
Helpful Hints for Technical Writing 

Use Enough Words 

Once I wrote a very brief memo to my boss. I thought he was thoroughly familiar with 
the subject, but he was not. His response was, "Brevity is a virtue, but you are so virtuous, , / 
I have no idea what you're talking about." if a 

Using too many words is a common fault of technical writers, and brevity definitely 
is a virtue. Nevertheless, there are situations where too few words can lead to ambiguity, 
difficult reading, incorrect interpretation, or complete lack of understanding. 

Every technical report must progress logically, with each new concept supported by what has already been 
said, or by background knowledge that the reader already has. For example, someone writing about weeds 
competing with crop plants for light would not need to explain the process of photosynthesis and the vital role 
of light in plant growth. This is background knowledge of any plant scientist. On the other hand, when writing 
about the activity of an antidote that protected a plant from a normally lethal herbicide treatment, the author could 
not reasonably expect that all readers would know the mode of action of the herbicide. This would have to be 
stated. How much background information needs to be included is a matter of judgment, unique to each situation. 
Authors sometimes know their subject so well that they assume everyone else does, too. Reviewers are extremely 
helpful in noticing whether background information is lacking. 

Sometimes simply adding one or two words can improve a sentence. A preposition must sometimes be added 
to eliminate ambiguity when nouns are used as adjectives. "Root extraction" can mean several different things. 
Adding a preposition can clarify whether it means "extraction by roots," "extraction from roots" or "extraction 
of roots." An added preposition can also help when nouns serve as adjectives in a long series of modifiers. A 
report of photoperiodism contained the statement "Relatively large light doses are required." The sentence could 
have to do with large doses of something that was not heavy. Instead, adding a preposition makes it clear that the 
intended meaning was "Relatively large doses of light are required." 

A verb can have more than one object, predicate adjective, or predicate nominative. Thus, "The workmen 
mowed brush and weeds" is better than "The workmen mowed brush and mowed weeds." Likewise, "The weeds 
were old and tough" is better than "The weeds were old and were tough." Similarly, "The cereals were oat, rye, 
and barley" is better than "The cereals were oat, were rye, and were barley." In like manner, a single preposition 
can have more than one object. Thus, "Seedlings emerged in March and April" is better than "Seedlings emerged 
in March and in April." 

These sentences are short and simple, and the meaning is clear without repeating the verb or preposition. The 
longer and more complex the sentences become, the more benefit there is from repeating a word. For example, 
the second "in" is definitely needed in the following sentence: Seedlings emerged in March, when rising 
temperatures stimulated the first germination of seeds, and in April, when conditions remained favorable for 
germination." 

Here is a sentence where the verb should have been repeated: "Other plots that weren't irrigated and grown 
with only 10 inches of water stored in the soil yielded 45 bushels." This sentence should be written "Other plots 
that weren't irrigated and were grown with only 10 inches of water stored in the soil yielded 45 bushels." 
Repetition is especially needed, because "were" is first negative and then positive. 

Remember: 
Though brevity 

a virtue be, 
Add words if needed 

for clarity. 
J. H. Dawson, Weed Scientist, Prosser, WA 99350 

862 Weed Technology. 1995. Volume 9:862 


	Cover Page
	Article Contents
	p. 862

	Issue Table of Contents
	Weed Technology, Vol. 9, No. 4 (Oct. - Dec., 1995), pp. 659-882
	Volume Information [pp. 875-882]
	Front Matter [pp. 663-664]
	Technology Notes [pp. 659-662]
	Research
	Velvetleaf (Abutilon theophrasti) Effect on Corn (Zea mays) Growth and Yield in South Dakota [pp. 665-668]
	Rapeseed (Brassica napus) Green Manure Crop Suppresses Weeds in Potato (Solanum tuberosum) [pp. 669-675]
	Methods of Measuring the Impact of the XA17 Gene on Imazethapyr Injury in Corn (Zea mays) [pp. 676-681]
	Effects of Ultra-Low Volume Application on Herbicide Efficacy Using Oil Diluents as Carriers [pp. 682-688]
	Surfactants and Oil Adjuvants with Nicosulfuron [pp. 689-695]
	Combined Effects of Acetolactate Synthase-Inhibiting Herbicides with Terbufos and Piperonyl Butoxide on Corn (Zea mays) and Soybean (Glycine max) [pp. 696-702]
	Fall-Applied Trifluralin Granules in Conservation-Till Spring Wheat (Triticum aestivum) [pp. 703-709]
	Short-Term Split Application Effects of Grass-Specific Herbicides on Quackgrass (Elytrigia repens) Under Field Conditions [pp. 710-715]
	Reduced Preemergence Herbicide Rates for Large Crabgrass (Digitaria sanguinalis) Control in Six Tall Fescue (Festuca arundinacea) Cultivars [pp. 716-723]
	Interactions of Fenoxaprop-ethyl with Bensulfuron and Bentazon in Dry-Seeded Rice (Oryza sativa) [pp. 724-727]
	Common Lambsquarters (Chenopodium album) Control in Corn (Zea mays) with Postemergence Herbicides and Cultivation [pp. 728-735]
	Effects of Prodiamine on Tall Fescue (Festuca arundinacea) Rooting [pp. 736-740]
	Influence of Adjuvants on the Antagonism of Graminicides by Broadleaf Herbicides [pp. 741-747]
	Nicosulfuron and Primisulfuron Eradicate Rhizome Johnsongrass (Sorghum halepense) in Corn (Zea mays) in Three Years [pp. 748-753]
	Compatibility and Efficiency of In-Row Cultivation for Weed Management in Corn (Zea mays) [pp. 754-760]
	Comparison of Conventional and Alternative Nursery Weed Management Strategies [pp. 761-767]
	Effect of Tillage Level and Herbicides on Weed Control and Yield of Asparagus (Asparagus officinalis) in the Pacific Northwest [pp. 768-772]
	Bentazon Spray Retention, Activity, and Foliar Washoff in Weed Species [pp. 773-778]
	Sensitivity of Selected Field Corn Inbreds (Zea mays) to Nicosulfuron [pp. 779-782]
	Preemergent Control of Long-Stalked Phyllanthus (Phyllanthus tenellus) and Leafflower (Phyllanthus urinaria) [pp. 783-788]
	Influence of Fenoxaprop and Ethofumesate Treatments on Suppression of Common Bermudagrass (Cynodon dactylon) in Tall Fescue (Festuca arundinacea) Turf [pp. 789-793]
	Tolerance of Four Seeded Common Bermudagrass (Cynodon dactylon) Types to Herbicides [pp. 794-800]
	AC 263,222 and Imazethapyr Rates and Mixtures for Weed Management in Peanut (Arachis hypogaea) [pp. 801-806]
	Weed Management in Peanut (Arachis hypogaea) with Imazethapyr and Metolachlor [pp. 807-812]
	Comparison of Imazethapyr and Paraquat-Based Weed Control Systems in Peanut (Arachis hypogaea) [pp. 813-818]
	Imazapyr Applied Postemergence in Sunflower (Helianthus annuus) for Broomrape (Orobanche cernua) Control [pp. 819-824]
	Comparison of Postemergence Herbicides for Common Bermudagrass (Cynodon dactylon) Control in Peanut (Arachis hypogaea) [pp. 825-828]

	Symposium: Herbicide Resistance Symposium Proceedings of a Symposium of the Weed Science Society of America February 8, 1994, St. Louis, Missouri
	Preface [p. 829]
	Comparisons between Resistance Management Strategies for Insects and Weeds [pp. 830-839]
	Fungicide Resistance: Lessons for Herbicide Resistance Management? [pp. 840-849]
	Herbicide Resistance: Where Are We? How Did We Get Here? Where Are We Going? [pp. 850-856]

	Intriguing World of Weeds
	Cinquefoils (Potentilla spp.): The Five Finger Weeds [pp. 857-861]

	Helpful Hints for Technical Writing: Use Enough Words [p. 862]
	Back Matter [pp. 863-874]





