46
Characters

[image: image6.wmf]
Characters
47
[image: image7.wmf]

1
What follows is the text of an actual automobile recall letter. We omit the final paragraph asking the reader to bring her car in.

(1)
A defect which involves the possible failure of a frame

(2)
support plate may exist on your vehicle. This plate (front

(3)
suspension pivot bar support plate) connects a portion of the

(4)
front suspension to the vehicle frame, and its failure could

(5)
affect vehicle directional control, particularly during heavy

(6)
brake application. In addition, your vehicle may require

(7)
adjustment service to the hood secondary catch system. The

(8)
secondary catch may be misaligned so that the hood may not be

(9)
adequately restrained to prevent hood fly-up in the event the

(10)
primary catch is inadvertently left unengaged. Sudden hood

(11)
fly-up beyond the secondary catch while driving could impair

(12)
driver visibility. In certain circumstances, occurrence of

(13)
either of the above conditions could result in vehicle crash

(14)
without prior warning.

Verbs
Actions as Nouns
Actions as Verbs

(1)
involves

(1)

failure
fail

(2)
may exist

(3)
connects

connect

(4)

failure
fail

(5)
could affect

(5)

directional control
not steer

(6)

brake application
brake

(6)
may require

(7) 

adjustment service
adjust

(8)
may be misaligned

not align

(9)
may not be restrained

not restrained

(9)
to prevent

not prevent

(9) 

fly-up
fly up

(10)
is left unengaged

not engage

(11)

fly-up
fly up

(11)

driving
drive

(11)
could impair

(12)

visibility
not see

(12)

occurrence
occur

(13)
could result

(13)

crash
crash

(14)

warning
warning


(1)
A defect which involves the possible failure of a frame support plate may exist on your vehicle. This plate (front suspension pivot bar support plate) connects a portion of the front suspension to the vehicle frame, . . .



Character
Action



____________________
has defect



____________________
fail



____________________
connect


(2)
. . . and its failure could affect vehicle directional control, particularly during heavy brake application.



____________________
fail



____________________
not steer



____________________
brake

(3)
In addition, your vehicle may require adjustment service to the hood secondary catch system. The secondary catch may be misaligned. . .



____________________
adjust



____________________
not align


(4)
. . . so that the hood may not be adequately restrained to prevent hood fly-up in the event the primary latch is inadvertently left unengaged. 



____________________
not engage



____________________
not restrain



____________________
fly up

(5)
Sudden hood fly-up beyond the secondary catch while driving could impair driver visibility.



____________________
fly up



____________________
drive



____________________
not see


(6)
In certain circumstances, occurrence of either of the above conditions could result in vehicle crash without prior warning.



____________________
occur



____________________
crash



____________________
warn






When a writer uses nominalizations to express the key actions in her story, the grammar will allow her simply to drop out all the characters. Then, when we try to read or edit her prose, we often cannot tell who does what.

2
a.
If there could be the presentation of data that would indicate that the representation of the status of the problem was accurate, then a decision could be made.

b.
If [        ] presents data that would indicate that [        ] accurately represented the status of the problem, [        ] could decide. . . .

In too many cases, writers use nominalizations out of habit or because they misjudge their readers or don’t fully understand their material. But sometimes they use nominalizations for other reasons – for example, to shift the reader’s attention away from the agents of the actions.

3
a.
The public has increasingly resisted allowing the chemical industry to build new hazardous waste facilities near population centers. This problem is complicated even further because the public does not trust us, believing that the few examples where the industry improperly managed hazardous waste represent the waste disposal rule rather than the exception. We must begin an extensive campaign to change the way the public perceives us. At the moment, we believe that the chemical industry will have to spend more than $5 m. on this campaign.

b.
There is a growing resistance to allowing new hazardous waste facilities to be built near population centers. Complicating this problem even further is public distrust, founded on the notion that the few notorious examples of improper waste management represent the waste disposal rule rather than the exception. It will be necessary to initiate an extensive campaign to change these perceptions. At the moment, it appears that the cost of such a campaign could be in excess of $5 m.






Who’s Responsible?

If you express crucial actions as verbs, you face a second question: who is responsible for that action? – whom do you want to present as the central actor? Writers have to establish responsibility in all kinds of writing. You can do so most clearly by making the responsible agent the subject of verbs that express key actions in the story.

4
The question of who is or is not responsible becomes especially important when a text is destined for the public. Here’s ex-Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger on an incident in the Persian Gulf, when a U.S. ship attacked an Iranian ship that was caught laying mines in shipping channels. Weinberger is being interviewed by Jim Lehrer (9/22/87). The question is: Who decided to attack the Iranian ship and on whose authority?

Lehrer:
And the attack [on an Iranian ship laying mines] was carried out –

Wein.: 
– Yes, by helicopters.

Lehrer:
Who decided to engage them? And what was the authority for –

Wein.: 
– Hostile action was taken –

Lehrer:
Laying mines?

Wein.: 
– my yes, laying mines in proximity to our ships is a hostile action, and once the Iranian ship had taken this hostile action the decision had to be made quickly and it was made and steps were taken.

Lehrer: 
The decision was made?

Wein.: 
Yes, once there was a hostile action, the decision had to be made immediately and in response to that action.

Lehrer: 
And the authority for the decision?

Wein.: 
Well, you don’t want decisions like this to have to go through in box after in box. The decision had to be made quickly on the spot, and it was made, and the right people were notified. . . and the President was briefed thoroughly. . . .

Lehrer: 
[continuing the discussion of notification ]. . . and the Congress?

Wein.: 
We are following the notification provisions of the War Powers Act, notifying Congress in more detail than the act requires. I notified the Congressional leadership –

Lehrer:
– Congressional leaders?–

Wein.: 
– the top members. I called four, got two. Other members of the department notified other members. . . .

5
Here is an example of texts composed specifically for private and public consumption.  Compare the difference between two different versions of the story of a fire.  The first version is an internal letter in which the person investigating an accident explains how it happened and suggests that the company blame the accident on a faulty excess flow valve (which was an important link in the chain of causes).  Note how the author makes it clear that "C" and "D" (who are employees of the insured company) are partly responsible for the accident.

a.

At approximately 3:55 o'clock a.m. on the morning of Saturday, July 30, 1983, an explosion and fire occurred at the plant in an area where railroad tank cars are loaded with vinyl chloride for shipment.  The fire seriously burned C, an F employee involved in the vinyl chloride loading operation, and seriously, but less severely, burned L, a fellow employee loading caustic at a loading rack approximately 15 to 20 yards away.  The fire originated at tank car ABCD 96 and spread to an adjacent car HIJK 74.  Your insured suffered some $950,000.00 in damages as a result of the fire.



The theory best supported by the physical evidence is that C mistakenly disconnected the south loading hose attached to ABCD 96 without first closing its intake valve, thus permitting vinyl chloride to escape from the tank car into the atmosphere when the tank car's excess flow valves failed to function.  This theory is supported by a number of factors:    [List of factors.]



Recall that C relieved D who had been loading the cars with vinyl chloride.  It is possible that D did not communicate with C regarding what stage of the loading procedures D had arrived at prior to the time C relieved him, or that D communicated incorrect information to C regarding what stage of the loading procedures D had arrived at prior to his relief by C.

Now compare the public version of the story, which tries to lay the blame on the manufacturer of the excess flow valves:

b.

On or about July 30, 1983, at approximately 3:55 a.m., an explosion and fire occurred at the F plant located on Road in City.  The explosion and fire occurred in an area of the plant where railroad tank cars are loaded with vinyl chloride and caustic for shipment.  The explosion and fire originated as tank car ABCD 96 was being prepared for transit.  The loading line connected to the south angle valve of tank car ABCD 96 either ruptured or became prematurely disconnected, allowing the release of highly flammable vinyl chloride onto the loading rack area, even though the tank car was equipped with excess flow valves that were intended to prevent this type of product loss.  The vinyl chloride ignited causing this explosion and fire.

How would you tell this story if you were the manufacturer of the excess flow valve? 

6
The issue of responsibility is important in business writing of all types. This excerpt is taken from a construction contract. Drafted by a lawyer, it was approved and signed by an officer in a development company and by the owner of a construction company. Once signed, agreements like this one become instruction manuals for employees who must carry out the provisions of the agreement. Which version is likely to be a successful instruction manual?

a.
Work shall not be deemed ready for Abco’s written acceptance until completion of the work indicated on said list. Upon said completion, Abco shall again inspect the Work, and if satisfied, shall issue Contractor a written certificate indicating acceptance of the Work. Before issuance of the final certificate, evidence satisfactory to Abco must be submitted to it showing that all payrolls, material bills and other indebtedness connected with the Work for which Abco has paid have been paid by Contractor or its subcontractors. Thereupon, Contractor shall be paid the balance of any amount owing to Contractor including the retained amount, if any, referred to in Paragraph 6.02(c), but such payment shall not alter or amend the terms of any warranty provided herein.

b.
Work shall not be deemed ready for Abco’s written acceptance until Contractor has completed the work indicated on said list. When the Contractor has completed the Work, Abco shall again inspect it. If Abco is satisfied with the Work, it shall issue Contractor a written certificate indicating that it has accepted the Work. Before Abco issues the final certificate to Contractor, Contractor must submit evidence satisfactory to Abco that Contractor or its subcontractors have paid all payrolls, material bills and other indebtedness connected with the Work for which Abco has paid. Thereupon, Abco shall pay Contractor the balance of any amount owing to Contractor including the retained amount, if any, referred to in Paragraph 6.02(c). However such payment shall not alter or amend the terms of any warranty provided herein.

When giving instructions, make the subject of each sentence the person responsible for carrying out its key actions.





7
The following text is the opening of a “Tax Action Memo” published by the Tax Laws Publishing Company, Inc., which distributes information on federal income tax laws and procedures not only to accounting firms but also to individuals filing their own returns. What on the page makes “a” seem directed at insiders (tax accountants) while “b” appears aimed at the layperson, someone not in-the-know? 

a.
Previously, a five-year amortization period was required for computer software, absent proof of a shorter useful life (Rev. proc. 69-21, 1969-2 CB 303). However, under a new provision included in the RRA 1993 legislation, 36-month amortization is allowable if acquisition occurs after August 10, 1993 [IRC Sections 197(e)(3)(A) and 167(f)(1)(A) are applicable]. 


Also, for acquisitions after July 25, 1991 but before August 11, 1993, 36-month amortization is possible by retroactive application of Section 197. Retroactive election of Section 197 requires evaluation of the impact on the tax treatment of all intangibles acquired after July 25, 1991, but before August 11, 1993. [The amendment notes regarding IRS Section 197 in RRA ‘93 Act Section 13261(g)(2) and (3) are applicable.] 

b. 
Previously, taxpayers were required to write off purchase costs of computer software over a five-year period, unless they could prove that the software had a shorter useful life (see Rev. proc. 69-21, 1969-2 CB 303). However, under a new provision included in the RRA 1993 legislation, you can now write off software costs over a 36-month period. To do this, you must have acquired the software after August 10, 1993. [See IRC Sections 197(e)(3)(A) and 167(f)(1)(A).] 


Also, for software you acquired after July 25, 1991 but before August 11, 1993, you may elect to apply Section 197 retroactively and write off the software over a 36-month period. When determining whether to apply Section 197 retroactively, you should evaluate how this would affect the way you treat all intangibles you have acquired after July 25, 1991 but before August 11, 1993. [See the amendment notes on IRS Section 197 in RRA 1993 Act Section 13261(g)(2) and (3).] 






Complication #1

Which Character?

Most stories have more than one character. If you make sure that all your subjects are characters, you still have to decide which character best serves your story.

8
a.
Once upon a time, Little Red Riding Hood was walking through the woods.

b.
Once upon a time, the Wolf was lurking behind a tree in the woods.

c.
Once upon a time, Grandmother was home in bed, wondering where lunch was.

9
a.
Hillary Clinton prepared the document that Susan McDougal used to defraud the government in the Whitewater matter.

b.
Susan McDougal used a document prepared by Hillary Clinton to defraud the government in the Whitewater matter.

10
a.
Charlottesville is losing its tax base to Albemarle County.

b.
Albemarle County is increasing its tax base at Charlottesville’s expense.

c.
The tax base is  moving to Albemarle County at Charlottesville’s expense.

11
a.
You are unclear and disorganized.

b.
Your paper is unclear and disorganized.

c.
When I read your prose, I have a hard time understanding it and I can’t see how one part connects to another.






Complication #2

Which Kind of Character?

Thus far, we have talked about characters as though they were always flesh-and-blood persons. But writers often tell stories about objects, institutions, abstract entities, and even actions expressed in nominalizations.

12
Some nominalizations name familiar concepts that we know so well that we treat them almost as though they were objects.

Few issues have so divided America as abortion on demand.

A major issue in past elections was the Equal Rights Amendment.

13
Other nominalizations name the special topics of a discipline or profession. For specialists, these terms of art name concepts as familiar as their friends and families. They feel very comfortable with stories told about those special concepts, though these “insider” stories can often defeat the rest of us. This story seems perfectly readable to management consultants:

Strategic planning can only succeed at Abco if it wins the hearts and minds of line managers. As a planning exercise builds credibility with the managers closest to the shop floor, it begins through them to take root in the culture of the organization so that the planning process is no longer something imposed from above but part of the daily life of the business. For that reason, the initial plan has to present as little threat to line managers as possible. It cannot help but disrupt some of their standard ideas and familiar routines. But if it benefits them personally right from the start — improves their productivity, enhances their sense of participation in key decisions, promises to enhance those areas of the business by which they are evaluated —then a plan can help line managers get past those early, knee-jerk resistance and make them champions for its continued implementation.

These kinds of stories can easily be translated into a version focusing on flesh-and-blood characters:

Abco will only succeed with strategic planning if line managers buy in. As the managers closest to the shop floor begin to believe in a planning exercise, they begin to embed it in the culture of the organization so that the planning process is no longer something imposed from above but part of the daily life of the business. For that reason, line manages must see as little threat as possible in the initial plan. They cannot help but face some disruption in some of their standard ideas and familiar routines. But if they personally benefit from the plan right from the start — improve their productivity, feel that they are participating more fully in key decisions, receive better evaluations because their area of the business is enhanced — then line managers can get past those early, knee-jerk resistance and become champions for the continued implementation of strategic planning.

14
A third kind of nominalization names a character created for the particular purposes of the author:

The argument is this. The cognitive component of intention exhibits a high degree of complexity.  Intention is temporally divisible into two:  prospective intention and immediate intention.  The cognitive function of prospective intention is the representation of a subject's similar past actions, his current situation, and his course of future actions.  That is, the cognitive component of prospective intention is a plan.  The cognitive function of immediate intention is the monitoring and guidance of ongoing bodily movement.  Taken together these cognitive mechanisms are highly complex.  The folk psychological notion of belief, however, is an attitude that permits limited complexity of content.  Thus the cognitive component of intention is something other than folk psychological belief.


Myles Brand (1984), Intending and Acting, MIT Press

These kinds of stories do not always fare so well when we translate them into a purely agent-action style:

I would argue like this:  Whenever you intend anything, you behave in ways that are cognitively complex.  We may divide these ways into two temporal modes:  You intend either prospectively or immediately.  When you intend prospectively, you cognitively represent what you have done similarly in the past, what your current situation is, and how you intend to act in the future.  That is, when you intend prospectively, you cognitively plan.  But when you intend to do something immediately, you monitor and guide you body as you move it.  When we take these two cognitive components together, we must recognize that they are highly complex.  But when we consider what most of us believe about these matters on the basis of folk psychology, we realize that we think about them in ways that are too simple.  When we think about the cognitive component of intention, we have to go beyond folk psychology.

In a passage that does not have all of the peripheral nominalizations but retains as its main character the nominalization prospective and immediate intention, the abstract character seems to be the right approach:

My argument is this. The cognitive component of intention is quite complex. It is temporally divisible into two:  prospective and immediate. The cognitive function of prospective intention represents our current situation, how we have similarly acted in the past, and how we will act in the future. That is, the cognitive component of prospective intention lets us plan ahead. On the other hand, the cognitive function of immediate intention monitors and guides our body as we move it.  Taken together these cognitive mechanisms are too complex for us to explain by folk psychological notions alone.






The First and Second Principle

of a Clear and Direct Style

Effective sentences tell a story. They are built around characters and actions — around people doing things. Readable sentences match the two essential elements of a story, character and action, with the two essential elements of a sentence, subject and verb.

 
Express central characters as the subjects of verbs.


Express their crucial actions not as nouns, but as verbs. 


Between those two, the first takes precedence.

[image: image1.wmf]
a.
Smith proved that Jones had failed to improve the property, but the Court held that Jones had not breached their agreement.

b.
Smith offered proof of Jones' failure in regard to improvement of the property, but the Court issued a holding that Jones had not committed any breach of their agreement.

c.
Smith's proof of Jones' failure in improving the property resulted in the Court's holding that there was no breach of the agreement on the part of Jones.

d.
The holding was that there was an absence of proof of a failure in the improvement of the property and so there was no breach of the agreement.





What Counts as a Character?

Characters are either (a) the agents of actions or (b) the receivers or objects of actions. Your “default” choice (what you choose when you have no special reason not to) should be characters who are agents.

Characters can be people, organizations of people, non-human living things, tangible objects, and even concepts. 
In the examples below, character-agents are capitalized:
a.
Readers understand better and faster when writers express characters as subjects.

b.
Since 1976, Information Concepts has offered an Employee Guidance Program to our employees and their immediate families.

c.
My cat Leonard jumps off my third-floor balcony.

d.
Dusty Miller is a greyish-blue plant that people often use as groundcover.

e.
The Apple StyleWriter II, an ink-jet printer, costs only half as much as the Personal LaserWriter.

f.
Upward mobility is something today’s youth no longer expect.

g.
Heat-transfer is far more efficient in third-generation boilers.

Although abstract concepts can be characters, you can always tell these stories with concrete characters instead:
f.
Today’s youth no longer expect to be upwardly-mobile.

g.
Third-generation boilers transfer hear far more efficiently.

You can use a nominalization as a character when it names a tangible object: 
h.
The lease agreement binds you to pay for all damages caused by your cats.

i.
The front suspension system holds the road far better on a Honda than on a Subaru.

You can use an abstract nominalization as a character if it names a concept so familiar to your reader that it seems to act in your story. 

Normally, the abstract nominalizations which can act as characters are those with a long history of investigation and discussion in a given field or profession: 

j.
Inflation helps no one but the IRS.

k.
Debt financing raises the rate of return on assets.

A Note about Characters and Subjects
If you follow the two principles we’ve learned – characters in subjects and actions in verbs – then the characters in your sentences will appear before the actions. But the fact that there is a character before the action doesn’t necessarily mean a sentence is readable. For a sentence to be readable, the character at or near the beginning the sentences has to be the subject of that sentence – not a minor part of a complex subject with a nominalization at its head. Watch out especially for characters that are possessives attached to a nominalization. For example, in “a” the head word in the subject is a nominalization and the character is a possessive. In “b,” however, the whole subject is a character, and that character is the agent of the sentence’s action.


subject 
  verb
a.
The Court’s denial of summary judgment 
was without cause.


character
nominalized action

subject
    verb
b.  The Court 
denied summary judgment without cause.


character
action



 

When Agents Disappear
We lose subject-agents when we use nominalizations (characters are capitalized, verbs are boldfaced, nominalizations are underlined):

a. We believe that this S&L should be cautious.

b. Our belief is that this S&L should show caution.
c. [        ] belief is in favor of [          ] caution.
We also lose subject-agents when we use passive verbs: 

a. The court analyzed the competitive situation.

b. The competitive situation was analyzed by the Court.

c. The competitive situation was analyzed [           ].

In active sentences, the agent of the action is the subject, while the object or goal of the action is the object:


subject
verb
object

The Court
analyzed 
the competitive situation.


agent
action
goal

In a passive sentence, the subject is the object or goal; a form of “to be” precedes the verb; and the agent may appear after the preposition “by”:


subject
verb
The competitive situation
was analyzed
by the Court.


goal
action
agent
But the agent may also be simply deleted:

The competitive situation was analyzed [            ].

In the most abstract, agentless writing, nominalizations combine with passives and impersonal verbs (“it seems,” “it appears,” etc.). Compare the following two examples (verbs are boldfaced, nominalizations are capitalized):

It is not clear that there must be an analysis of foreign law before there can be a decision in this matter.

We are not certain that we have to analyze foreign law before we can decide this matter.





How to Depopulate a Sentence

Start with a sentence that has characters and actions in subjects and verbs (characters are capitalized, actions are boldfaced):
In regard to what X had to report about how X’s projected petroleum production facilities would affect the environ​ment, X believed that while the EPA had retained the same regulations, IT had shifted its policy. The EPA then required that companies such as x make de novo studies and estimate how their new facilities would affect the environ​ment if they produced amounts of petroleum that the EPA considered material.


Change the verbs, nominalizing or making them passive:
In regard to X’s reporting about the effects of X’s projected petroleum production facilities on the environ​ment, it was believed by X that despite EPA retention of the same regulations, there had been a shift in its policy. There was then a requirement by the epa for de novo studies on the part of companies such as x and estimates as to the effects of their new facilities on the environment, if the amounts of their petroleum products might be considered material by the EPA.


Then just drop out all the characters:

In regard to [        ] reporting about the effects [        ] on the environment, it was believed [        ] that despite [        ] retention of the same regulations, there had been a shift in [        ] policy. There was then a requirement [        ] for de novo studies [        ] and estimates as to the effects on the environment if the amounts of [        ] petroleum products might be considered material [          ].






How to Find a Subject

Once you locate the verb, put a who or a what in front of it and ask a question:

1. Locate the verb:
Implementation of the suggested reform could be accomplished by regulation within the framework of the current Food and Drug Act.

2. Ask a question:

What could be accomplished by regulation within the framework of the current Food and Drug Act?

3. The answer is the subject:

Implementation of the suggested reform could be accomplished within the framework of the current Food and Drug act.

If the subjects of your sentences are consistently abstractions (nouns made out of verbs), and if your verbs are consistently empty verbs such as “do,” “make,” “occur,” “have,” or “be,” then your style is almost certainly wordy, without force or energy. Compare:

We can implement the reform by regulation within the framework of the Food and Drug Act.





A Further Note on Nominalizations:


Linking Verbs and Hidden Adjectives
You’ll remember that we can nominalize adjectives as well as verbs. This means that when you revise nominalizations you will turn some of them into adjectives rather than verbs. So we have to complicate our advice about them just a bit.

Take another look at this excerpt from example #8 (characters are capitalized, verbs are underlined, and nominalizations are boldfaced):

a.
The absence of a feeling of affiliation may be a second major contributor to low parental involvement. A sense of alienation may generate feelings of intimidation or anger, which engenders such high levels of discomfort and unconfidence at meetings, compounded by the presence of teachers, guidance counselors, administrators, and perhaps even psychologists, that future visits to school are discouraged.

b.
Parents may also fail to become involved when they do not feel affiliated with the school. When parents feel like outsiders, they may become either intimidated or angry. When they attend a school meeting and confront a conference room full of teachers, guidance counselors, administrators, and perhaps even psychologists, they may become so unconfident and uncomfortable that they feel discouraged and may not return to the school.
When we revise “a” according to LRS principles, the character “parents” becomes the subject of our sentences. When we put this character up front, a few of our nominalizations – and only a few – turn into active verbs:

the absence of a feeling

they do not feel
future visits

they. . . may not return

We did indeed add some additional verbs to the passage: to become, do not feel, feel, may become, may become, feel. But these verbs are all verbs of feeling and becoming – in other words, they’re linking verbs.

Because this passage talks so much about feelings, we had to change the first version’s nominalizations into adjectives rather than verbs (characters are capitalized, verbs are underlined, and adjectives are italicized ):

b.
Parents may also fail to become involved when they do not feel affiliated with the school. When parents feel like outsiders, they may become either intimidated or angry. When they attend a school meeting and confront a conference room full of teachers, guidance counselors, administrators, and perhaps even psychologists, they may become so unconfident and uncomfortable that they feel discouraged and may not return to the school.

Linking Verbs and Hidden Adjectives (cont’d)
Although in some contexts nominalizations like “affiliation” and “intimidation” could be changed into verbs instead of adjectives, that wouldn’t have made much sense here (“Parents feel they do not affiliate with the school”).

You now have two additional points to remember about nominalizations: 

1. Problematic nominalizations may hide within them not actions which should be verbs, but conditions which should be adjectives.

2.
If your story seems not to have a strong action but instead to be centered on feeling, being, becoming, growing, appearing, seeming, smelling, looking, making, or sounding, then when you revise you will probably change your nominalizations into adjectives.




Problems with Too Few Characters

As a professional, you’ll revise both your own and others’ written work. How can you tell if a document contains too few characters?

At first you may have trouble recognizing that you have used too few characters. So we offer the same advice in this session as we did in the last: read your writing aloud or get others to read and critique it.

More specifically, when you read and revise your own and others’ professional writing, you can use the following guidelines to determine if there is a problem with too few characters:

Diagnosis
1.
Draw a line under the first six or seven words. Are no characters named? Or, if you do find a character named, is it after the preposition “by” or “of,” or is it in the possessive?

2.
Circle the verbs. Are they unspecific and/or passive – “have,” “make,” “do,” “be,” “occurs,” “was allowed,” “is needed,” etc.?

3.
Underline possessive nouns. Are most of them before nominalizations?

Revision
1.
Write down the main action of the sentence – WHAT is going on? Since obscure sentences often hide their actions in nominalizations, transform those problematic nominalizations into verbs. Also write down any verbs that are passive, in their active form.

2.
Determine the agent of the action – WHO is performing the action? First look for the agent among the characters actually named in the sentence. If that fails, draw on your background knowledge of the context in order to identify the characters only implied in the sentence. Write down your WHO-WHAT pairs.

3.
Try out a series of logical frames for these character-action, subject-verb pairs. What you’re actually doing here is using a common set of connector words to paraphrase the sentence:

Since _______ , _______ .

_______, because _______ . 

Although _______ , _______ .

Before/after/when/where _______ , _______ . 

Nevertheless/however, _______ . 

Problems with Too Few Characters: An Example

Example
[a] Utilization on an unlimited basis is permitted. [b] However, prior EGP registration is required before any contact with the Legal Referral Service.

Diagnose
You have a problem with too few characters because you have

1.
Found no human characters in the first seven words: Utilization on an unlimited basis is permitted.. . . ; However, prior EGP registration is required. . . .

2.
Found that the verbs are not specific and/or passive: is permitted, is.

3.
N/A

Revise
1.
Write down the main actions of each sentence — WHAT is going on? Transform problematic nominalizations into verbs, and write down any verbs that are passive.

WHAT:
utilization

utilize

use   (omit jargon) 


is permitted

permit
WHAT:
registration

register

requirement

require

contact

contact
2.
Determine the agent of the actions (the WHO). Since no characters are actually named, you have to draw on your background knowledge of the context in order to identify the character-agents implied in the sentence. Write down your WHO-WHAT pairs.

WHO:
Employees and their immediate families use

Information Concepts permits

You and your immediate family may use
WHO:
Employees register

Information Concepts requires

You must register
WHO:
Employees contact

You contact
3.
Try out a series of logical frames for these character-action, subject-verb pairs:

[a] You and your immediate family may use the Legal Referral Service on an unlimited basis. [b] However, you must first register with HG each time you contact the Legal Referral Service.
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“I’m uneasy that these rules are too mechanical. If I’m just following all of these rules, what’s left of me in my sentences?”
LRS is not about rules. It’s about principles that help you control a range of styles. You have to decide how you want to approach your readers, how you want them to understand what you have to say. Then the LRS principles help you to know how to create a style to match your objectives. Style is choice, and LRS is about giving you the ability to make the choices that best serve your own purposes.

It is true, however, that LRS encourages you to think about the process of writing mechanically. That’s actually one of its biggest advantages. Because they give you a way to achieve your goals mechanically, you can apply these principles even when you’re too close to your draft, when you’ve been though the material once too often, or when you’re too tired to see your writing with a cold, clear eye. The mechanical part of LRS helps you to see your own work as your readers will.

Just because LRS offers mechanical procedures, you don’t have to be a mechanical writer. Rather, LRS principles help you avoid getting lost in the problem of how to achieve your goals, freeing you up to concentrate on the question of what those goals should be.

The LRS approach has one more key advantage. Because LRS principles help you focus on keeping your story straight as you tell it, they also help you to get your story straight in the first place. Most writers find that LRS principles impose a helpful discipline on their thinking. When you use LRS principles, you

•
make sure that you are yourself clear about what happens and who is responsible for the actions;

•
have a story to tell, not just a collection of empty sentences with “to be” verbs;

•
have to decide which objects and concepts are important enough and familiar enough to your readers that you can treat them as characters in your story. Eventually, you will find that you have to begin to choose among characters, further shaping and molding your story to make it yours. 
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“Do all subjects have to be agents?”

No. It is a good idea to make the subject the agent or “doer” of the action. Readers will generally follow your story more easily if you do express agents in the subject position. So you should make an “agent-action” style your default style – the style you use when you have no particular reason to do otherwise.

But when you do have a good reason, you can write clear and effective sentences that do not have agents as subjects. The subject is a position, the slot in the sentence that normally comes before the verb and that answers the question you get by putting “who” or “what” before the verb. Subjects usually come first in clauses, but they do not have to:

Down the street came a truck.

The reason for this decision we cannot understand.

There is a spider in my shirt.

Many writers remember the advice to “get the subject up front.” But that’s as misleading as the definition of subject as doer. The subject will almost always be up front, even in the most unclear sentences:

The failure to understand the reason for the decision to terminate the program is a result of ignorance of the actual processes of the committee.

What you do want to get up front in the subject position is a character – some person, object, or concept that is so important to your story and so familiar to your readers that you want to make it the centerpiece of your story.
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“What do I do when I am the agent of the action? My teachers say I should never use ‘I’ or ‘we’?"

Over the years, students have been given a lot of misleading advice about using “I” and “we.” Since your default style should use agents as subjects, you should use “I” as your subject if you have performed the crucial actions in your story and you don’t have a good reason to do otherwise. The complication is that there might be a number of good reasons not to. You might want to start your sentence with a character other than yourself. Or you might be writing in a field that avoids “I” or “we” in order to be “objective.” In fact, writers in those fields use “I” and “we” all the time – when the action they write about is one that only they could have performed. When, however, the action is one that is supposed to turn out the same no matter who performed it – for example, the actions a scientist performs in the lab – then writers often avoid making themselves the character in the sentence and put some other character in the subject position.





a.
Cutbacks in loan availability are mandated as a result of lack of success in the acquisition of federal funding.

b.
Engineering attempts were made in regard to an assessment of the feasibility of completing the project within the time frame proposed.

c.
The student orientation regarding the curriculum, provided at the time of the admittance screening, has proved to be effective in the reduction of the no-show rate.

d.
Lack of statistical data of sufficient reliability precluded determination as to the effectiveness of the continuation of the study of the voting patterns among these groups.

e.
The investigators found the failure resulted from the inability of the property to withstand the weight of the bauxite ore, and specifically found that it was defectively designed because the design was based upon an incorrect estimate of the specific gravity of bauxite ore.

f.
There are statements in the literature in regard to the fact that the assessment of the mobility of the detached retina is a factor when the nondrainage retinal detachment procedure of Custodis and Lincoff is under consideration.  Determination of the mobility of the detached retina is made on the basis of two factors.  The depth of the subretinal fluid is the first to be given consideration.  If the subretinal fluid is shallow, then little room is given for actual movement of the detached retina. 

g.
The crucial importance of language skills in children's problem solving ability was stressed by Jones (1985) in his classic paper on thinking.  Improvement in non-verbal problem solving occurred as a result of improvements in language skills.  It was suggested in that paper that use of previously acquired language habits for problem articulation and activation of knowledge previously learned through language was the source of better performance.  Therefore, systematic practice in the verbal formulation of non-linguistic problems prior to attempts at their solution might be an avenue for exploration in the enhancement of problem solving in general.
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