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Connecting the Parts
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WE oNCE HAD A sTUDENT named Bill, whose characteristic
sentence pattern went something like this.

Spot is a good dog. He has fleas

“Connect your sentences,” we urged in the margins of Bill’s
papers. “What does Spot being good have to do with his fleas?”
“These two statements seem unrelated. Can you connect them
in some logical way?” When comments like these yielded no
results, we tried inking in suggested connections for him.

Spot is a good dog, but he has fleas.
Spot is a good dog, even though he has fleas.

But our message failed to get across, and Bill’s disconnected
sentence pattern persisted to the end of the semester.
And yet Bill did focus well on his subjects. When he men-
tioned Spot the dog (or Plato, or any other topic) in one sen-
tence, we muld c;oum: on Spot (or Plat@) bﬁmg tb@ m@ps@f . \
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classmates, who sometimes changed tq
sentence or even from clause to clayse within 5
ce. But because Bill neglected to mark his cop.
ns, his writing was as frustrating to read as theirs. In 4]
s, we had to struggle to figure out on our ow
tences and paragraphs connected or failed to ¢
ne another.
- What makes such writers so hard to read, in other words,
‘that they never gesture back to what they have just said or
tward to what they plan to say. “Never look back” might be
their motto, almost as if they see writing as a process of think-
ing of something to say about a topic and writing it down, then
~ thinking of something else to say about the topic and writing
t down, too, and on and on until they've filled the assigned
- number of pages and can hand the paper in. Each sentence
asically starts a new thought, rather than growing out of or
extending the thought of the previous sentence.
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check for spelling errors and make sure that his ﬂmwmm _“

d Vi ore turn-
d, he never actually reread what he wrote be

e
le sitting at a computer, whereas reading AR wwﬂmm.mwﬁ
ty generally reserved for an easy chair, book in o
ver occurred to Bill that to write a good sentence and
<about how it connected to those that came _%moﬂmm fit
had to think hard about how that mosnm%ﬂ Bill
) es that surrounded it. Each sentence ntence

* tunnel isolated from every o%nm Mmm essay
\ever bothered to fit all the parts ©

«,mt M
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together because he apparently thought of writing as a an.nmn
of piling up information or observations rather than building
a sustained argument. What we suggest in this chapter, then,
is that you converse not only with others in your writing but
with yourself: that you establish clear relations between one
statement and the next by connecting those statements.

This chapter addresses the issue of how to connect all the
parts of your writing. The best compositions establish a sense
of momentum and direction by making explicit connections
among their different parts, so that what is said in one sentence
(or paragraph) both sets up what is to come and is clearly
informed by what has already been said. When you write a
Sentence, you create an expectation in the reader’s mind that
the next sentence will in some way echo and extend it, even
if—especially if—that next sentence takes your argument in a
new direction.

It may help to think of each sentence you write as having arms
that reach backward and forward, as the figure below suggests.
When your sentences reach outward like this, they establish con-
Dections that help your writing flow smoothly in a way readers
appreciate, Conversely, when writing lacks such connections and
moves in fits and starts, readers repeatedly have to go back over
the sentences and guess at the connections on their own. To pre-
vent such disconnection and make your writing flow, we advise
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it-yourself” principle, which means that i i vour
ter to do the hard work of making the connectiopg
as Bill did, leaving this work to your readers,
 chapter offers several strategies you can use to put this
into action: (1) using transition terms (like “there.
and “as a result”); (2) adding pointing words (like “this?
“such”); (3) developing a set of key terms and phrases for
ach text you write; and (4) repeating yourself, but with a
difference—a move that involves repeating what you've said,
ith enough variation to avoid being redundant. All these
moves require that you always look back and, in crafting any
ne sentence, think hard about those that precede it.
lotice how we ourselves have used such connecting devices
far in this chapter. The second paragraph of this chapter,
xample, opens with the transitional “And yet,” signaling
change in direction, while the opening sentence of the third
des the phrase “in other words,” telling you to expect a
ement of a point we’ve just made. If you look through m:m
you should be able to find many sentences that contain
ord or phrase that explicitly hooks them back to some
id earlier, to something about to be said, or both. And
sentences in this chapter repeat key terms related o 9m
_connection: “connect,” “disconnect,” “link,” “relate,

1,” and “backward.”

T.QH ) Uc.ﬁ
One e.m
(from

ences and paragraphs to omnﬁ on
of connection you are making:
s move is to use transitions

Connecting the Parts

the Latin root trans, “across”), which help you cross from
point to another in your text. Transitions are usually placed
at or near the start of sentences so they can signal to readers
where your text is going: in the same direction it has been
moving, or in a new direction. More specifically, transitions
tell readers whether your text is echoing a previous sentence or
paragraph (“in other words”), adding something to it (“in addi-
tion”), offering an example of it (“for example”), generalizing
from it (“as a result”), or modifying it (“and yet”).

The following is a list of commonly used transitions, catego-
rized according to their different functions.

ADDITION

also in fact
and indeed
besides moreover
furthermore so too

in addition

mF>mO_~>._._OZ

actually

to put it another way
to put it bluntly

to put it succinctly
ultimately

by extension
in other words
in short

that is

EXAMPLg

after 4 ,

for instance
specifically

to take a case in point

as an ___cmqm:o:
Consider

for &Xample

EQ S
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Ideally, transitions should operate so unobtrusivel:

S0 of writing that they recede into the background and reade
. then do not even notice that they are there. It’s a bit like wh
therefore , happens when drivers use their turn signals before tur
thus _ 1 right or left: just as other drivers recognize such signals alme 8
unconsciously, readers should process transition terms with
1 a minimum of thought. But even though such terms should
function unobtrusively in your writing, they can be among the
ong the same lines likewise F 3 most powerful tools in your vocabulary. ,HE.DW how your heart
the same way similarly § sinks when someone, immediately after praising you, begins a
: [ sentence with “but” or “however.” No matter what follows, you
E know it won’t be good. )
A el A Notice that some transitions can help you not only to move
PR ] ] from one sentenice to another, but to combine two or more sen-
Sl L tences into one. Combining sentences in this way helps prevent
O . the choppy, staccato effect that arises when too many short sen-
o s o nm:omw are m.ﬁ,::m together, one after the other. For instance, @ E
e . MoEvSm m:.zm two choppy sentences (“Spot is a good dog. He
: . - has fleas.”) into one, better-flowing sentence, we suggested that
o while yet . : _, B i ¥

e them as “Spot is a good dog, even though he has fleas.”

.Hﬂmsmao:m like these not only guide readers through the
tWists and turns of your argument but also help ensure thai .
have an algument in the first place. In fact, we think of w

jmncﬂm_z TWO :TCH ”» A cc e : o ; ,
= i *YeL" "nevertheless,” “besides,” and others as
. en Ko A0 s :
to be sure . 1080 EH&" Wwords, since it's hard to use them without making s
e of argumen. The word “therefore,” for instance, c
TOU o my.

£ " _m_a_dm sure that the claims preceding it lead 2

| usion that it introduces. “For example” also a
Ment, since ¢ requires the material you i

> @N instance or proof of some prece

UL, the more you yse transitions, tl

¥ o connect the parts of your -

o D




SeehowMary  the basic moves of argument before yo

Maxfield uses .
wansitionson, depart from them, we advise you no
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a strong argument in the first place. And
frequently enough, using them should ev
ond nature.

To be sure, it is possible to overuse transition
read over your drafts carefully and eliminate an
are unnecessary. But following the maxim that

if you draw on they,
entually becom, sec.

S, 80 take time
Y transitions thgg
you need to lear
u can n_m:vﬁmaz

t to forgo explici
transition terms until you've first mastered their use. In

all our years of teaching, we've read countless essays that suffered
from having few or no transitions, but cannor recall one in which
the transitions were overused. Seasoned Writers sometimes omit
explicit transitions, but only because they rely heavily on the

other types of connecting devices that we turn to in the rest of
this chapter.

p. 642.

Before doing so, however, let us warmn you about inserting tran-
sitions without really thinking through their meanings—using
“therefore,” say, when your text’s logic actually requires “nev-
ertheless” or “however.” So beware. Choosing transition terms
should involve a bit of mental sweat, since the whole point of
using them is to make your writing more reader-friendly, not _mm“
The only thing more frustrating than reading Bill-style wmmmmmw i
like “Spot is a good dog. He has fleas” is reading Bm\nos%,ww 4
sentences like “Spot is a good dog. For example, he has fleas:

USE POINTING WORDS

ent is _u< using
oint or refef
The most
2 :_umwmﬁ.

Another way to connect the parts of your argum
pointing words—which, as their name implies, _um
backward to some concept in the Emﬁoﬂm mws.mmmwm.m ”
common of these pointing words include “this,

i
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sthose,” “their,” and “such” (as in “these pointing words” near
the start of this sentence) and simple pronouns like “his,” “he,”
“her,” “she,” “it,” and “their.” Such terms help you create the
flow we spoke of earlier that enables readers to move effortlessly
through your text. In a sense, these terms are like an invisible
hand reaching out of your sentence, grabbing what’s needed in
the previous sentences and pulling it along.

Like transitions, however, pointing words need to be used
carefully. It’s dangerously easy to insert pointing words into
your text that don’t refer to a clearly defined object, assuming
that because the object you have in mind is clear to you it will
also be clear to your readers. For example, consider the use of
“this” in the following passage.

Alexis de Tocgueville was highly critical of democratic societ-
ies, which he saw as tending toward mob rule. At the same time,
he accorded democratic societies grudging respect. This is seen in
Tocqueville’s statement that . . .

§05 :Hrmm:

is used in such a way it becomes an ambiguous or
free-floating p

ointer, since readers can’t tell if it refers to Tocque-
ville’s criticq] attitude toward democratic societies, his grudging
s8peetifor them, or some combination of both. “This what?”
H.mmmma mutter as they go back over such passages and try to
figure them out. It’s also tempting to try to cheat with pointing
MMMWMMMQW that they ci.: conceal or make up for nownmﬁE&
e D mﬁ :mw _nw.mé _._.,ia :w. your m._,m:BmE. By nmmm_,.zsm mo.m
. noﬁﬁ 1s” or “that,” you Bymr.ﬂ w.ﬂonm the fuzziness will
- € across as clearer than it is.

Smr“_m M”wmmﬂ Eo.EmSm caused by a mmm\mwmﬁbm .ﬁomb.ﬂﬂ. by
Vicinig, g Mwm is one and only one possible object in the

pointer could be referring to. It also often helps

19
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& to name the object the pointer is referring to at the same tipy
that you point to it, replacing the bald “this” in the mxmazm
above with a more precise phrase like “this ambivalence tows
democratic societies” or “this grudging respect.”

€

rd

REPEAT KEY TERMS AND PHRASES

A third strategy for connecting the parts of your argument is
to develop a constellation of key terms and phrases, including
their synonyms and antonyms, that you repeat throughout your
text. When used effectively, your key terms should be items
that readers could extract from your text in order to get a solid
sense of your topic. Playing with key terms also can be a good
way to come up with a title and appropriate section headings
for your text.
Notice how often Martin Luther King Jr. uses the key words
“criticism,” “statement,” “answer,” and “correspondence” in %m
opening paragraph of his famous “Letter from Birmingham Jail"

”

Dear Fellow Clergymen:

j : , e dyvates Cross
While confined here in the Birmingham city jail, I came 2 .
ise an

tk and

your recent statement calling my present activities “unw

- untimely.” Seldom do I pause to answer criticism of my WO

- ideas. If I sought to answer all the criticisms that cross my d X
my secretaries would have little time for anything other than m.§
espondence in the course of the day, and I would have n® it

e , nuiné
onstructive work. But since I feel that you are men of g€
. M ﬂumﬁ.n to

nt and

mm—n,

and that your criticisms are sincerely set forth,
ver your statement in what I hope will be patie

; ail”
THE R KING JR., “Letter from mmﬁs_:mwmag

Connecting the Parts
Even though King uses the terms “criticism” and “answer” three
rimes each and “statement” twice, the effect is not overly repeti-
tive. In fact, these key terms help build a sense of momentum
in the paragraph and bind it together.

For another example of the effective use of key terms, con-
sider the following passage, in which the historian Susan Doug-
las develops a constellation of sharply contrasting key terms
around the concept of “cultural schizophrenics”™ women like
herself who, Douglas claims, have mixed feelings about the
images of ideal femininity with which they are constantly bom-

barded by the media.

In a variety of ways, the mass media helped make us the cultural
schizophrenics we are today, women who rebel against yet submit
to prevailing images about what a desirable, worthwhile woman
should be. . . . [Tlhe mass media has engendered in many women a
kind of cultural identity crisis. We are ambivalent toward feminin-
ity on the one hand and feminism on the other. Pulled in opposite
directions—told we were equal, yet told we were subordinate; told
Wwe could change history but told we were trapped by history—we
got the bends at an early age, and we’ve never gotten rid of them.

When [ open Vogue, for example, [ am simultaneously infu-
riated and seduced. . . . ] adore the materialism; I despise the
Materialism. . . . | want to look beautiful; I think wanting to look
beautify] s about the most dumb-ass goal you could have. The
Magazine stokes my desire; the magazine triggers my bile. And this
doesn't only happen when I'm reading Vogue; it happens all the

ti
DS AR Onii the: e hand, on the other hand—that’s not i
fe=thaels whit it means

1

to be a woman in America.
© explain this schizophrenia . . .

Susan DoucLas, Where the Girls Are:
Growing Up Female with the Mass Media

{e7.9]
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A . [49 ‘ .
Douglas establishes “schizophrenia” a5 4 key
hen echoes it through synonyms like :ambas
t,” “the bends"—and even demonstrates it
es of contrasting words and phrases:

L

inst / submit

- were equal [ told we were subordinate

wmﬁm could change history / told we were trapped by history
jated / seduced

ore / I despise

nt /I think wanting . . . is about the most dumb-ass goal
Mn.maggy desire / triggers my bile

the one hand / on the other hand

e

contrasting phrases help flesh out Douglas’s claim that
men are being pulled in two directions at once. In so doing,

ique we offer for connecting the parts of <.oE
S repeating yourself, but with a &mmamnnml\ir_o.r
saying the same thing you've just said, but I?
y that avoids sounding monotonous-: To
parts of your argument and keep it mOV”
not to leap from one idea to a different

ideas cold. Instead, try to build bride®
2. ing what you've just said ir_.m
[ into new territory-.

L

Connecting the Parts

Several of the connecting devices discussed in this chapter
are ways of repeating yourself in this special way. Key terms,
pointing terms, and even many transitions can be used in a
way that not only brings something forward from the previous
sentence but in some way alters it. When Douglas, for instance,
uses the key term “ambivalent” to echo her earlier reference
to schizophrenics, she is repeating herself with a difference—
repeating the same concept, but with a different word that adds
new associations.

In addition, when you use transition phrases like

5

in other
words” and “to put it another way,” you repeat yourself with a
difference, since these phrases help you restate earlier claims but
in a different register. When you open a sentence with “in other
words,” you are basically telling your readers that in case they
didn’t fully understand what you meant in the last sentence,
you are now coming at it again from a slightly different angle,
or that since you’re presenting a very important idea, you're
hot going to skip over it quickly but will explore it further to
make sure your readers grasp all its aspects.

We would even g0 so far as to suggest that after your first
Sentence, almost every sentence you write should refer back
S:vnwiocm Statements in some way. Whether you are writing
a ?Mﬁrmnﬁonm: comment that adds to what you have just said
Or a “for example” statement that illustrates it, each sentence
MWMM_MMMTO m_w least one element of the previous mmbﬂ.mbom. in
. Hmﬁ: le ,.zw«r mwob .,.y.\rmn your ﬁmmﬁ nwwbmmm:m:mnzow
o nwm M_Esm_ﬂo:m like “in .nObn.mm.ﬁ .rosmqwa. or “but,
e, ced to Bwﬂ_ﬂ &mﬂ shift by r.sw:_m the sentence to

Just before it, as in the following example.

C
srmﬁ:sm loved basketball. Nevertheless, she feared her
ould put her at a disadvantage. _.
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‘"ts from the first. Not only does “she” echo “Chey,
since both refer to the same person, but “feared” echoes “Iis
by establishing the contrast mandated by the term “Nevert
less.” “Nevertheless,” then, is not an excuse for changing gy,
jects radically. It too requires repetition to help readers shift
gears with you and follow your train of thought. o
Repetition, in short, is the central means by which you can
move from point A to point B in a text. To introduce one last
analogy, think of the way experienced rock climbers move upa
steep slope. Instead of jumping or lurching from one handhold :
to the next, good climbers get a secure handhold on the position
they have established before reaching for the next ledge. The
same thing applies to writing. To move smoothly from pointto
pOInt in your argument, you need to firmly ground what yousay
in what you've already said. In this way, your writing remains
focused while simultaneously moving forward. 1
“But hold on,” you may be thinking. “Isn’t repetition pre-
cisely what sophisticated writers should avoid, on the grounds
that it will make their writing sound simplistic—as if they ar¢
belaboring the obvious?” Yes and no. On the one hand, writers
certainly can run into trouble if they merely repeat themselves
and nothing more. On the other hand, repetition is key to creats
ing continuity in writing. It is impossible to stay on track ind
piece of writing if you don’t repeat your points throughout the E
length of the text. Furthermore, writers would never make e
impact on readers if they didn’t repeat their main points O@E
enough to reinforce those points and make them stand outabo"
Subordmate points. The trick therefore is not to avoid repeat
yourself but to repeat yourself in varied and interesting
t youadvance your argument without sound

L U R
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V.

NINE

“YOU MEAN | CAN JUST
SAY IT THAT WAY?”

Academic Writing Doesn’t Mean
Setting Aside Your Own Voice

_@[_

WE wisH WE HAD A DOLLAR for each time a student has
asked us a version of the above question. It usually comes when
the student is visiting us during our office hours, seeking advice
about how to improve a draft of an essay he or she is working
on. When we ask the student to tell us in simple words the
point he or she is trying to make in the essay, the student will
almost invariably produce a statement that is far clearer and
more incisive than anything in the draft.

“Write that down,” we will urge. “What you just said is so0o
much better than anything you wrote in your draft. We suggest
going home and revising your paper in a way that makes that
claim the focal point of your essay.”

"Really?” our student will ask, looking surprised. “You mean
I C"(“n just say it that way?”

Sure, Why not?”
ous“VIVell, saying it that way seems just 50 elementary—so obvi-

* 2 mean, [ don’t want to sound stupid.”

1
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of this chapter is to counteract this common

: that relying in college on the mﬁﬁmpmr%ogm&.
irth language you use every day will make you sound
t to impress your teachers you need to set aside your
y voice and write in a way that is hard to understand.
easy to see how this misconception took hold, since aca.
ic writing is notoriously obscure. Students can’t be blamed
ach obscurity when so much of the writing they’re assigned
ead is so hard to understand—as we can see in the follow-
g sentence from a science paper that linguist Steven Pinker

articipants read assertions whose veracity was either affirmed or
- denied by the subsequent presentation of an assessment word.

g to say, Pinker finally decided it was probably some-
as simple as this:

ticipants read sentences, each followed by the word true or false:
% VC..._ 2

author revised the original statement by tapping into his

ering academic writing does not mean noBEmﬁoW
your normal voice for one that’s stiff, convoluted,

> suggest that any language you use among

academic writing. Nor is it to suggest
n your everyday voice as an excuse t0
nd avoid learning the rigoro\

Academic Writing Doesn’t Mean Setting Aside Your Own Voice

forms and habits that characterize academic culture. After all,
learning new words and rhetorical moves is a part of getting
an education. We do, however, wish to suggest that every-
day language can often enliven such moves and even enhance
your precision in using academic terminology. In our view,
then, it is a mistake to assume that the academic and every-
day are completely separate languages that can never be used
together. Ultimarely, we suggest, academic writing is often at
its best when it combines what we call “everydayspeak” and
“academicspeak.”

BLEND ACADEMIC AND
COLLOQUIAL STYLES

In fact, we would point out that, many academics are highly
successful writers who themselves blend everyday and academic
styles. Note, for example, how Judith Fetterley, a prominent
scholar in the field of literary studies, blends academic and

w<m€mm< ways of talking in the following passage on the novel-
ist Willa Cather:

b

As Merrill Skaggs has put it, “[Cather] is neurotically controlling
and self-conscious about her work, but she knows at all points what
o doing. Above all else, she is self-conscious.”

Without question, Cather was a control freak.

Juprth FerterLey, “Willa Cather and the
Question of Sympathy: An Unofficial Story”

~5 n—i.m Um .
the 1, ssage, Fetterley makes use of what is probably se
o mﬂ%g common technique for blending academic and

2y language: she puts them side by side, jux

g “neuror;
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AN | CAN JUST SAY IT THAT way,.

he succinct statements above show what valy.
hey can do. These distillations are admittedly redyc.
that they do not capture all the nuances of the more

e minds of readers. Without these memorable translations,
onder if these authors’ ideas would have achieved such

onsider Descartes’ “I think, therefore I am,” for example,
- comes embedded in the following passage, in which
irtes is struggling to find a philosophical foundation for
.nn truth in the face of skeptical doctrines that doubt that
thing can be known for certain. After putting himself in the
.w,,.vm,m radical skeptic and imagining what it would be like to
eve all apparent truths to be false, Descartes “immediately...
ved,” he writes,

ssary that I, who thus thought, should be somewhat; and as [
ved that this truth, I think, therefore I am (cogito ergo sum),
o certain and of such evidence that no ground of doubt, how-

e

avagant, could be alleged by the sceptics capable of shak-

n less probing and scrupulous, we speculate,
stopped writing and ended the passage after
vas absolutely necessary that I, who thus
somewhat.” After all, the passage up
the basic ingredients that the rest o.m it
1 ..ﬁ@,fwdonm accessible formulatio?

b B

Academic Writing Doesn’t Mean Setting Aside Your Own Voice

4] think, therefore I am” being merely a reformulation of this
earlier material. But just imagine if Descartes had decided that
his job as a writer was finished after his initial claim and had
failed to add the more accessible phrase “I think, therefore |
am.” We suspect this idea of his would not have become one
of the most famous touchstones of Western philosophy

EVERYDAY LANGUAGE AS A THINKING TOOL

As the examples in this chapter suggest, then, translating aca-
demic language into everydayspeak can be an indispensable
tool for clarifying and underscoring ideas for readers. But at an
even more basic level, such translation can be an indispensable
means for you as a writer to clarify your ideas to yourself. In
other words, translating academicspeak into everydayspeak can
function as a thinking tool that enables you to discover what
you are trying to say to begin with.

For as writing theorists often note, writing is generally not
4 process in which we start with a fully formed idea in our
heads that we then sim
onto the page,
of discovery in
what oyr idea i
that whay they
what they tho
&€ trying to s
this &mno,\mg

ply transcribe in an unchanged stare
On the contrary, writing is more often a means
which we use the writing process to figure out
s. This is why writers are often surprised to find
end up with on the page is quite different from
ught it would be when they started. What we
ay here is that everydayspeak is often crucial for
s _@_.onmmm, that me&mﬁﬁm your ideas into more
teally mam, m“:b er terms can help you m._mﬁm. out Javmﬂ your ideas
i Umm.nm;owvmommm to what you initially imagined they were,
“ think, 1 es, for mxmsﬁ.—m_ may not have had the formulation

B (erefore T am” in mind before he wrote the

1258




MEAN | CAN JUST SAY |T THAT way,.

: &__. e may have arrived at it as he worked ngocmr
ting process.
wn writing. One major benefit of writing coll i
two of us do, is that it repeatedly forces us t
i€ terms our less-than-clear ideas when ope
ady know what the other means, In the proc
d revising this book, for instance, we were always turning to
ch other after reading something the other had written and
ng a version of the :Omséo:\mxmymm?mrm?.Boﬂm\&sﬁ{:
stion that we described asking our students in our office in
this chapter’s opening anecdote: “What do you mean?” “I don't
—can you explain?”’ “Hyh!?” Sometimes, when the idea is
ally stated in plain, everyday terms, we realize that it doesn’t
J.. sense or that it amounts to nothing more than a cliché—or
. we have something worth pursuing. It’s as if using everyday
guage to talk through a draft—as any writer can do by asking
E0ers to critique his or her drafts—shines a bright light on our

0 explain jp
of us doesn’t
ess of writing

STILL NOT CONVINCED?

2 A out
Ot everyone will be as enthusiastic as we are mvam
rs ey X . . . 1 O
>fits of verydayspeak. Many will insist that, while s

ons, and slang, most fields in the mn_mbﬂw
08 ‘Q_Eb in both the humanities mn._m n :
some ideas simply can’t be done justic

“TI eory X,” they will say, “is just nﬁMM
n simple terms,” or “You have ;
erhaps so. But at least 0N

i i

Academic Writing Doesn’t Mean Setting Aside Your Own Voice

distinguished scientist, the celebrated atomic physicist Enrico
Fermi, thought otherwise. Fermi, it is said, believed that all
faculty in his field should teach basic physics to undergrady-
ates, because having to explain the science in relatively plain
English helped to clarify their thinking. This last point can be
stated as a rule of thumb: if you can’t explain it to your Aunt
Franny, chances are you don’t understand it yourself.
Furthermore, when writers tel] themselves that their ideas
are just too complex to be explained to nonspecialists, they risk
fooling themselves into thinking that they are making more
sense than they actually are. Translating academicspeak into
everydayspeak functions as a kind of baloney detector, a way

of keeping us honest when we’re in danger of getting carried
away by our own verbosity.

CODE-MESHING

(%5 Y L
But come on,” some may say. “Get real! Academic writing

Must, in many cases, mean setting aside our own voices.” Sure,
It may be fine 1o translate challenging academic ideas into
Plain everyday language, as Goldstein, Sword, and Descartes
do above, when it’s a language that your audience will under-

Mm_sm and find acceptable, Bur what if your everyday language—
mﬂ.m Msm YOU use when you’re most relaxed, with family and
lends

—is filled with slang and questionable grammar! And
What ify

ora i, oureveryday language is an ethnic or regional dialect—
. o:.w:m language altogether? Is there really a w._mnm for such
wmmmm_o ms academic, professional, or public ﬁmcwmw :
like swmz Do.. On the one hand, there are many situatic
0 you're applying for a job or submitting a propos

N official screening body—in which it’s pro
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-in “standard” English. On the other hand, the
en language that might confuse audiences ang lan-
hat engages or challenges them is not always obyigys,
s the line between foreign words that readers don’t already
and those that readers might happily learn. After all,
dard” written English is more open and inclusive than it
first appear. And readers often appreciate writers who
 risks and mix things up.

any prominent writers mix standard writter: English with
dialects or languages, employing a practice that cultural
d linguistic theorists Vershawn Ashanti Young and Suresh
anagarajah call “code-meshing.” For instance, in the titles of
of her books, Talkin and Testifyin: The Language of Black
ca and Black Talk: Words and Phrases From the Hood
e Amen Corner, the language scholar Geneva Smither-
mixes African American vernacular phrases with more

iV - American
e for gittin ovah. That tradition preserves the Afro-A
ge and reflects the collective spirit of the race.

5 done
quick to ridicule “educated fools,” people whaj<a

in!

ool and read all dem books and still don’t know 8&5
A2 -

approved verbal strategy for black rappe

rs to talk

w A pslegn .
wEva SmrrHerMmaN, Talkin and Testip™,

aly,
i s “Xpetiment wich

. e Americd
 The Language of Black e

)
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In these examples, Smitherman blends the types of terms we
expect in scholarly writing like “oral tradition” and “ en-

tal vehicle” with black vernacular phrases [ike “gittin ovah.”
She even blends the standard English spelling of words with
African American English variants like “dem” and “oyah? in

a way that evokes how some speakers of African American

English sound. Some might object to these unconventional |
practices, but this is precisely Smitherman’s point: that our ;
habitual language practices need to be opened up, and that the . o
number of participants in the academic conversation needs to 3
be expanded.

Along similar lines, the writer and activist Gloria Anzaldia
mixes standard Fnglish with what she calls Chicano Spanish
to make a political point about the suppression of the Spanish
language in the United States. In one typical passage, she writes:

From  this racial,

ideological, cultural, and biological cross-
pollinization, an ©

alien” consciousness is presently in the making—
8 New mestiza consciousness, una conciencia de mujer.

GLoriA ANzALDUA,
Borderlands | La Frontera: The New Mestiza

M_HMNM&S gets her point across not only through what she says

fough the way she says it, showing that the new hybrid,
Mestiza consciousness,” that she celebrates is, as she puts
Presently in the making.” Ultimately, such code-meshing

$
sﬂmnm%a. that _msmcmmmm, like the people who speak them, are
5 Istinct, Separate islands. R
Ccause there

No Need

(0780
s

o

are so many options in writing, then, t
to ever feel limited in your choice of words.
your language and improve

Your audience ang purpose, and how much ri

2o




N | CAN JUST SAY IT THAT

to take, you can dress up your language, dress it
<ome combination of both. You could even recast the title
. book, “They Say / I Say,” as a teenager might say it: “She
Goes | I'm Like.” :
~ We hope you agree with us, then, that to succeed asa college
writer, you need not always set aside your everyday voice, even
when that voice may initially seem unwelcome in the academic

world. It is by blending everyday language with standard written
English that what counts as “standard” changes and the range
of possibilities open to academic writers continues to grow.

P Exercises . )
k. aj
E L. Take a paragraph from this book and dress it down, rewrit- ’ te
.'l:-'- , ing it in informal Couoquial language, Then rewrite the same k1
}, paragraph again by dressing it up, making it much more for o
’ mal. Then rewrite the paragraph one more time in a way that nc

B blends the two styles. Share your paragraphs with a classmate,

tar
and discuss which versions are most effective and why. ing
P wa
2. Find something you’ve written for a course, and study it to se€ Or
whether you've used any of your own everyday expressions; but
-any words or structures thar are not “academic.” If by chance but
you don’t find any, see if there’s a place or two where shifting - Said
- 'tomore casual or unexpected language would help youn Way,
~ @ Poing, get your reader’s attention, or just add liveliness hoy,
your text. Be sure to keep your audience and purpose in min f
use language that will be appropriate to both. hop,
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