Prof Woolf

Ideas and Suggestions for Good Writing

1. Read a good book on writing.  A good writing style is a great skill to learn and it is learned; you're not born with it.  You can only get it by practice.  The classic is The Elements of Style, by William Strunk and E.B.White.  If you are more interested in writing tips for economists, you can also try The Writing of Economics by D. N. McCloskey.  Both are short (Strunk and White is 85 pages and McCloskey is 55), well-written (E.B. White wrote Charlotte's Web, which you'll all remember from your pre school years), cheap, and worthy additions to your own personal libraries.  If you really want to be a better writer (and you should), and if you have the time in your schedule, take a writing class in the English Department.

2. Basic mechanics:  Don’t forget to put your name on your paper.  Microsoft Word’s default is to not put page numbers on each page.  Be sure to override that and number your pages.  Use a 12 point font.  Most people use Times New Roman.
3. Footnotes:  Use them when necessary.  Not all papers will require footnotes, but you should know how to use them.  Usually that means whenever you are citing a statistic or a using a direct quote or describing something very specific or paraphrasing someone else's idea.  Proper footnote style varies, but I prefer footnotes rather than endnotes.  The footnote should reference the exact page in the article or book that you are referencing for a concept, fact, or datum in a form such as this.
  All word processing software performs this function automatically so it's very easy.  They also do italics very easily.  If your footnote is a chapter in an edited volume, it's more complicated, but you need to cite the source that you used.
  That also goes for a quote you get from a source that is quoting another source.  And be sure to use Ibid. and op. cit. when necessary and correctly in footnotes, or alternatively cite a previously cited work by using author’s name and page number.
  Any good writing guide, either paper or on-line, will tell you when and how to use these conventions.
4. Likewise for your bibliography.  Every source used in your footnotes should be in your bibliography, and you should also include other sources that you relied on for information.  The bibliography should be organized alphabetically by author's last name.

5. Be sure you know the difference between commonly misused words.  For example: its and it's, their, there, and they're, as well as others.  Your spell checker won't catch them.
6. Back up your file as you are writing the paper.  Don’t wait until you are finished with it.  Wait.  Let me say it again.  Back up your file.   Your computer may crash or the file may mysteriously vanish.  It happens.  You can buy a cheap backup device for $25.  Or cheaper yet, periodically email the file to yourself.  That way it will be saved in cyberspace. 

7. Edit, revise, re-edit, re-revise.  Keep doing that until you're satisfied.  The more times your revise, the better your paper will be.  And don’t wait until the last minute to write the paper.  Sit on it for a while and then revise it again.

8. Before you hand in your paper, proofread it.  Then pay a friend five bucks to proof it for you and point out errors, problems, and examples of unclear writing.   Make sure your paper looks nice.  It should have, for example, page numbers.  It should have a title and your name on it.  If it’s long, you might want to break it up into sections with a title for each section.  
9. Don’t just jump into the meat of the paper’s topic.  Write a nice introductory paragraph that lays out what you will be writing about.
10. Be sure to avoid run on paragraphs (you can usually tell you've done it when you have a complete page that's only one paragraph).  Also avoid sentences that aren't sentences (hint:  look for a subject and verb!).

11. Hey, you're economists.  Don't be afraid to put in a table or graph when it would be useful to illustrate a point you're trying to make.  It's a piece of cake to put a table or graph into a wordprocessing file and it makes your paper look much spiffier.  But make sure the table or graph is appropriate for the topic at hand and make sure it is readable and understandable.  Learn how to use Excel’s graphing capabilities.  Don’t just use the defaults for the graph’s title, legend, and the like. 
12. Use quotation marks when appropriate.  And when you use them, be sure to cite the source.  If you're quoting a short phrase, put it right in the text. If you're quoting anything longer than 3 or 4 lines of text, then separate it with a blank line and indent 5 spaces from the left and right margins.  That’s easy to do in Word using the Format Paragraph feature.
13. Save this sheet and use its suggestions for other papers you will be writing.  The comments are pretty universal.  Some footnote and bibliography styles will be a little different than I've suggested, but they will generally be pretty close.
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