
Composition



Where are we?
I know we’ve been on a hectic schedule.

Let’s look at plan for the coming weeks

http://www.ics.uci.edu/~dramanan/teaching/ics139w_fall09/schedule.html

Today’s topic: composition

http://www.ics.uci.edu/~dramanan/teaching/ics139w_fall09/schedule.html
http://www.ics.uci.edu/~dramanan/teaching/ics139w_fall09/schedule.html


Broad guidelines
Focus on 3 questions

1) Why are you writing?
2) For whom are you writing?
3) What assumption can you make about 
your reader?



Focusing and developing main idea

Analysis: Divide subject into parts and discuss each part separately

Cause and effect: Explain what causes a phenomena and describe its effect

Classification: Arrange subject by putting it into a group of similar items

Comparison and contrast: Compare subject to a similar one or contrast it 
with something different in order to make your point.

Definition: Define subject’s source and meaning.

Description: Describe features of the subject

Examples: Provide examples of phenomena that you are describing.

Process: Present subject as a series of steps and explain how it works



Organization
Its hard to follow one clear recipe

The following are some generic approaches

Cause and effect

Comparison and contrast

(Analysis, Classification, Definition): organize thoughts from general to 
specific or increasing order of importance

(Examples, Process): organize thoughts cronologically



Outline
Write down topic sentences

Make sure logic makes sense

Make sure writing is coherent 
(readers can move from one 
idea to the next)



Introduction

Definition

Question 

Quotation

Analogy

Description

Example

Anecdote

Again, there are no hard rules here - it’s a bit of an art.



Paragraphs

Central unit of composition

Each paragraph should have a clearly defined 
topic

a. the topic sentence comes at or near the beginning;
b. the succeeding sentences explain or establish or develop the statement made in the topic sentence; and
c. the final sentence either emphasizes the thought of the topic sentence or states some important consequence.



the gist of all that can be said upon

the matter.

8 There should be no cackle of voices

at your elbow, to jar on the meditative

silence of the morning.

8 Repetition, in paraphrase, of

the quotation from Hazlitt.

9 And so long as a man is reasoning

he cannot surrender himself to that

fine intoxication that comes of much

motion in the open air, that begins in

a sort of dazzle and sluggishness of

the brain, and ends in a peace that

passes comprehension.—Stevenson,

Walking Tours.

9 Final statement of the fourth

reason, in language amplified

and heightened to form a strong

conclusion.

1 It was chiefly in the eighteenth

century that a very different

conception of history grew up.

1 Topic sentence.

2 Historians then came to believe that

their task was not so much to paint a

picture as to solve a problem; to

explain or illustrate the successive

phases of national growth, prosperity,

and adversity.

2 The meaning of the topic

sentence made clearer; the new

conception of history defined.

3 The history of morals, of industry,

of intellect, and of art; the changes

that take place in manners or beliefs;

the dominant ideas that prevailed in

successive periods; the rise, fall, and

modification of political

constitutions; in a word, all the

conditions of national well-being

became the subjects of their works.

3 The definition expanded.

4 They sought rather to write a

history of peoples than a history of

kings.

4 The definition explained by

contrast.

5 They looked especially in history

for the chain of causes and effects.

5 The definition supplemented:

another element in the new

conception of history.

6 They undertook to study in the past

the physiology of nations, and hoped

by applying the experimental method

6 Conclusion: an important

consequence of the new

conception of history.
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on a large scale to deduce some

lessons of real value about the

conditions on which the welfare of

society mainly depend.—Lecky, The

Political Value of History.

In narration and description the paragraph sometimes begins with a concise, comprehensive statement

serving to hold together the details that follow.

The breeze served us admirably.

The campaign opened with a series of reverses.

The next ten or twelve pages were filled with a curious set of entries.

But this device, if too often used, would become a mannerism. More commonly the opening sentence

simply indicates by its subject with what the paragraph is to be principally concerned.

At length I thought I might return towards the stockade.

He picked up the heavy lamp from the table and began to explore.

Another flight of steps, and they emerged on the roof.

The brief paragraphs of animated narrative, however, are often without even this semblance of a topic

sentence. The break between them serves the purpose of a rhetorical pause, throwing into prominence

some detail of the action.

11. Use the active voice.

The active voice is usually more direct and vigorous than the passive:

I shall always remember my first visit to Boston.

This is much better than

My first visit to Boston will always be remembered by me.

The latter sentence is less direct, less bold, and less concise. If the writer tries to make it more concise

by omitting "by me,"

My first visit to Boston will always be remembered,

it becomes indefinite: is it the writer, or some person undisclosed, or the world at large, that will

always remember this visit?

This rule does not, of course, mean that the writer should entirely discard the passive voice, which is
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Keep related words together

See also the third example under Rule 12 and the last under Rule 13.

It may be asked, what if a writer needs to express a very large number of similar ideas, say twenty?

Must he write twenty consecutive sentences of the same pattern? On closer examination he will

probably find that the difficulty is imaginary, that his twenty ideas can be classified in groups, and that

he need apply the principle only within each group. Otherwise he had best avoid the difficulty by

putting his statements in the form of a table.

16. Keep related words together.

The position of the words in a sentence is the principal means of showing their relationship. The

writer must therefore, so far as possible, bring together the words, and groups of words, that are

related in thought, and keep apart those which are not so related.

The subject of a sentence and the principal verb should not, as a rule, be separated by a phrase or

clause that can be transferred to the beginning.

Wordsworth, in the fifth book of The

Excursion, gives a minute description

of this church.

In the fifth book of The

Excursion, Wordsworth gives a

minute description of this

church.

Cast iron, when treated in a Bessemer

converter, is changed into steel.

By treatment in a Bessemer

converter, cast iron is changed

into steel.

The objection is that the interposed phrase or clause needlessly interrupts the natural order of the main

clause. This objection, however, does not usually hold when the order is interrupted only by a relative

clause or by an expression in apposition. Nor does it hold in periodic sentences in which the

interruption is a deliberately used means of creating suspense (see examples under Rule 18).

The relative pronoun should come, as a rule, immediately after its antecedent.

There was a look in his eye that

boded mischief.

In his eye was a look that boded

mischief.

He wrote three articles about his

adventures in Spain, which were

published in Harper's Magazine.

He published in Harper's

Magazine three articles about his

adventures in Spain.

This is a portrait of Benjamin

Harrison, grandson of William Henry

Harrison, who became President in

1889.

This is a portrait of Benjamin

Harrison, grandson of William

Henry Harrison. He became

President in 1889.

If the antecedent consists of a group of words, the relative comes at the end of the group, unless this
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Keep related words together (cont’d)

would cause ambiguity.

The Superintendent of the Chicago Division, who

A proposal to amend the Sherman

Act, which has been variously judged

A proposal, which has been variously

judged, to amend the Sherman Act

A proposal to amend the

much-debated Sherman Act

The grandson of William Henry

Harrison, who

William Henry Harrison's

grandson, Benjamin Harrison,

who

A noun in apposition may come between antecedent and relative, because in such a combination no

real ambiguity can arise.

The Duke of York, his brother, who was regarded with hostility by the Whigs

Modifiers should come, if possible next to the word they modify. If several expressions modify the

same word, they should be so arranged that no wrong relation is suggested.

All the members were not present. Not all the members were

present.

He only found two mistakes. He found only two mistakes.

Major R. E. Joyce will give a lecture

on Tuesday evening in Bailey Hall, to

which the public is invited, on "My

Experiences in Mesopotamia" at eight

P. M.

On Tuesday evening at eight P.

M., Major R. E. Joyce will give

in Bailey Hall a lecture on "My

Experiences in Mesopotamia."

The public is invited.

17. In summaries, keep to one tense.

In summarizing the action of a drama, the writer should always use the present tense. In summarizing

a poem, story, or novel, he should preferably use the present, though he may use the past if he prefers.

If the summary is in the present tense, antecedent action should be expressed by the perfect; if in the

past, by the past perfect.

An unforeseen chance prevents Friar John from delivering Friar Lawrence's

letter to Romeo. Juliet, meanwhile, owing to her father's arbitrary change of

the day set for her wedding, has been compelled to drink the potion on

Tuesday night, with the result that Balthasar informs Romeo of her supposed

death before Friar Lawrence learns of the nondelivery of the letter.

But whichever tense be used in the summary, a past tense in indirect discourse or in indirect question
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Common mistake



Express coordinate 
ideas in similar form

-Parallel construction: expressions of similar content and function should be outwardly similar. 

-Useful for slides as well

15. Express co-ordinate ideas in similar form.

This principle, that of parallel construction, requires that expressions of similar content and function

should be outwardly similar. The likeness of form enables the reader to recognize more readily the

likeness of content and function. Familiar instances from the Bible are the Ten Commandments, the

Beatitudes, and the petitions of the Lord's Prayer.

The unskilful writer often violates this principle, from a mistaken belief that he should constantly vary

the form of his expressions. It is true that in repeating a statement in order to emphasize it he may

have need to vary its form. For illustration, see the paragraph from Stevenson quoted under Rule 10.

But apart from this, he should follow the principle of parallel construction.

Formerly, science was taught by the

textbook method, while now the

laboratory method is employed.

Formerly, science was taught by

the textbook method; now it is

taught by the laboratory method.

The left-hand version gives the impression that the writer is undecided or timid; he seems unable or

afraid to choose one form of expression and hold to it. The right-hand version shows that the writer

has at least made his choice and abided by it.

By this principle, an article or a preposition applying to all the members of a series must either be

used only before the first term or else be repeated before each term.

The French, the Italians, Spanish, and

Portuguese

The French, the Italians, the

Spanish, and the Portuguese

In spring, summer, or in winter In spring, summer, or winter (In

spring, in summer, or in winter)

Correlative expressions (both, and; not, but; not only, but also; either, or; first, second, third; and the

like) should be followed by the same grammatical construction. Many violations of this rule can be

corrected by rearranging the sentence.

It was both a long ceremony and very

tedious.

The ceremony was both long and

tedious.

A time not for words, but action A time not for words, but for

action

Either you must grant his request or

incur his ill will.

You must either grant his request

or incur his ill will.

My objections are, first, the injustice

of the measure; second, that it is

unconstitutional.

My objections are, first, that the

measure is unjust; second, that it

is unconstitutional.
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Examples


