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Eliminating Deadwood From Our Writing

"Clutter is the disease of writing," 

"We are a society strangling in unnecessary words, circular constructions, pompous frills, and meaningless jargon."

We can cure the disease of clutter (at least in our own compositions) by following a simple rule: don't waste words. When revising and editing, we should aim to cut out any language that is vague, repetitious, or pretentious.

In other words, clear out the deadwood, be concise, and get to the point!
A Revision and Editing Exercise

Before starting this exercise, you may want to review the ten points introduced in Tips to Cut the Clutter 

· Reduce long clauses to shorter phrases.

· Reduce phrases to single words.

· Avoid There is, There are, and There were as sentence openers.

· Don't overwork modifiers.

· Avoid redundancies.

· Use active verbs.

· Don't try to show off.

· Cut empty phrases.

· Avoid using noun forms of verbs.

· Replace vague nouns with more specific words.

1. Reduce Long Clauses

When editing, try to reduce long clauses to shorter phrases:
Wordy: The clown who was in the center ring was riding a tricycle.

2. Reduce Phrases

Likewise, try to reduce phrases to single words:

Wordy: The clown at the end of the line tried to sweep up the spotlight.
Revised: The last clown tried to sweep up the spotlight.

3. Avoid Empty Openers

Avoid There is, There are, and There were as sentence openers when There adds nothing to the meaning of a sentence:

Wordy: There is a prize in every box of Quacko cereal.
Revised: A prize is in every box of Quacko cereal.
Wordy: There are two security guards at the gate.
Revised: Two security guards stand at the gate.

4. Don't Overwork Modifiers

Do not overwork very, really, totally, and other modifiers that add little or nothing to the meaning of a sentence.
Wordy: By the time she got home, Merdine was very tired.
Revised: By the time she got home, Merdine was exhausted 
Wordy: She was also really hungry.
Revised: She was also hungry [or famished].

5. Avoid Redundancies

Replace redundant expressions (phrases that use more words than necessary to make a point) with precise words. Check out this list of common redundancies, and remember: needless words are those that add nothing (or nothing significant) to the meaning of our writing. They bore the reader and distract from our ideas. So cut them out!
Wordy: At this point in time, we should edit our work.
Revised: Now we should edit our work.

6) Use Active Verbs

Whenever possible, make the subject of a sentence do something.
Wordy: The grant proposals were reviewed by the students.
Revised: The students reviewed the grant proposals.

7) Don't Try to Show Off

As Leonardo da Vinci observed, "Simplicity is the ultimate sophistication." Don't presume that big words or lengthy phrases will impress your readers: often the simplest word is the best.
Wordy: At this moment in time, students who are matriculating through high school should be empowered to participate in the voting process.
Revised: High school students should have the right to vote.

8) Cut Empty Phrases

Some of the most common phrases mean little, if anything, and should be cut from our writing:

· all things being equal

· all things considered

· as a matter of fact

· as far as I am concerned

· at the end of the day

· at the present time

· due to the fact that

· for all intents and purposes

· for the most part

· for the purpose of

· in a manner of speaking

· in my opinion

· in the event of

· in the final analysis

· it seems that

· the point that I am trying to make

· type of

· what I am trying to say

· what I want to make clear

Wordy: All things being equal, what I am trying to say is that in my opinion all students should, in the final analysis, have the right to vote for all intents and purposes.
Revised: Students should have the right to vote.

9) Avoid Using Noun Forms of Verbs

The fancy name for this process is "excessive nominalization" Our advice is simple: give verbs a chance.
Wordy: The presentation of the arguments by the students was convincing.
Revised: The students presented their arguments convincingly. Or . . .
The students argued convincingly.

10) Replace Vague Nouns

Replace vague nouns (such as area, aspect, case, factor, manner, situation, something, thing, type, and way) with more specific words--or eliminate them altogether.
Wordy: After reading several things in the area of psychology-type subjects, I decided to put myself in a situation where I might change my major.
Revised: After reading several psychology books, I decided to change my major.

Now, let's put this advice to work. The sentences below contain unnecessary words. Without eliminating any essential information, revise each sentence to make it more concise. When you're done, compare your revisions with the shortened sentences on page two. 

TIP: To view this exercise without ads, click on the printer icon near the top of the page.

As mentioned in Practice in Cutting the Clutter, what we take out of our writing can be just as important as what we put in. So here we'll practice eliminating needless words--deadwood that bores, distracts, or confuses our readers.

Your job is to trim the deadwood in these 10 sentences (all adapted from recently published textbooks). Then compare your crisper sentences with the edited versions at the very end.
TIP: To view this exercise without ads, click on the printer icon near the top of the page.

1. Emission allowances are issued every year on an annual basis.

2. Open wells in hard-rock formations are usually rectangular in shape.

3. A wide variety of inhaled corticosteroids are now currently available.

4. As a facilitator, you should be noticing what is going on and making sense of it. Then you can make a decision about what to do about it.

5. Beginning in the decade of the 1950s, NASA first initiated a program to develop and launch a series of passive satellites.

6. A good file format will include a mechanism to allow the addition of more data later in case the need becomes necessary.

7. The use of hormone-replacement therapy (HRT) has produced benefits for many women.

8. In 1972, President Nixon and his counterparts in Beijing took a number of important steps that would result in an improvement in relations between their respective countries.

9. In addition, the design team must also perform an analysis of the decisions that have to be made by crew members as the mission progresses.

10. It is possible to speculate that the reason the polymer melted was due to the fact that heat had been generated by way of internal friction within the bed.

Here are edited versions of the sentences in Practice in Cutting the Clutter.

1. We could store the paint cans in the four wooden crates in the cellar.

2. I awoke this morning at 6:30 but then turned off the alarm and went back to sleep.

3. Because she had jury duty, Merdine was not at the hockey game.

4. Omar and I returned to our hometown to attend our ten-year high school reunion.

5. Melba has designed a polyester shirt that never creases when wet.

6. She purchased a large, handsome-looking mahogany desk.

7. The game was canceled because of rain.

8. Merdine learned how to dance when she was a teenager.

9. The ticket collector at the movie theater asked us for identification.

10. Perhaps one reason that so many teenagers run away from home is that their parents don't care about them.

