O’Connell/HH104
A Few Notes on Grammar and Style



PAPER ORGANIZATION

Introduction and thesis construction:  The introduction should be written last, after the rest of the paper is written and polished.  It is essentially a summary of the paper:  by the end of the introduction, I should know the subject of your paper, the topics you will cover, and the argument you are making.  The introduction should also contain the thesis statement, which should also be the best written sentence in the paper.  The thesis can be at any point in the introduction, but usually comes in the beginning or at the end.  The thesis is a claim that can be argued or debated.  For example, in a paper on mistakes in America’s military history, which would be the better thesis?  

The Vietnam War occurred between 1965 and 1975 and led to 58 thousand American deaths.  
Ten years of unsuccessful fighting and 58 thousand American deaths made Vietnam the biggest mistake in U.S. military history.  
Topic sentences and transition sentences:  Each paragraph should begin with a topic sentence or, in some cases, a transition sentence.  This first sentence should either state the main point of the paragraph, or link the new paragraph to the previous one. For example, in a paragraph on the problems of the Vietnam War, which would make the better topic sentence?
America’s war in Vietnam was ill-conceived and poorly-executed.
The American war in Vietnam had a lot of problems, both in how it was conceived and in the ways in which it was executed.  

When you are moving from one paragraph to another, you often need a transition sentences.  For example, in the same paper on Vietnam, how would you move from a paragraph on how Americans thought about the war to a new paragraph on how they fought? Try starting the new paragraph with a transition sentence: 

Because the Americans misunderstand the war, they fought it improperly.  
Quotes:  Quotes are used as evidence – they prove or punctuate an important point you are making, rather than merely repeating your point a second time.   
Bad Example: Later that day, George Washington decided to go to town. “Let’s go to town,” Washington said to his aides.
Good Example: Throughout the Revolutionary War, Washington had little regard for the militia. “They are dirty and stinky,” he told an aide. “I wish they were all better soldiers.”

Footnotes:  Footnotes go after the end of the sentence and after the period.  Use the footnote function on MS word to do it the easy way.
   All history papers are done according to the Chicago Manual of Style. The format is different for newspapers, books, and articles.  Check the footnote guide on blackboard for the specifics.

STYLE AND GRAMMAR
Verb tense: History papers are always about history! In short, they are about events occurring in the past. Therefore, we rarely use the present tense unless we are discussing how historians view the event right now. 

Word choice and subject-verb agreement: This is the most common problem in undergraduate writing.  Check each subject and verb you use. Make sure the subject can actually perform the action the verb is describing. Example: “The changes in the weather grew colder.” (Of course, it is not the changes that grew colder, but the weather itself.) Or:  “To claim victory, the ship had to return to port.”  (Can a ship claim victory?  No.  The CAPTAIN had to return to port.)

Wordiness: Imagine you have to pay for each word you use. Cut out every word that does not directly contribute to your thesis.  

Adjectives:  Do not overuse them!  In most cases, you only need one adjective for a noun. “Preble’s plan was daring” is a lot better than “Preble’s plan was daring, cunning, and smart.”  (The first is more succinct and “cunning” and “smart” mean almost the same thing.) 

Awkward constructions: Avoid wordy constructions at the start of sentences like “Given the fact that this event occurred,” “it can be said that,” and other useless phrases. 
Clauses that lead to nowhere:  Sometimes, it is nice to start a sentence with a clause that leads to the subject. This only works if the introductory clause actually leads to the subject.

Good:  After working hard all day, Clara relaxed with an interesting book.

Bad:  After working hard all day, the book was particularly interesting and relaxing.  
Sentence run-ons: Young writers often fuse many ideas together unnecessarily or just write too many long, awkward sentences.  Try to strike a balance between long sentences and short ones. 
Run-on example:  George Washington, a proud American patriot, was a soldier for many years before assuming command of the Continental Army, which he led for many years before resigning his commission at the State House in Annapolis, Maryland, and becoming the first President of the United States. 
Short choppy writing:  The opposite of the run-on writer is one who uses only short choppy sentences.  
Choppy writing example:  George Washington was a proud patriot.  He was also a soldier.  He took the leadership of the Continental Army.  He did this for many years.  Then he resigned his commission in Annapolis.  Then he became the President of the United States.  

If you use a few short sentences in a row, try to mix in a longer one with at least one comma.  
Good example:  George Washington was a proud patriot. He assumed command of the Continental Army and led it for several years before resigning his commission at the Maryland State House in Annapolis.  Once out of uniform, he became the first President of the United States. 

Sentence fragments:  Every sentence must have a subject and a verb.  Sentences can be extremely short, as long as they have both.  A good test:  Take the sentence out of the paragraph and examine it on its own.  Does it have a subject and a verb? 

Example of a short sentences:  He ran. MacArthur disagreed. We hate O’Connell.
Example of a sentence fragment:  The river leads through all major Confederate cities. Such as: Memphis, New Orleans, and St Louis.  
Mature and varied vocabulary: This does not using mean numerous long and weird words! It means you should avoid overusing adjectives or re-using the same words (like very, certainly, clearly, obviously, etc.) over and over and over again.
Avoid clichés and jargon:  Often times, beginning writers use informal language or military jargon in academic papers. This is inappropriate.  Avoid phrases like “good to go,” “hard-charging” and simplistic metaphors (“big as a house,” “fast as lightning,”  “fought like the devil” and so on). 

PASSIVE VOICE

Remember the three main parts of speech?  Subject (the doer), verb (the action being done) and object (the thing being acted on).  Example:  Jones (subject) vandalized (verb) his neighbor’s house (object).  
Assume Jones did his act of vandalism cleverly and never got caught.  How would you describe what happened to the house? 

Necessary Passive Voice:  The house was vandalized.

 Note that there is no subject in this sentence.  (This is the only time you can have a sentence without a subject.) If the subject is unknown, or awkward to insert, this is appropriate. 
Examples:  The ship was built in 1798. Maryland was settled in 1629.

 However, if you include the subject in the sentence, you should not use the passive voice.  Instead, put the subject first and keep the sentence in active voice. 

Unnecessary Passive Voice: The house was vandalized by Jones.  Maryland was settled by Lord Baltimore in 1629.  The battle was won by the French. 
Active Voice:  Jones vandalized the house.  Lord Baltimore settled Maryland in 1629. The French won the battle.
Avoid unnecessary passive voice!  The best way to do so is to never put the object of the sentence (in this case, “the battle”) before the verb (was won) and the subject (by the French).   
� Click on “reference” and then “insert footnote.”  The program will insert the number, put the little line at the bottom of the page, and make sure the footnotes are single-spaced and 10-point font. 





