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Improving Student Diction 
By JAMES P. WHITE 

Creative Writing Department 
The University of Texas of the Permian Basin 

This paper outlines a few simple teaching methods to 
improve student writing whether or not the student has a 
grasp of basic English grammar. The guidelines listed will 
immediately require a student to think more about words, 
yet concurrently, provide exact steps to develop clear 
writing. The guidelines are easily taught and depend upon 
student practice. 

Numerous English students unused to scrutin1z1ng their 
work are baffled by corrections on their papers. They 
approach composition as they do conversation and fail to 
·express themselves specifically, These students endlessly 
have been told the definition of a verb, but do not prop
erly understand the relationship of this definition to 
composition. An effective means to improve student verb 
diction is to utilize this relationship by illustrating 
that verbs originate in "to be" and that "to be" verbs are 
the most general of verbs. "To be" verbs alone, then, 
should be used sparingly. To illustrate that verbs origi
nate with "to be," have students suggest a verb--for exam
ple, "go." (There is no particular concern if some stu
dents do not recognize a verb--they will still be able to 
utilize the conclusion of the exercise.) 

Step by step, have students note verbs that are forms 
of going, but progressively are more specific--run, trot, 
prance, canter. Then have students give verbs more general 
than "go": "move, 11 ''be." After considering a number of 
verbs, the conclusion is inevitable: all verbs originate 
in "be" and become more exact as they move away from ''be. 11 

Students who need to learn better diction can start by 
virtually eliminating "to be" verb forms used alone. For 
students who cannot reco gnize verbs, list these forms . 
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