Exercises for Style: Lesson 5
First Principle of Cohesion: Old-to-New

To improve cohesion (flow) in our writing, Williams offers the following advice: 

1. Begin your sentences with information familiar to your readers. 

2. End your sentences with information your readers cannot anticipate. 

For this exercise, revise the passage below to improve its old-new flow. 

1. Two aims--the recovery of the American economy and the restoration of America into a military superpower--were in Reagan's mind when he assumed the office of the presidency. The drop in unemployment figures and inflation, and the increase in the GNP testifies to his success in the first. But our increased involvement in international conflict without any clear set of political goals indicates less success with the second. Nevertheless, vast increases in the military budget and a good deal of saber rattling pleased the American voter.










Coherence: A Sense of Focus

According to Williams, if we focus on a limited set of familiar characters, real or abstract, we create a sequence of topics that our readers will think is consistent and therefore coherent.

Revise the passage below to give it a consistent topic string. First determine the characters, then their actions. Then start each sentence with a character, and let the sentence take you where it wants to go.

1. The importance of language skills in children's problem-solving ability was stressed by Jones (1985) in his paper on children's thinking. Improvement in nonverbal problem solving occurred as a result of improvements in language skills. The use of previously acquired language habits for problem articulation and activation of knowledge previously learned through language was the cause of better performance. Therefore, systematic practice in the verbal formulation of nonlinguistic problems prior to attempts at their solution might be an avenue for exploration in the enhancement of problem solving in general.









Revise this passage so that it has a more consistent topic string. Before you begin, decide who you think the main characters should be, then make those characters the subjects of as many sentences as you can. The topics in the sentences below are underlined--note how inconsistent they are. 

1. Some potential threats exist in the modern mass communications media, though there are many significant advantages. If a powerful minority should happen to control it, public opinion could be manipulated through biased reporting. And while a wide knowledge of public affairs is a great advantage that results from national coverage, divisiveness and factionalism can be accentuated by connecting otherwise isolated, local conflicts into a single larger conflict as a result of showing that conflicts about the same issues are occurring in different places. It will always be true, of course, that human nature produces differences of opinion, but the threat of faction and division may be reinforced when national coverage publicizes uninformed opinions. According to some, education can suppress faction when the true nature of conflicts reaches the public through the media, but history has shown that as much coverage is given to people who encourage conflict as to people who try to remove conflict.






