
Correct any errors in grammar, punctuation, usage, spelling, and proofreading 
in the following text. 
 
 
 
My intent in writing this book areis to help you achieve a higher competence, to help 

you write more clearly, forcefullyemphatically, and write more memorably,; 

whatever your present level of development. The five elements of style, the five 

elements of composition, and the approach to drafting and revising – all apply to 

you, whether you are young or old, and whether weather you want to improve your 

effectiveness in creative writing, on -the - job writing, or college course work.  

 

In reading this book I invite you to consider your goals and assess your 

strength’sstrengths and weaknesses. And as you do, I ask you not to be your own 

worst enemy. Don’t make assumptions about yourself and your skills that are self-

limiting. I citesite four myths in particular, myths that that can prevent you from 

realizing your potential as a writer: 

 

Myth #1:  Only: Only people with natural ability can learn to write well. According to 

“‘the myth of the chosen few,”’ either you’ve got talenttalent, or you don’t. If you’ve 

got it, writing comes easily, however, if you don’t, you’ll never be more than a duffer. 

 

The reality is that anyone with average intelligence and commitment can become a 

competent writer. As Marvin Bell, a poet and long-time faculty member in the Iowa 

Writers’ Workshop, is fond of saying,  “Ttalent is cheap, what counts is 

determination.” 



 

Myth #2:  People who are good in math and science are inherently incapable of 

using language effectively. Equally limiting is the assumption that certain types of 

skills,skills are mutually exclusive. If you are good with numbers, the thinking goes, 

you can’t be good with words 

 

But there are too many examples of talented and accomplished technical writers for 

this to be true. (Charles Darwin, Marie Curie, Stephen Jay Gould, and Lewis Thomas 

come to mind). Furthermore, certain traits – such as a penchant for concentrating 

on specific, concrete details and the ability to think logically – -- are characteristic of 

both science-minded and language-minded people. Like “the myth of the chosen few 

,”, the “technically-minded-people-can’t-write myth” can serve as a convenient 

excuse for inattention and lack of effort. 

 

 Myth #3:  Achieving writing competence is a matter of learning to avoid errors. 

Avoiding mistakes that interfere with precision or undermine credibility is crucial. If 

you fail to convey a basic grasp of language in your writing;writing, nothing else 

really matters. Regrettably, many writers -– even college graduates - – make so 

many significant and distracting errors that questions of correctness necessarily 

take precedence over more interesting issues of viewpoint, persuasive strategy, and 

style. 

 



At the same time, truly competent writing is more thenthan a matter of correctness. 

As Joseph Williams reminds us in Style:  Ten Lessons in Clarity and Grace, “A writer 

who obsesses on usage, can write in ways that are entirely correct but wholly 

unreadable.”  According to Williams, we should put good usage “in its place – behind 

us – before we move on to more important matters.” 

 

Myth #4:  Learning to write well is easy if you just learn the right tricks. No matter 

how tempting it is for teachers of writing – me included - to try to make it seem 

easy, writing is a complicated, challenging endeavor, and acquiring proficiency 

requires years of careful study and discipline. 

 

This is not to say that there are no simple principalsprinciples and easy-to-learn 

techniques. In fact, there are many: – a sentence has two natural stress points, a 

conventionally structured paragraph has three parts, and an organizational 

statement is usually presented as the last sentence in an opening paragraph. – Bbut 

genuine competence involves more than prescription and formula;, it also involves a 

feeling for language that comes from close association and familiarity, like the 

intimacy that develops between long-time friends. 
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