
Making Verbs Work, Celia M. Elliott 3/27/2024

1

In this class, we’ll look at how proper verb choice can improve the clarity and vigor 
of your scientific writing.
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The proper selection and use of verbs can be the difference between clumsy, 
bloated narrative and crisp, direct scientific writing.

Our friend is wrong here; the purpose of scientific writing is to convey meaning 
concisely and unambiguously; if it sounds convoluted and hard to understand, it’s 
not good writing.  

“Any intelligent fool can make things bigger and more complex... It takes a touch of 
genius—and a lot of courage—to move in the opposite direction.”

Albert Einstein 
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In English, for many words derived from Latin, we transmorgify verbs into nouns by 
adding “–tion,” “–ment,” or “–ance” to the root word.  So “act” becomes “action,” 
“arrange” becomes “arrangement,” and “perform” becomes “performance.”

An easy way to improve the directness and conciseness of your writing is to change 
every –tion, –ment, and –ance word back into its original verb.  
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Replace weak verb phrases and “is” verbs with “action” verbs—they are always 
more concise, and they will make your writing crisper and more direct. 
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I think the strongest argument that can be made for using the past tense in papers 
is that doing so makes what you’ve actually done clear. 

Here’s an abstract from arXiv that is a good example of what I mean 
(arXiv:1101.3846):

“The magneto-transport of a superconducting/ferromagnetic hybrid structure 
consisting of a superconducting thin film in contact with an array of magnetic 
nanodots in the so-called "magnetic vortex-state" exhibits interesting 
properties. For certain magnetic states, the stray magnetic field from the 
vortex array is intense enough to drive the superconducting film into the 
normal state. In this fashion, the normal-to-superconducting phase transition 
can be controlled by the magnetic history. The strong coupling between 
superconducting and magnetic subsystems allows characteristically 
ferromagnetic properties, such as hysteresis and remanence, to be 
dramatically transferred into the transport properties of the superconductor.”

So what exactly did the authors do that they’re reporting in this paper?  The 
abstract, written in the present tense, sounds like a collection of already known 
facts.  It’s not clear (at least to me) what the authors have contributed. 
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The first example, which was taken from a student’s senior thesis draft, has several 
writing flaws, besides the out-of-control verbs.

1) It’s generally better not to attribute any of your scientific results to “luck.” 
“Hope” should also be avoided in scientific writing. 

2) Solutions don’t “include” things, they “contain” them.  And liquids don’t “dry”; 
they “evaporate.”  Train yourself to use language precisely. 
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“Parallel construction” is a rhetorical device whereby items in a series are expressed in the 
same grammatical form.  Faulty parallelism is not merely inelegant; it often leads to wordiness 
and ambiguity.
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This example of faulty parallelism is taken from Michael Alley’s Craft of Scientific Writing (q.v. 
http://www.writing.engr.psu.edu/exercises/grammar2.html#s2):

The verb phrase “striking a match” is not parallel with the noun phrase “an open flame.” What 
the author has written is that you should not “strike” a match or an open flame.  (How do you 
“strike” an “open flame”?—sounds dangerous to me.)  You can correct this sentence by either 
making both elements in the series verb forms (“striking a match or creating an open flame”) 
or making them both noun forms (“a lit match or an open flame”).

The faulty parallelism is only part of the problem, however.  

Ms. Particular quibbles: 

1. Earthquakes don’t “subside” (although sections of the earth might subside during an 
earthquake); the tremors cease.

2. “Electricity” doesn’t “go out”; electrical service fails. 

3. Natural gas doesn’t explode unless it leaks into the air. 

Try Alley’s writing exercises yourself at http://www.writing.engr.psu.edu/exercises/.  
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It’s impossible to understand the meaning of this long, convoluted sentence on the 
first reading.  Even if you’re a native English speaker.  

Even if you’re a geophysicist. 
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One of the easiest ways to improve your writing is to write short (<25 words) 
declarative sentences using active verbs.  If you routinely write sentences 
containing more than 25 words, you likely have long strings of prepositional 
phrases, weak verbs, misplaced modifiers, and indefinite pronoun references—all 
leading to difficulty in interpreting your meaning.

Refer to Ms. P on “like,” which is used incorrectly in the example, but that’s a rant 
for another day.   (q.v. http://people.physics.illinois.edu/Celia/MsP/Like.pdf)
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Your writing will almost always be more concise if you use an “action” verb instead 
of an “is” verb form.  
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Train yourself to spot “There is...” and “There are...” sentences and rewrite them in 
the passive voice, which puts the important point first in the sentence (“front 
loads”).  
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The active voice uses direct, action verbs, and the subject of the sentence does the 
action.

The passive voice uses “to be” verb forms, and the subject of the sentence receives 
the action.

The active voice is always more direct and is usually more concise, because it may 
avoid the need for clarifying prepositional phrases.  

The “rule” for years has been that scientific papers should be written in the third-
person passive voice, but that rule is breaking down, because passive voice can be 
awkward and wordy in the hands of amateurs.* 

From the AIP Style Manual, 4th ed. (New York, American Institute of Physics,  1990), 
p. 14:

“The old taboo against using the first person in formal prose has long been 
deplored by the best authorities and ignored by some of the best writers...
The passive is often the most natural way to give prominence to the essential facts: 
Air was admitted to the chamber. (Who cares who turned the valve?) But avoid the 
passive if it makes the syntax** inelegant or obscure...”

*We remain unmoved by this argument.

**The arrangement of words in a sentence. 
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AIP makes an exception for the acknowledgments section:

“...(ii) Even those who prefer impersonal language in the main text may well switch 
to “I” or “we” in the acknowledgments, which are, by nature, personal.”
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In the first sentence, the key finding—increased voids and surface roughness—are 
buried as objects of the verbs of a dependent clause and marooned at the end of 
the sentence. 

By recasting the sentence in the passive voice, we put the key finding front and 
center. 
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Consider the “authority” of the following statements:

The first sentence expresses  the implicit, niggling possibility that although you
obtained this result, somebody else might get different results.  Or maybe you’re 
just mistaken in what you think you saw.

The second sentence, which removes the actor but maintains the active voice, may 
subtly imply more “proof” than warranted.  Using the active voice puts the subject 
(increasing pressure) in the role of causing the object (shear failures along grain 
boundaries). 

The third sentence, which is also more concise  than the original active-voice 
sentence (10 words vs. 13), presents your result as a naturally occurring 
phenomenon, independent of who observed it.  The passive voice, however, does 
not overstate the causality as the second sentence might. 

The third sentence is also preferable, in my opinion, because it takes the important 
concept—shear failures along grain boundaries—out of a dependent clause (“that 
increasing the pressure…) and makes it the subject of the sentence. 

Always frontload key words.
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Based on three statistical studies undertaken by Merriam-Webster’s Dictionary of 
English Usage. 
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Use of the passive voice places the concept or observation  that you want to 
emphasize at the beginning of the sentence, where readers pay the most attention.  
What you put in that first place depends on what you want to emphasize.

In these examples, if the paper reports the first use ever of an SEM for these types 
of studies, and that’s the most important point, use sentence 2.

If the main point of the paper is the study of surface defects, use sentence 3.

If this experiment is the first time anybody has looked at GaAs thin films for surface 
defects, and that’s the news, use sentence 4.
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NOTES:
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