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Writing with Clarity

Content
❖ Remove insignificant sentences, phrases, or words.

➢ Before: “The damage associated with UV irradiation on plant and animal populations is
well documented. The UV irradiation in sunlight severely damages DNA and other
biological molecules in a variety of marine plant and animal species (Gleason and
Wellington 1995).”

➢ The UV irradiation in sunlight severely damages DNA and other biological molecules in
a variety of marine plant and animal species (Gleason and Wellington 1995).”Provide
specific details and evidence that supports your argument or claim.

❖ Ensure that each sentence is important and relevant to your argument
➢ POOR: “Many of the animals living near deep-sea hydrothermal vents are relatively

large.”
■ Relative to what? Why is this important?

➢ POOR: “Cell death is a particularly interesting phenomenon."
■ What is so interesting about it?
■ Why is it important to say this?

❖ Use precise language.
➢ POOR: “I saw three mutant flies using my microscope.”

■ Were the flies using the microscope?
➢ POOR: “Ferguson (1963) examined autoradiographs of sea star digestive tissue after

being fed radioactive clams.”
■ Did Ferguson eat the clams?

➢ POOR: “The surface area of mammalian small intestines is 3 to 7 times greater than
reptiles.”

■ Can a surface area be greater than a reptile (volume, perhaps)?
❖ Ensure that pronouns like it, this, that, these, their, and them are used precisely.

➢ POOR: The body is covered by a cuticle, but it is unwaxed.
■ Is the cuticle or the body unwaxed?

➢ POOR: Like earthworms, leeches have been very useful to neurophysiologists. Their
neurons are few and large, making them particularly easy to study.

■ Neurophysiologists have few neurons and are easy to study?
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Transitional words and phrases
❖ Roles include:

➢ Connect ideas
➢ Enhance understanding
➢ Guide reader through your argumentative process

❖ Examples:
➢ In contrast, however, although, for example, thus, therefore, whereas, even so,

nevertheless, moreover, despite, in addition to…
❖ Warning: Don't overuse transitional words!

Active vs. Passive Voice1

❖ Writing with a passive voice contains subjects that receive action, rather than perform action.
➢ Example: The pumps were destroyed by a surge of power.

❖ Meaning is expressed “emphatically and vigorously” with active voice–a move that strengthens
and energizes your writing
➢ Example: A surge of power destroyed the pumps.

Adapted from “Writing for Clarity,” by Dr. Carol Hurney, Director of the Center for Teaching
and Learning, Colby College

1Adapted from Hacker, Diana and Nancy Sommers. A Writer’s Reference. Boston, Bedford/St.
Martins, 2011.

Revised June, 2021


