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2 1b Wordy sentences

 1 Tighten wordy sentences.

Long sentences are not necessarily wordy, nor are 
short sentences always concise. A sentence is wordy if 
it can be tightened without loss of meaning.

1a Redundancies

Redundancies such as cooperate together, yellow in color, 
and basic essentials are a common source of wordiness. 
There is no need to say the same thing twice.

 ▶ Daniel is employed at a private rehabilitation 

center working as a physical therapist.

Modifiers are redundant when their meanings are sug-
gested by other words in the sentence.

 ▶ Sylvia very hurriedly scribbled her name and 

phone number on the back of a greasy napkin.

1b Empty or inflated phrases

An empty word or phrase can be cut with little or no 
loss of meaning. Common examples of empty phrases 
are word groups that weaken a writer’s authority by 
apologizing or hedging: in my opinion, I think that, it 
seems that, etc.

 ▶ In my opinion, their current immigration policy is 

misguided.

An inflated phrase can be reduced to a word or two.

 ▶ Funds are limited at this point in time.

INFLATED CONCISE

along the lines of like
because of the fact that because
due to the fact that because
for the purpose of for
in order to to
in spite of the fact that although, though
in the event that if

^

works

^
/
T

^

now.
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3

active

2aActive vs. be verbs

1c Needlessly complex structures

Simplifying sentences and using stronger verbs can 
help make writing more direct. Look for opportunities 
to strengthen the verb.

 ▶ Researchers were involved in studying the effect 

of classical music on unborn babies.

 ▶ The financial analyst claimed that she could not 

make an estimate of the company’s future profits.

 2 Prefer active verbs.

Choose an active verb whenever possible. Active verbs 
express meaning more vigorously than forms of the 
verb be or verbs in the passive voice. Forms of be (be, 
am, is, are, was, were, being, been) lack vigor because they 
convey no action. Passive verbs lack strength because 
their subjects receive the action instead of doing it.

BE VERB A surge of power was responsible for the 
destruction of the pumps.

PASSIVE The pumps were destroyed by a surge of power.

ACTIVE A surge of power destroyed the pumps.

2a When to replace be verbs

Not every be verb needs replacing. The forms of be (be, 
am, is, are, was, were, being, been) work well when you 
want to link a subject to a noun that clearly renames it 
or to an adjective that describes it: Orchard House was 
the home of Louisa May Alcott. The harvest will be bounti-
ful after the summer rains.

If using a be verb makes a sentence needlessly 
wordy, consider replacing it. Often a phrase follow-
ing the verb contains a noun or an adjective (such as 
 violation or resistant) that suggests a more vigorous, 
active verb (violate, resisted).

 ▶ Burying nuclear waste in Antarctica would be in 

violation of an international treaty.

^

studied

^

violate
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25a

A college research assignment asks you to pose ques-
tions worth exploring, read widely in search of possi-
ble answers, interpret what you read, draw reasoned 
conclusions, and support those conclusions with evi-
dence. It asks you to enter a research conversation by 
being in conversation with other writers and thinkers 
who have explored and studied your topic.

As you listen to and learn from the voices already in 
the conversation, you’ll find entry points where you can 
add your own insights and ideas. Take time to discover 
what has been written about your topic and to uncover 
what’s missing and needs to be questioned and researched.

This section and the color-coded sections that 
 follow — MLA (red), APA (green), Chicago (purple), and CSE 
(turquoise) — will help you write your essay and  document 
your sources in the style your instructor requires.

25 Posing a research question

▶ How to enter a research conversation 88 
▶ Testing a research question at a glance 89 

Every research project starts with questions. Try using 
who, what, why, and how to form possible research 
questions for your project:

• How can nutritional labels be redesigned so that 
they inform rather than confuse consumers?

• Why are boys diagnosed with attention deficit 
disorder more often than girls are?

• What happens to the arts without public funding?

As you draft possible questions, choose those that 
are focused (not too broad), challenging (not just 
factual), and grounded (not too speculative) as entry 
points into a research conversation.

25a Choosing a focused question

If your initial question is too broad given the length 
of the essay you plan to write, look for ways to narrow 
and focus your question.

TOO BROAD FOCUSED

What are the bene-
fits of higher tariffs 
on imported cars?

How will higher tariffs on imported 
cars create new auto-industry jobs and 
make US carmakers more profitable?
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 A college research project asks you to be in  conversation 
with writers and researchers who have studied your topic — 
responding to their ideas and arguments and  contributing 
your own insights to move the conversation forward. As you 
ask preliminary research questions, you may wonder where 
and how to step into a research conversation. 

   1    Identify the experts and ideas in the conversation.  
Ask: Who are the major writers and most  influential 
people researching your topic? What are their creden-
tials? What positions have they taken? How and why 
do the experts disagree?  

  2    Identify gaps in the conversation.  What is  missing? 
Where are the gaps in the existing research? What 
questions haven’t been asked yet? What  positions 
need to be challenged?  

  3    Try using a sentence guide,  which acts as a  sentence 
starter to help you find an entry point.   For more exam-
ples of sentence guides, see  page 125   .      

•    Key details that have been overlooked in this 
debate are . . .  

•   Researchers have drawn conclusion X from the 
 evidence, but one could also draw conclusion Y.      

 Enter a research conversation    HOW 
TO 

88
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25b Choosing a debatable question

Your research project will be more interesting if you ask a 
question that is open to debate, not a question that leads 
to a report or a list of facts. A why or how question most 
often leads to a researched argument and engages you 
and your readers in a debate with multiple perspectives.

TOO FACTUAL DEBATABLE

What percentage of state 
police departments use 
body cameras?

How has the widespread use 
of body cameras changed 
encounters between officers 
and civilians?

25c Choosing a question grounded 
in evidence

For most college courses, the central argument of a 
research project should be grounded in evidence, not in 
personal preferences or opinions. Your question should 
lead you to evidence, not to a defense of your opinions.

TOO DEPENDENT ON 
 PERSONAL OPINION

GROUNDED IN  
EVIDENCE

Do medical scientists  
have the right to 
 experiment on animals?

How have technological 
breakthroughs made  medical 
experiments on animals 
increasingly unnecessary?

As you draft possible research questions, explore your 
topic from multiple perspectives and let your curiosity 
drive your project. Ask yourself:

• Does the question allow you to research a topic 
that interests you? Is it a topic that will engage 
readers?

• Can you show your audience why the question 
needs to be asked and why the answer is worth 
knowing?

• Is the research question flexible enough to allow 
for many possible answers? Can you articulate 
possible ways to answer it?

The answer to all of these questions should be “yes.”

Testing a research question  
at a glance
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