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Subject:  Grade 11 English 

Term 4:         Factual & Argumentative Genre 

Week 2:       Lesson Number: 135 

Date:  

Topic:         A Style Guide to Good Report Writing 
 
Text:            Choosing your words carefully    

Practice: Reading, Writing and Listening 

Introduction 

Instructions 

To complete this lesson, you must follow these steps:  

Step 1. In your Exercise book, copy the Header.  

Step 2. Read thoroughly and understand the Lesson Notes. 

Step 3. Answer Practice Exercise 15 

……………………………………………………………………………………………………………………. 

Lesson Notes: 

 
CHOOSING YOUR WORDS CAREFULLY 
 
Generally, prefer short words in short sentences: the right word, however modest, is never 
undignified. 
 
Prefer plain words 
Do not be afraid of plain English. Write to express, not to impress. Prefer words your readers are 
likely to understand. 

not       The ready availability of computer-based tutorials associated with applications software 
has become prevalent since the development of Microsoft Windows. 

but       Computer-based tutorials associated with applications software have become readily 
available since the development of Microsoft Windows. 

If you find yourself about to write a word that you would not use in everyday conversation, ask 
yourself: 'Do I really need to use this word?' The overuse of uncommon words will make your report 
seem pompous, officious and long-winded. Not that anyone should forbid you from ever using them, 
but judicious use of the alternatives will make your report shorter, simpler and more conversational in 
style. 
 
Avoid pointless words 
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Some words and phrases - like basically, actually, undoubtedly, each and every one and during the 
course of our investigation - keep cropping up in reports. Yet they add nothing to the message and 
often can be removed without changing the meaning or the tone. Try leaving them out of your writing. 
You will find your sentences survive, succeed and may even flourish without them. 
 
Avoid overwriting and padding 
Weed out any meaningless, excess words. 

not       Accounts Receivable is not concerned with the follow-up of any of the items with the 
exception of delinquent accounts. 

but       Accounts Receivable follows up delinquent accounts only. 
Avoid redundant words 
Repetition of a word can keep the reader aware of the topic. However, saying the same thing twice 
over in different words for no good reason is tautology. 

not      Past history suggests that our future prospects are bright. 
but      History suggests that our prospects are bright. 

Avoid the careless positioning of words 
This can cause misunderstanding and confusion. 

not      The head teacher was urged to take a strong line on absenteeism by the board of 
governors. 
but      The board of governors urged the head teacher to take a strong line on absenteeism. 

Prefer the positive 
Try to use positive statements wherever possible. 

not      We do not believe the backup files are adequate. 
but      We believe the backup files are inadequate. 

Try to avoid qualifying introductions 
Readers, seeing a qualification, are put on notice that they must keep this in mind until they read the 
rest of the report. This irritates. 

not     While repayment of these amounts is provided for, the ten per cent interest is not 
included. 
but     Repayment of these amounts is provided for, but the ten per cent interest is not included. 

Place emphasis at the end of the sentence 
The strength of a sentence is at its end. 

not      With a little clarification, the subcontractor would have solved the difficulties occasioned 
by the specification changes more readily. 

but       With a little clarification, the subcontractor would more readily have solved the 
difficulties occasioned by the specification changes. 

 
Prefer English to foreign words and phrases 
Using uncommon foreign-language terms like inter alia, per se, and sine die may look like showing 
off. Avoid them unless there are no good English equivalents - and unless you are sure that your 
audience will understand them. 
 
Avoid sexist language 
The tone of your writing should not reflect a gender bias - or any other bias, such as race, religion, 
age or disability. Such writing can send the wrong or hidden message and may alienate readers. 
While an awareness of the need to avoid sexual discrimination in writing goes back many decades, it 
was in the 1980s that acceptance of this need became widespread. 
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Impetus was given by the increase in the number of women in the workplace and today many schools 
and colleges teach non-sexist writing. 
The use of pronouns in a sentence where the gender of the noun has not been revealed is often 
perceived as sexist, whether intentional or not. For example, if you use personal pronouns referring to 
a manager as 'he' and a secretary as 'she', you are stereotyping. You can avoid this by omitting 
pronouns, changing to the plural form when possible, or by using both genders. 

not       A good manager will gain the respect of his staff. 
but       A good manager will gain the respect of staff. 
 
not       A secretary should be loyal to her boss. 
but       Secretaries should be loyal to their bosses. 
 
not       A report writer should get to know his readers. 
but       A report writer should get to know his or her readers. 

 
Various words and expressions can also be perceived as indicating a gender bias. With a little 
thought, it is possible to use more acceptable alternatives. 

not policeman,       but     police officer 
not fireman,           but     fire fighter 
not businessman,   but     businessperson. 

However, it is not easy to prepare a long report which is entirely gender-neutral. To do so tends to 
produce immoderately long sentences, excessive use of the passive and, sometimes, ambiguous 
writing. Also, it seems reasonable that where there is an overwhelming majority of one sex in the 
report's readership, the use of pronouns should reflect this. 
 
Use warm words 
Words are powerful. They conjure up images, evoke emotions and trigger responses deep within us 
so that we react, often without knowing why. So-called warm words make us feel secure and 
comfortable, while cold words leave us uneasy and unsure. Writer Henry James said the two most 
beautiful words in the English language are summer afternoon because they evoke just the right 
emotions. 
In the early days of instant coffee, advertisers got off to a bad start by stressing words like quick, 
time-saving and efficient. These are all words without warmth and feeling. Makers of fresh coffee 
fought back with warm, happy, appetizing words like aroma, fresh and tasty. Makers of instant coffee 
soon learned the lesson and their product became delicious, rich and satisfying. Sales blossomed. 
The rest, as they say, is history. 
Once you get into the habit of looking at the emotional coloring of words, as well as their meanings, 
you will find yourself using the kind of language that puts readers at ease and causes them to react 
more favorably to your reports and to you. 
 

Practice Exercise: 15 

Read these questions and write your answers in your book. 

1. Why do we prefer plain words in report? 

2. Why do we avoid pointless words in reports? 
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Conclusion:  

 

So when writing reports, try always to prefer short words in short sentences: the right word, however 
modest, is never undignified. 
 

 

 


