Modern European History

Writing Dos and Don’ts
Dr. Siepierski


In my years as a teacher of history and writing, I have noticed that students typically make the same kinds of mistakes when writing essays and papers.  I have collected a short list of common problems that students should keep in mind when composing any piece of writing for history class.  

It should be kept in mind that every instructor has their own quirks and demands when it comes to writing papers.  Some of the items below are particular to my own brand of correct writing.  I do feel, however, that any paper written with these things in mind will do well.  It should also be kept in mind that I expect these guidelines to be followed on any paper written for my class.  
The following are common student writing mistakes.  
1.  Do NOT use:

· Contractions … an informal shorthand, not part of formal writing
· Semi-colons (;) … unless you are composing a list of phrases (a writing technique that few students use)
· Random capitalizations

· “to get” … an ugly shorthand verb that is often substituted for more evocative verbs by lazy writers
2.  Pay attention to the following issues:

· “Seventeenth century” (noun) and “seventeenth-century culture” (adjective)
· who/which/that … Use who, not which, to refer to persons.  Generally, use that to refer to things or, occasionally, to a group or class of people.  Fans wondered how an old man who [not that or which] walked with a limp could play football.  The team that scores the most points in this game will win the tournament.
· The/A … each of these articles implies something about the noun it accompanies.  Keep in mind what you mean and say only what you mean.
· Quotations

1. “No air quotes” … don’t use quotation marks for emphasis.  This is an amateur move used by writers who cannot find a way to imply emphasis without them.  
2. Why to use quotes … to indicate the use of words other than your own.  
3. Block quotes … quotations of four or more lines should be indented as a block quote.  E.g.:
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX.


XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX


XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX


XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX


XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX.1
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX.

Note that there are no quotation marks used with a block quote.  In research papers footnotes should be used (as used above).  In shorter papers with fewer sources, parenthetical notation may be used:

XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX. (Smith, 123)  XXXXXXXXXXX

4. In the text … quotations of less than four lines should be integrated into the text using quotation marks.  E.g.
XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX, 

“XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX.”  (Jones, 789)  XXXXXXXXXXXXXXXX.

· Use of summary … summary, especially in shorter papers, should only be used to prove a point.  You should not, therefore, simply have a section of any paper dedicated to a summary of any text.
3.  The following verb issues should be addressed:

· Verb tense in history papers … historical events are by definition in the past.  Therefore past tense should be used when speaking about the distinct past.  There are two exceptions to this is historical essays:  1) when speaking in the first person about your own ideas of life, or 2) when writing about a fictional event or character (fiction is always in the present, even historical fiction).
· Passive voice and use of the verb be) … as a rule, active verbs express meaning more vigorously than their duller counterparts – forms of the verb be or verbs in the passive voice.  Forms of be (be, am, is, are, was, were, being, and been) lack vigor because they convey no action.  Passive verbs lack strength because their subjects receive the action instead of doing it.  
Form of be  
A surge of power was responsible for the destruction of the house.

Passive
The house was destroyed by a surge of power.  
Active
A surge of power destroyed the house.
