Benchmark 20.1
Understanding that word choice can shape reactions, perceptions, and beliefs

Making Your Writing Sing with a Swing
The Ins and Outs of Word Choice
Why a person chooses one way of expressing him or her self over another is almost a matter of instinct. 
When a person is angry, he or she will choose words to reflect that mood. 
 “I hate you!”    “You make me sick!”   “Why can’t you die!” 
Likewise, when a person is in love, he or she will choose words that most accurately express those feelings. 
 “I love you!”    “You make me feel alive!”    “When you’re not with me I just die!” 

By using strong words like love and hate, the speaker is helping the listener draw to mind specific images and ideas that best convey what’s being said.  Obviously, a person’s fate is not tied to his or her lover’s presence, but by using the absurd in such a way, an intense pseudo-reality is created.  In writing, the process is the same, for we carefully choose each word before we write it down in order to express a specific meaning.  For example, if Tom was writing about his break up with a longtime girlfriend, he would use precise words to convey his exact feelings; therefore, if Tom simply wrote “I am sad”, the reader would be left with a great deal of unknowns.  If, on the other hand, Tom wrote, “At times, I feel as though my world is ending”, his experiences due to the break-up becomes more clear.  By using a comparison, Tom adds a great deal of depth to his writing. 

One of the keys to being a good writer is picking just the right words to convey just the right message.  William Shakespeare, perhaps the greatest writer of all time, knew this well; his poetry and plays are filled with moments when just the right word makes all the difference.  Look at the following comparison between a part of Shakespeare’s poem “The Marriage of True Minds” written on the left in the original and on the right in a simplified version. 

       Shakespeare’s Original                                                        Simplified Version 
Let me not to the marriage of true minds                         Do not let me admit that there    Admit impediments.  Love is not love                           are imperfections in true love Which alters when it alteration finds,               because then it wouldn’t really be true love
Or bends with the remover to remove.                      True love doesn’t end when problems
                                                                                        arise nor can it be stopped because 
                                                                                        one wants it to. 

    Not only is Shakespeare’s version more beautiful, it is more concise and to the point.  His choice of wording and phrasing makes all the difference.  While few writers have come close to Shakespeare’s genius, the average person can take advantage of the same techniques as Shakespeare to improve his or her writing.  First, a person should work up a larger, more diverse vocabulary through reading and self study.  This added vocabulary aids a person in self-expression as well as depth of meaning.  Second, a person should practice rewriting sentence in order to put newly found words and constructions to use.  In other words, an application of what has been learned. 
  

Exercise 20.1
In the following exercise, rewrite each sentence in at least two different ways.  The new sentences should utilize new words and constructions, yet they should also retain the basic meaning of the original sentences. 

Example:  I was happy. 

I felt ecstatic. 
A feeling of euphoria overcame me. 
My joy was boundless. 
  

1. I thought a lot about what John said. 

2. Tim does not doubt that I am correct. 

3. Celia bought the house of her dreams. 

4. Are you serious? 

5. He turned angrily towards the large crowd of people. 

6. If he ever gets out of this class, he promises never to open another math book again. 

7. When will enough be enough? 

8. At first, the bear scared Allen; then he remembered his army training and knew what to do. 

9. I assure you that I will never come back here again. 

10.   Felix is never satisfied by anything. 

