Writing and Composition*
Despite what you may have heard in High School English class, writing is not easy. It is a very difficult, demanding, self-conscious art form, requiring the utmost care and diligence. Some basic rules of composition are these: 

1. Allow yourself sufficient time to complete an assignment. That means begin writing as soon as possible and leave time for revision.

2. Always begin with an outline and a thesis. Although the final essay may depart from the original schema, these give you a place to start.

3. Always prepare a rough draft. Although the word processor has allowed students the luxury of throwing together a rough draft that sort of looks like a finished product, lack of care in composition is excruciatingly apparent to the gentle reader. Spell-check is a poor substitute for real proof-reading and cannot spot grammatical errors, much less lapses in argument.
4. Read your papers aloud, either to yourself or a friend. Nothing can identify faulty logic and poor syntax better than the human ear.
5. Avoid jargon, jingoism, neologisms, and colloquial speech. Students have an annoying habit of piling endings up on adjectives, e.g., "reformationistical," "totalitarianistic" etc. These endings do not often convey the ideas that the writers intended, When a student wrote on an exam "the church should be more spiritual and less economical," the passage sounded nonsensical; "economical" does not mean "concerned with economic matters" in the sense required here. Similarly "simple" and "simplistic" are words with vastly different meanings although students tend to use them as if they were interchangeable. If you are uncertain about the meaning of a word look it up in a dictionary.
6. Never, never, ever, under any circumstances use contractions in formal prose. Violators will be disemboweled publicly. The only place I should see apostrophes are in possessive forms. "It's", by the way, is the contraction for "It is." "Its" (no apostrophe) is the possessive form.
7. Avoid the following words and all their kin: "Thing", "You", "Get", and "A Lot." Get and thing are hopelessly vague; second person address has no place in formal prose, and "a lot" is a piece of real estate. Also bear in mind that the verb "to go" does not mean "to say, to mean, to signify." 
8. Avoid long quotations from primary or secondary works. If your argument hangs on the particular wording used by an author, you ought to quote the relevant passages, but do so sparingly. Do not quote basic factual information. When faced with the urge to quote, ask yourself "why is it necessary for me to quote this? Why is this particular bit of text so utterly crucial to my argument?" Laziness is not the acceptable answer.  (Quoting is not the same thing as citing – you may still need to cite the source even though you have not used quotation marks!)

9. If you do find it necessary to quote, make sure that you do not simply "drop" a quotation into the middle of the text. A quotation needs some sort of introduction, and generally ought not be used to introduce a paragraph. 
10. Always be precise when identifying people, places, events, or dates. Compare the relative effectiveness of the following statements:
"The Normans under Duke William were able to defeat King Harold II of England at Hastings in October 1066 largely because the English army had been faced with a Norwegian invasion in York only three weeks earlier."
"Some duke beat Harold because he had another battle to fight at about the same time."
Which of these two sentences actually says anything? More importantly, which one suggests that the author has a clue about what he/she/it is writing about?

Overall, aim for clarity. Write so that you cannot be misunderstood. 
*Courtesy of William B. Smith, Oglethorpe University.
My own two cents…

· The first time you introduce a person, you must use their full name, even if it is Dr. George Archibald Copelan Smith-Johnson, Jr. – Only after you have fully introduced someone can you refer to them by their last name.
· Be sure each sentence contains a subject and a verb (do not use sentence fragments) that agree in number
· Capitalize appropriate words
· Avoid first person pronouns (I, we, me, my, our)
· Use consistent verb tense. Stay in the past or present tense throughout your writing!
· A pronoun needs a clear antecedent and agrees with it in number; be especially careful is using "it" 
· Avoid passive verbs; use active verbs 
· "It’s" means it is; "its" is a possessive pronoun
· "Their" is possessive pronoun. "They’re" means "they are." "There" generally refers to location
· Do not run together two independent clauses
· Place modifiers near what they modify

· Avoid dashes, parentheses, semicolons, and colons unless you are sure you know how to use them

· Try not to begin sentences with "therefore," "however," "but"
· Do not use the same word over and over. Use a thesaurus if you must
· Each sentence should have a clear meaning
· Paragraphs should have a unity of purpose, organization, and meaning and generally be longer than a couple of sentences
· Move clearly and thoughtfully from paragraph to paragraph (transitions in thought should be smooth and organized)
· Underline titles of books. Use quotation marks for article titles, chapter titles, and journals
· Do not use slang or clichés

· Compound sentences need a comma and a conjunction between the independent clauses
· "Less" refers to quantity; "fewer" refers to number
· Try not to ask rhetorical questions
· Avoid abbreviations and do not use "Mr." or "Mrs.”

· Be respectful; do not refer to a person by a first name only
· Do not split infinitives
· Avoid using "this"
· "Who" refers to people; "that" refers to things
· Please "think," "believe," or "contend," but not "feel"
· "Affect" and "effect" do not have the same meaning

