From Deirdre McCloskey’s handouts to students in her classes:

Rules of This House

In series use a comma before the “and”: X, Y, and Z.  The trouble is that without it the reader finds it easy to think you mean “X and another thing combining Y and Z.”

Two spaces after a period, one after a comma.  Repeat after me: Two spaces after .  .  .  .

Get the word “stated” out of your active vocabularies.  “The book stated” is a childish way of saying “Coffin et al. claim.”

Don’t use “they” as singular to avoid a choice of “he” or “she”; often enough you are not even in that bind: “In order for a business to prosper they need to find a market” should of course be “it”: “In order for a business to prosper it needs to find a market.”  When you do have a he/she problem pick one and go with it.

Relative pronoun (“that”) for people is “who” or “whom.”  “If one is known to someone who [not “that”] works for the FBI .  .  .  .”

No comma is needed after an initial phrase such as “Considering the options [no comma here, despite what your teacher in 8th grade told you!!] the B choice is best.”  Or “In summary, the Enlighenment blah, blah.”  Sometimes—rarely—the comma will be useful if otherwise the sentence would be confusing.  But this will almost never be the case if the next phrase starts with “the” or “this.”  (See the example at the end of the next item.)

Get “I believe” and “I think” out of your writing.  Putting yourself into the writing—using “I”—is fine if your opinion is the point.  When it’s not, keep yourself out of the picture.  As Strunk and White say, “To deliver unsolicited opinions is to suggest that the demand for them is brisk.”  To put it another way, you are being asked for FACTS and ARGUMENTS, put into a good STYLE, not opinions.

Citations in the author/page style are fine, but do the punctuation correctly.  The period goes outside the citation: “is ten to one (Jacobsen, 282).”  Not: “is ten to one.  Jacobsen, 282” with no period at all after the parentheses.

Always staple papers.  Little carelessnesses like turning in two sheets with the corners folded, 4th-grade style, get your reader off to a bad start.  Imagine that reader as your boss.  She’ll fire you, believe me.

Top Ten Signs That Some People

Are Not Paying Attention

to Aunt Deirdre’s Good Advice on

Developing a Grownup Writing Style

10.)  Using “the fact that” or “due to”

9.)  Using “the former” or “the latter”

8.)  Using “this” or “these” too much when “the” or “such a” would do

7.)  Not spellchecking

6.)  Not double spacing

5.)  “Not getting the citation punctuation right” (p.  358).

4.)  Not inserting that second comma in A, B, and C

3.)  Still thinking that a semicolon is the same as a colon

2.)  Still, using, too, many, commas,,,,,,,,,,,,,,,

AND THE TOP SIGN THAT etc., etc.:

1.)  STILL NOT USING TWO SPACES AFTER A FINAL STOP (period, exclamation point, question mark)

Add This to Your Handouts on Style, and Follow It!!!

· “Buzz, buzz” (Diamond, p.  30).   Note where the period goes: AFTER the citation.

· No need for elipses before and after a quotation: “ .  .  .  buzz, buzz .  .  .” (Diamond 30) is wrong.

· A, B, and C.  X, Y, or X.  Note the comma before “and.”  (And note where I put the period in that last sentence: Inside the quote marks—odd though it seems, that’s the printing convention.

· No title pages.  No padding.

· No “In my opinion” (computer folks say, “IMHO”).  The women especially need to watch this.  It’s a good and sensible thing to do in conversation, this self-deprecation.  It’s fatal to an argument in prose.

          If  we circle something there’s something wrong with it—bad choice of word, or using a word contrary to the Holy Writ of Economical Writing.

Further Top Ten Signs That Someone Is Not Reading

That Brilliant Book

Deirdre McCloskey, Economical Writing

1.) Using a comma after an introductory clause

2.) “this .  .  .  .  this .  .  .  .  this”

3.) Starting sentences with “However,”

4.) Using the word “process”

5.) Using “Not only .  .  .  but also.”

6.) Not grasping the difference between a colon (:) and a semi-colon (;)

7.) Not reading out loud: silliness, rhymes, etc.

8.) No marks on the paper: no last proofreading

9.) Not using two spaces after a period or ! or ?

10.) Right justification

How to write an e-mail.

E-mail is still developing its forms.  I want you to succeed, which starts by not annoying people when you send them e-mails.  It’s not undemocratic to treat people courteously.  The most courteous format, the one that treats the person you are e-mailing to with the correct degree of respect, is that of the traditional, written letter, in this order:

[date and return address is supplied automatically, so you don’t normally need it in an e-mail, unless you are asking for ordinary mail contact.  You’d be surprised how many times people ask for things to be sent by mail yet give no place to send them to.]

Mailing address of the person, if you are imitating the letter form more exactly—e.g.  for a job application.  Giving the address adds more formality.

Dear Title and Last Name of Person [e.g.  Dear Professor McCloskey.  No “Hi Professor McCloskey” or any variants you might think up; stick with the regular forms, which in English have pretty much reduced to “Dear.”  We’ve lost the older forms of address to senators and kings, Your Excellency and that sort of things.  Obviously with a close friend none of this matters, but you don’t need advice on how to deal with close friends: I want you to succeed with strangers]:  {little detail: if it is a formal letter use a colon—that’s “McCloskey:”  --- but if it’s a letter to a friend, or meant to be a non-business letter use a comma---“Deirdre,”   So the rule is, if you’re using someone’s last name you must not be a close friend, so in that case use the colon.  By the way, at good universities professors are embarrassed to be called “Dr.” (you can tell a weak professor by his insistence on being called “Dr.”); but they do like to be called “Professor.”  In my case, “Most Distinguished Professoressa,” if you please [( joke, joke: it’s the Italian feminine].

Introduce yourself in one short sentence if necessary, but only if necessary, and anyway in a fashion relevant to what you are doing: “I am applying for the position advertised in your department of marketing” or “I am a student in your [name of course].”  Never, never say (in an e-mail or any other time), “You don’t remember me, but.”  You should act in a self-respecting fashion.

[Do not apologize for “disturbing” the person, or “taking up his time,” or say “I know you’re busy, but.”  If you’re writing to the person it must be someone who should be “disturbed.”  Otherwise you shouldn’t write at all, correct?  So there’s no need to apologize.  Professors, for example, are paid to answer reasonable questions posed by students.]

State your question or other business.  You need not be desperately brief if the matter is complex, but of course brevity is good.  Normally there should be some point to e-mailing the person: you should end by asking her to do some particular thing, for example (submitting a grade, recommending you for a job, granting you an interview for a job, etc.).  Tell her what to do, politely.  But don’t grovel.  It’s wise to keep a somewhat formal tone in a letter to a stranger.  Use rather elevated diction [( I’m doing it right now: instead of, “Talk a little bit fancy”].  It is also wise to keep your temper—though sometimes a letter is meant to injure or outrage.

In a formal business letter (one that used the colon, remember!) always end with 

Sincerely,

Your Full Name

That will do fine for any business situation (other formal “closings” as they are called—such as “Yours truly,”--- have fallen out of fashion).  For a close friend you of course can do anything: “See you around, you jerk,” [but always add that comma before a new line and your name].  But for less than close friends you can choose among “Yours,” [close friends, even lovers], “Regards” [someone you’ve met and have a reasonably warm relationship with], “With warm regards” (a warm acquaintance, not a close friend), “Love” (women only are allowed to use this to someone other than a very close friend or relative; men use “Warm regards” in the same situation).

Once Again, Class!!!

Any paper without two spaces after a full stop ( one grade off!  [We'll start applying this later in the term]
A check mark, you know, means “Hmm.  Good point!”  

Note “this”/”those”/”these” and if there seem to be too many, knock ‘em out!  Use “the,” or sometimes “such.”

Avoid clichés, that is, set phrases you are accustomed to hearing: they give an impression of not thinking.  “Jack up the prices” (not economics anyway).

That introductory comma is not necessary, whatever Ms. Jones said.  Put in commas by ear.  And always: “A, B, and C.”

Pay attention to my tips on The Right Word: if I’ve suggested another, it’s because you’ve misused the word; learn not to by paying attention.

People take “who,” not “that” or “which”: “The people who we saw,” not “The people that we saw.”

No “due to” and other Bad Phrases (see the book).

“Note the order of punctuation in quotations.”  (I’ve been watching it recently in books and newspapers, by the way, and notice that printers sometimes get it wrong.)

Get yourself and your opinions out of the pieces.  Your boss wants to know what you think, but not hedged around with “I think.”  When you are talking about “I” you aren’t talking about the subject, are you?

Always indent the first line of paragraphs (if you’ve learned to write abroad you might not know this).

Learn the different between : and ;    It's this:  when B follows from or illustrates A, then use a colon (:), as I just did; when B' is parallel or similar to B, use a semicolon (;), as I just did.
Don’t repeat.  Ask yourself: Am I just filling in here?

What do you put at the end of a question, always?  How do you know that the sentence is a question?  Does tone of voice tell you?  Are you getting tired of my little joke?

Note spellings: “elsewhere,” not “else where.”  “Don’t” not “Don’ t” [extra space]

Don’t start sentences with [. . . . . : you fill it in!]

DO START SENTENCES WITH “And” or “But”

“Due to the fact that” is an idiotic and unlovely phrase.  Or “Because of the fact that.”  Please.  Ditto, “not only . . . but also.”  “As well as” (usually).

You don’t need to keep reminding us that you are talking about, say, the textbook, or the 19th century.

Don’t be afraid of being funny, if you can pull it off.  Let’s see some Saturday Night Live humor.

NEVER “and/or” or “he/she”

Cliché: “right place at the right time”

“Like in” ( “As in.”
Things, such as the economy, “going up” are not economic ways of talking.
Avoid the Dread Comma Splice, it is the fault of merely adding on a sentence connected with a comma, you can see here what the problem is, it is hard to read, some great writers do it, by the way.
If you read what you’ve written out loud you will correct many infelicities [ = unhappy turns of phrase].
