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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 . 

33 



By depending upon specific verbs, student writing immedi
ately becomes more exact. 

A second technique emphasizes the relationship 
between adjectives and the adjectival use of prepositional 
phrases. Frequently students utilize a prepositional 
phrase when an adjective would suffice. Students write 
that "In the back yard of my grandfather's house there are 
coops for chickens, a bann for cows, and a well for keeping 
melons cool." The sentence linguistically can be tightened 
by avoiding the numerous prepositional phrases. Instead of 
a sentence linked with prepositions, the sentence could 
read, "In my grandfather's back yard there are chicken 
coops, a cow barn, and a well to keep melons cool." The 
technique is to use the object of the preposition as the 
adjective for the noun the phrase modifies. Students who 
do not understand what a preposition is, can usually 
recognize them, and use this technique. Rather than "In 
the window of the store," you have "In the store window," 
or "On top of the box," "on the hoxtop." 

Similarly, students should avoid often using phrases 
when any specific word suffices. Rather than explaining 
an ill-chosen verb--"The boy keeps behind"--use "The boy 
lags." Or, with an adverb, "The birds sailed as if with 
apurpose"-- "The birds intently sailed." This technique 
is easily perfected when correcting student themes in class. 

A last guideline to improve student diction is to 
require students to use specific names, dates, and term
inology. Rather than "Years ago, one king of France 
decided to persecute Protestants," have them be specific--
"In , Louis XIV revoked the Edict of Nantes and 
ended toleration for the Huguenots. 11 Practice in termin
ology helps students build effective diction. 

Means of improving student diction rely upon providing 
students with methods to think of exact words and concur
rently to keep students from relying on a general diction 
emanating from their spoken English. TI1e relationships 
between grammatical concepts and composition provide these 
essential keys to better writing. 
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Examinations ~i~h A Lighter Touch: 
Anachron1st1c Encounters 

By GERHARDT. ALEXIS 
Gustavus Adolphus College 

moment that examinations can serve Assuming for the to be taken (and made 
several good purposes and d:~1rv:sh to avoid limiting the 
out•) seriously, one may sti :emically sound and proper 
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or sell or appeared to . d the clues needed to iden-h all containe 
or goods, butt ey . This part of the test was a tify some American writer. 
game. 

. d to inject the light 
In recent years I haveft~~= more successful devices 

touch occasionally. One O t in which impossible 
' ' h istic Encoun er, .d. has been the Anac ron . d which however ri i-i t • are contrive ' 

1 
· meetings ors tua ions . st some line of deve op-culous at first glance, will sugge 

ment. Here are some samples: 
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