing, but be careful:

• If you use a direct quotation, you must produce it accurately, and you must say where it has come from.

• If you summarize what someone has said, you must change it into your own words. Copying the words of others is called plagiarizing. It is not allowed in academic work, and it can be illegal.


Tip for success

While you are making notes, keep a list of useful words and phrases to use in your own writing.



Outlines

For longer pieces of writing, it is useful to produce an outline before you start. An outline can have as much or as little in it as you think will be useful for you, but it should at least include a basic list of headings. If you have organized your ideas and notes in some of the ways suggested above, you will probably find it quite easy to produce an outline.

Start by picking out a number of main points – these will be the main frame for your writing, and will lead to more detailed points within them.

For some types of writing, such as a report, it may be appropriate to keep these headings in the final text. For others, the headings will simply be a way of organizing your writing and will not appear in your finished work.

You can use your outline to check that everything you want to write is in a logical order:

• Make sure that understanding one part does not rely on another part that comes later

• If you move on to a different point, see if it needs some sort of introduction or explanation

• Make sure that all the points connected to a particular theme are treated together

The person who made this outline is writing a report on the use of volunteers in a local charity:

Volunteer report

Introduction

• What this report covers

• Research and methods used

• Purpose of report

Summary of main points

The current situation

• number of volunteers

• what they do

• how they are managed

Problems with the current situation

• not enough volunteers

• volunteers not clear about their role

• lack of communication with paid staff

Suggestions for improvement

• better targeting of recruitment campaigns

• written handbook for volunteers

• regular staff/volunteer meetings

Conclusion


Key point to remember

Use your outline to make sure everything is included and in the best order.



Writing a draft

A draft is a rough version of your finished writing. It can be as close to or as far away from the final text as you like. For instance, you may decide to concentrate on the content and not worry about spelling and punctuation – that is up to you.

If you are writing something very long, or very important, you may write more than one draft.

When you have written a draft, it is useful to ask the following questions:

• Does the order of what is written make sense?

• Have you included everything you wanted to include?

• Is all the material relevant? Is there anything you should cut out?

• Is the tone right? For instance, if it is a letter of complaint, is it firm and assertive or is it offensive and rude?

• Does any part need more explanation, more information or more evidence?

• Is the amount of space given to each theme appropriate, or is one part too long or too short?

• Does it achieve what you want it to achieve (if you wrote a brief summary at the beginning, you can check against it)?

It can sometimes be useful to give a draft of your writing to someone else, and ask if what you have written is clear, interesting, and effective. That person might make suggestions for additions or improvements, or check facts for you.


Key point to remember

Do not expect to produce a perfect piece of writing first time. Many people write two or more drafts of an important piece of writing before they are satisfied with it.





Presentation

 





Presentation

General layout

A clear and attractive layout will make your texts both more enjoyable to read and easier to understand.

The use of computers makes it easy for everyone to present their writing in a professional way, and gives us lots of choices about how to do this. One of the most useful things about using a computer is that you can edit text and move it around as you work. You can experiment with different ways of presenting it – you do not have to decide on your layout at the beginning.

Here are some general rules:

• Almost all documents look better if there is plenty of space around the words

• Do not make your sentences or paragraphs too long

• Do not make the size of type too small

• Whatever style you choose for the different parts of your document, make sure you keep to the same style all the way through


Tip for success

Before you finish your document, look at it using the print preview option, to see how it will look on the page when it is printed.



Look at the following piece of text:


To: all football club members

Welcome back to football practice after the summer break. Many of you will know that we have a new kit this season. Each player will need a red shirt and shorts for home games and a blue shirt and shorts for away games, white socks with red stripes, shin pads, a tracksuit for practice which doesn’t need to be in the club colours, and studded boots, which can be of any type. Please remind your parents that there is a £25 fee to cover coaching and transport to matches. See you at training next week,

From: Matt (team coach)



Now see how a better layout can make the same information much easier to read:


To: all football club members

Welcome back to football practice after the summer break.

New kit

Many of you will know that we have a new kit this season. Each player will need:

• red shirt and shorts (for home games)

• blue shirt and shorts (for away games)

• white socks with red stripes

• shin pads

• track suit (any colour – for practice only)

• studded boots (any type)

Fees

Please remind your parents that there is a £25 fee to cover coaching and transport to matches.

See you at training next week!

Matt (team coach)



Most pieces of text are divided into paragraphs. Each paragraph discusses one point or idea.

The beginning of a new paragraph can be shown in two ways. The first is to indent the first sentence, which means starting it further to the right than the rest of the paragraph, like this:


Additional research has shown a strong link between smoking and heart disease. In a study of more than 1,000 healthy males, it …



The second way is to leave a whole line of space between paragraphs. If you do this, you do not need to indent the first sentence. Separating paragraphs in this way can help to make the structure of your writing clear by showing where each new point or idea starts and ends.

Try not to leave just one or two lines of a paragraph at the end of a page, or to have the last line or two of a paragraph at the top of a page. It is better to have a larger space than usual at the bottom of a page than to have a small part of the paragraph on its own.


Key point to remember

Using plenty of white space will make your document easier to read.



You will need to decide how you want the edges of your text to look.


You can set your computer like this, so that the ends of the sentences do not fall in a straight line. This can look natural, and the spacing between each word looks better.

Alternatively, you can set your computer so that the words form a neat, straight line at both of the edges. For some types of writing, this can look neater, but you may find that you get large gaps between some words in order to make them fit.



You will also have to decide whether or not you want your document to use hyphens if a long word comes at the end of a line. If the lines in your document are fairly long, and you are not using extremely long words, it is usually best not to use hyphens. However, if you have short lines, you may need to use them to avoid large spaces between words, especially if you are using straight lines at the edges of your text.

Hyphens must be used at a suitable breaking point in the word. Your computer will do this for you, but if you are writing by hand, you will need to decide where to put hyphens yourself. If you are not confident about this, it is best not to use them at all.


Tip for success

If you do use hyphens, check the line ends when you have finished to make sure there are no word breaks that could cause confusion, such as leg-end, or thin-king.



Fonts and typefaces

A font is the design of the letters that you use to write with. You will be able to choose fonts when you write documents on your computer. They range from standard fonts that you might use for an essay or a letter, to very unusual and dramatic ones that you might use for example for a party invitation:


Dear Ms Hodges

I am writing to enquire about the possibility of work experience in your company …




Come to our spooky ghost party!



The normal font size for general texts such as essays is 11 or 12 points. You may want to use larger fonts for headings. Sometimes smaller sizes (usually 10 or 11 points) are used for long quotations.

Fonts like this one, which have very small lines at the ends of letters, are called serif fonts, while fonts like this one, which have nothing at the ends, are called sans-serif fonts. It is best to use a serif font such as ‘Times New Roman’ for long pieces of text.

You can also choose different ways of writing words, for example using italics, bold (also called heavy) type, underlining, or small capitals.


Tip for success

Avoid writing more than a few words in CAPITAL LETTERS because they are difficult to read.



Bullet points

If you want to separate out a list of points from the main part of your text, a simple way to do so is to use bullet points.

Bullet points are often used when the order of the list is not particularly important, e.g.:


During this exciting week-long course, students will:

• learn how to gather food in the wild

• spend two nights in a nearby forest

• learn how to build a shelter from earth and branches



It is not usual to use full stops at the end of bullet points, though if the points themselves are more than one sentence, you may feel it looks better.

You can decide whether or not to use capital letters at the beginning of each bullet point. In the example above, capital letters were not used because each bullet point formed a complete sentence following the introductory phrase ‘students will …’.


Key point to remember

The most important thing to remember is that when you have decided whether or not to use capital letters and full stops, you should do the same for each point.



Bullet points can be introduced by any sort of symbol you think is appropriate:


• Probably the most common type is a circle like this

– A dash is also an acceptable way to introduce a point

[image: ] You may want to emphasize your point more with a symbol like this

[image: ] Or even choose something completely different if it is relevant to your text



It is important to make sure that the bullet points match up grammatically with the words you use to introduce them. If you use a phrase such as ‘You will need the following:’, it is simple to follow it by a list of items.

However, you will often find bullet points introduced by phrases such as:


To write a successful essay, you should:

Students will have the opportunity to:



In cases like this, make sure you read through the introductory phrase and the bullet point together, to make certain they form a correct sentence. Look at the following:


Students will have the opportunity to:

• canoe in the local river

• learn how to cook on a camp fire

• making lots of new friends



The third point does not make a grammatically correct sentence, and should be ‘make lots of new friends’.

Numbered points

Numbered points are used in a similar way to bullet points, but are often used to show that the order of points is important:

The most common UK girls’ names in 2008 were:

1. Olivia

2. Ruby

3. Emily

4. Grace

5. Jessica

You can use numbers or letters to order your points, and in some cases you may even want to do both, in order to go into more detail about a particular point:

Here is the agenda for Monday’s meeting:

1. Minutes of the last meeting

1. Sales reports

a Europe and the Middle East

b Americas

c East Asia

1. Next year’s training budget

a in-house training

b external courses


Tip for success

When you want to indent a list of points, always use a function such as the Tab key or the bullet points or numbers from the menu bar. Do not try to indent using the space bar because the spacing will not be even.



Headers, footers and page numbers

Headers and footers are pieces of text that appear at the top or bottom of the pages of your document but are separate from the rest of the writing on that page.

Typical items that might be put in them include:

• document title

• chapter or section titles

• author name

• copyright information

• date

• document reference

Using headers and footers can make your work look more professional. If you have the same header and footer throughout the whole document, you only need to put the text in once.

It is also possible to use different headers and footers for different sections of a document, for example for each new chapter or section. This can be useful for readers.

Page numbers can also be added automatically, and placed wherever you want them: at the top or bottom of the page; on the right, left or in the centre.

You can also choose the position, size, font etc. of your headers and footers. For example, you may want a chapter heading at the top of each page to be quite large, but a copyright note at the bottom to be quite small.

Using images

Using images can be a great way to liven up your text. Reasons for using images may include:

• helping to explain something – sometimes an image can be clearer than words

• decorating a document such as a party invitation

• emphasizing a brand, for example by using a company logo

A simple way to get images is to use Clip Art that is available in your word processing software.

[image: ]

If you are using images in a more serious document, you should give them captions, and it will often be necessary to number them so that you can refer to them in the text.

Make sure that your images are an appropriate size for your document – it is easy to change the size of an image on your computer.


Key point to remember

If you use an image, make sure you are legally allowed to do so. Some images have copyright, which means you need the owner’s permission to use them, and you may have to pay.



Tables and boxes

If you want to present information in rows and columns, it is a good idea to use a table:


Course timetable



	 	Group 1	Group 2



	9.00 -9.30	Introductions	Introductions



	9.30 – 11.00	Singing workshop	African drumming



	11.00- 11.30	Break	Break




You can make tables on your computer, and say how many rows and how many columns you need. You can add more rows and columns later if you need to, and you can change their size.

You can also use tables to set out information neatly and then make the actual lines of the box disappear afterwards.

If you want to separate off one section of text from the rest, you can put a box or border around it.


You can also put a shade or a coloured tint inside a box to make it stand out, like this.




There are many different types of boxes and borders to choose from. This one, for example, has a shadow effect.



Charts and diagrams

Charts and diagrams can be a good way to present information, particularly numerical information, which can be much easier to understand when shown in this way.

Charts and diagrams are particularly good for information that needs to be analyzed, for example information showing comparisons, patterns and trends.

All charts and diagrams should be numbered and have a heading. Make sure there is plenty of space around them, and that there is always a reference to them in the text:


As we can see from table 1 …

Fig. 3.8 illustrates the increase in …



There are many different types of chart and diagram. Think about which one best suits the information you want to present.

Graphs

Graphs such as this one are a good way of showing trends in numbers:

[image: ]

Pie charts

Pie charts are a very clear way of showing the relative size of groups of things:

[image: ]

Venn Diagrams

Venn diagrams are used to show overlapping groups:

[image: ]

Bar charts

Bar charts also make it easy to compare numbers and amounts:

[image: ]

Pictograms

Pictograms are a simple way of showing numbers of people or things. As in this case, each image can represent more than one person or thing:

[image: ]




End of sample
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