
Unit 9  : Editing the language 
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Introduction 

In the last unit we discovered tha t the language in texts is often too 
difficult. Wha t may cause difficulties, and how can we make improvements? 

At the end of this unit you will be able to: 

* identif y vocabular y an d synta x item s whic h ma y increas e th e 
difficulty of a text; 

* identif y cases where a prose presentation could be replaced; 
* enumerat e inaccuracies which commonly occur in writing; 
* lis t guidelines on style and balance in a text. 

Using the insights you have gained, you will then be able to: 

* mak e minor amendments to a text; 
* writ e a simpler version of a text; 
* advis e a writer how to write more simply and clearly. 

In thi s uni t w e conside r a  numbe r o f aspect s o f languag e an d style. 
Complicated languag e makes a text difficult to understand; inappropriate 
style make s i t unattractiv e an d therefor e difficul t t o rea d wit h 
attention. 

You wil l fin d som e grammatica l term s i n thi s unit . Yo u may fin d it 
helpful to have by you a dictionary or a reference grammar. Th e unit will 
take 2 or 3 hours to complete, and the assignment will take about 1 hour. 
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1. Wha t makes a text difficult? 

Difficult vocabular y an d comple x sentence structur e ar e th e main source s 
of difficulty. W e will now analyse a passage to identify these and other 
difficulties. Rea d th e passag e i n Exampl e 2 3 quite slowly , and the n do 
Exercise 1. 

EXAMPLE 23 : From 'Th e World o f Science' , National Extension College, 
Cambridge, UK, 1978, Volume 1 , p.51 

EXERCISE 1 

The example i s fro m a pre-universit y scienc e course . Th e MFI for 
the firs t hundre d word s i s 17 . Th e passag e i s therefor e a t a n 
acceptable level , but th e averag e sentenc e lengt h i s 20.5 , quite 
long. Le t us see if the language gives cause for concern. Tr y to 
answer the questions below. 

1. Underline all the terms which you think are technical ones. Ca n 
you see any tha t th e writer ha s explained i n the text? Ar e there 
any which are not explained? 

2. The sentenc e which start s i n line 7  is rather long . Underlin e 
all th e finit e verbs . Ho w many are there? Doe s this suggest any 
obvious proble m i n th e sentence? Ca n you see an ambiguous phras e 
in the sentence? 
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3. The last sentence, starting at the end of line 20 , is particularly 
long, and tha t could cause comprehension difficulties , Underlin e al l 
the finit e verb s i n th e sentence . D o yo u notic e anythin g awkwar d 
about the verbs? Ca n you suggest any change? 

4. Read th e sentenc e tha t start s i n line 5 . What  i s the subject o f 
this sentence? Ca n you say why the sentence is awkward? 

5. In line 2, can you identify a word that is used wrongly? 

6. In lin e 15 , can yo u fin d a  word use d correctl y bu t unfortunatel y 
placed? 

7. In lin e 11 , what d o th e word s 'whil e moving upwards ' relat e to ? 
Comment on their position. 

8. Read th e tw o sentence s i n line s 18-20 , startin g 'Wheneve r a n 
object...' Whic h sentence do you think is clearer, and why? Whic h is 
better punctuated, and how? 

9. Read th e whol e passag e again . Decid e o n on e piec e o f advic e t o 
give to the writer. 

(20 minutes) 

Comment 

1. Yo u might hav e underlined th e following: friction, energy, velocity, 
gravity, kineti c energy , potentia l energy . Thes e ar e mostl y word s i n 
common use , but use d her e with a  precis e technica l meaning. Yo u might 
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have included a few more, such as 'decelerate' . I n lines 10-11 the writer 
explains gravity , an d i n lin e 1 8 h e give s a  descriptio n o f potentia l 
energy. N o other terms are explained; an editor would have to check that 
they are explained elsewhere. 

2. Th e sentence has seven finite verbs: 

'The object start s b y moving a t som e velocity which decreases as it 
rises, stops fo r an instant, and the n accelerates downward s s o that 
it will b e travelling quit e fas t again when i t reaches its starting 
point. ' 

There are far too many clauses fo r one sentence. I t is difficult to take 
in all th e points . I  would mak e two sentences, starting the second when 
the objec t begin s it s descent . Th e ambiguit y i s i n th e secon d claus e 
'which decreases' . Wha t i s th e subjec t o f thi s clause ? Wha t i s th e 
subject o f al l th e others ? Th e subjec t o f th e 'which ' claus e i s 
'velocity'; in all th e others i t is 'th e object'. Th e use of 'which ' is 
confusing. I t i s ofte n difficul t t o follo w sentence s wit h relativ e 
clauses in the middle of them. 

3. Th e verbs here are 'i s provided', 'is .. . turned' and 'changes' . Th e 
two passiv e verb s increas e th e complexit y o f th e sentence . I  woul d 
simplify the sentence by making them active. 

4. Th e subjec t i s 'This' , bu t wha t doe s 'This ' refe r to ? Th e whol e 
sentence is vague and indirect. I  would reformulat e the sentence to make 
a definite statement. Somethin g like: 

'Once again , w e simplif y th e situatio n t o hel p u s wor k ou t what 
happens during the flight.' 

5. M y dictionar y give s severa l meaning s fo r 'supersede' ; al l o f the m 
contain the idea of replacement. Th e writer is saying that the statement 
that whateve r goe s u p mus t com e dow n i s stil l generall y true . S o a 
sentence saying the truth has been replaced but is still generally true is 
nonsense. 'Supersede ' i s on e o f a  numbe r o f word s whic h ar e commonl y 
misused; yo u ma y wan t t o compil e a  lis t o f thes e fals e friends . Most 
people also spel l 'supersede ' wrongly, as 'supercede' , a word whic h does 
not exist. 

6. '.. . the object speeds up throughout it s downward movement'; this is 
simply an unfortunate placing of the word 'up'. 

7. Th e word s relat e t o 'th e object ' late r i n th e sentence , but thei r 
position suggest s tha t we are moving upwards . Poo r placin g of adverbial 
phrases is another common error. 

8. Th e second sentence, with its active verb 'moves ' is much more punchy 
and direct. Th e inclusion of a comma in the second sentence also improves 
the structure. 

9. Th e mai n shortcomin g o f thi s extrac t i s it s indirectness . I n 
particular, the writer use s passiv e verbs a great deal . M y advice would 
therefore be to use the active rather than the passive as far as possible. 

Although we have identified a  number of trouble spots in this extract, it 
is stil l an intelligbl e piec e of writing. Bu t each of these points will 
make a small difference to the reader's response to the passage. An d when 
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you ad d the m all up, you can see that th e passage i s much les s readabl e 
than i t migh t be . W e wil l no w loo k systematicall y a t problem s o f 
different kinds. 

2. Vocabular y 

There are four common kinds of difficulty with vocabulary. 

a. unusua l words . Man y word s familia r t o editor s an d writers , with 
their good education, will be unknown to a large number of your students. 
How ca n yo u decid e whic h wil l b e familia r t o student s a t a  particula r 
level? On e way is guesswork. Words that occur more frequently in ordinary 
speech ar e more likel y t o be recognised b y poor reader s or those with a 
restricted vocabulary. Loo k for long words, and replace them if possible 
by shorte r one s with th e sam e meaning. 'Incarnation ' ca n be replaced b y 
'birth'. Loo k fo r abstrac t word s an d replac e the m wit h concrete , 
descriptive phrases . For example , you ca n refe r t o 'thing s yo u must do, 
instead o f 'obligator y tasks' . Anothe r wa y i s t o us e a  learners ' 
dictionary, or word list. 

b. technica l words. Technica l words are of two kinds: subject-specific 
technical terms , such a s th e names o f bones i n biology - 'femur , tibia, 
fibula' -  an d ordinar y word s use d wit h a  particula r sense , suc h a s 
'energy' in physics o r 'set ' in mathematics. I n both cases, the student 
needs t o b e taugh t th e meaning o f th e technica l term . Writer s usuall y 
recognise th e nee d t o explai n th e firs t kin d o f term , bu t the y ofte n 
overlook th e secon d kind . I f yo u thin k tha t a  word i s being used i n a 
technical sense , consul t th e write r an d as k fo r a n explanatio n t o b e 
included. Explanation s can be included i n the text, in the margin, or in 
a glossary. Ofte n an explanation alone is not enough. Student s may need 
to practise usin g a ter m in an exercise t o help them learn it, and the y 
may need some indication about how to pronounce it. 

c. misus e o f words. I t is quite common to come across a word tha t is 
wrongly used, like the word 'supersede ' in the example above. I f you are 
rigorous i n eliminating lon g and unusua l words, you will generally avoid 
the problem. I f you are in any doubt about a word, check in a dictionary. 

d. phrasa l verbs. I n English, compound verbs of a kind known as phrasal 
verbs are very common. A  phrasal verb consists of a simple verb followed 
by on e o r more preposition s o r adverbs . Th e tw o words togethe r hav e a 
distinct meanin g o f thei r own . Conside r th e meanings o f thes e phrasa l 
verbs usin g th e ver b 'take' : 'tak e after, take in , take off , take out , 
take over , take up' . I n the sentence, 'John took after his mother', it 
would not be possible to guess the meaning of the phrase 'too k after' from 
knowing eithe r th e wor d 'took ' o r th e wor d 'after' . Student s usin g 
English a s a  secon d languag e hav e particula r difficult y wit h phrasa l 
verbs. I t is advisable t o use the m sparingly. A  readability formula is 
of no help i n identifyin g phrasa l verbs , as they usually consis t o f two 
common short words. 

Example 2 4 is from a text deliberately written in simple English. I t is 
from a correspondence course for subsistence farmer s in Africa. The y may 
have ver y littl e forma l education . Examin e i t carefully , the n d o th e 
exercise which follows. 
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EXAMPLE 24 : Fro m 'Bananas' , Farme r Productio n Serie s 203 , INADES-
formation, Nairobi, Kenya, 1982, p.30 

EXERCISE 2 

Identify the technical terms in Example 24. D o you think the readers 
will understand them? 

(3 minutes) 

Comment 

The technica l term s I  hav e identifie d ar e drainage canal , plantation , 
mulching. Th e writer assume s th e reader alread y know s these . Di d you 
notice tha t i n line 7 , there i s a cross-referenc e t o paragraph 34  for 
those who are not clear about drainage canals? I  believe the readers will 
understand, but the unit need s a glossary so that they can look up words 
such as 'mulching' if they forget them. 
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3. Sentenc e structure 

Avoid sentence s which are too long, indefinite, have several negatives or 
several passive verbs. 

a. length . Exercis e 1  include d a n exampl e o f a  ver y lon g sentence , 
which was difficult to follow. Her e is another example: 

'If you tak e th e manager s separately , yo u the n fin d tha t althoug h 
they ar e bot h manager s the y d o no t carr y ou t th e sam e 
responsibilities.' 

The complexit y her e i s partl y du e t o th e numbe r o f clause s (4 ) and th e 
relationship betwee n them . Clause s beginnin g with 'although' , 'unless', 
'if an d othe r word s introducin g a n elemen t o f uncertaint y o r doubt ca n 
help clou d th e meaning. Ai m generall y fo r a sentence length of not more 
than 20 words, and you will avoid this difficulty. 

b. indefiniteness . Impersona l verb s hav e a n ai r o f indefiniteness . 
Avoid introducing sentences often by 'it'. Mak e sure that 'this' , 'that', 
'which' and other relatives are carefully used. 

In som e subjects , particularl y science , i t i s conventiona l t o us e 
impersonal verbs a great deal. You  mus t use your judgement to decide when 
to follow this convention. 

c. negatives . Wha t do you think this sentence means? 

'If the light is not green, do not cross the road, unless there is no 
traffic coming.' 

It is not easy to follow. Th e confusion arises from the conglomeration of 
negatives. Generally , such sentences can be replaced by positive ones. 

d. passiv e verbs. Scienc e gives many examples of the problems. Compar e 
the description, with passive verbs underlined, with the instructions that 
follow, with active , direct verbs . Th e instruction s ar e much easier to 
follow. 

Germination 

In order to germinate seeds, Yo u can germinate seeds in two 
some are planted in moist soil. ways : 
Other seeds are soaked in 1 . Plant the seeds in moist 
water for a short while before soil . 
they are sown. Thu s water 2 . Soak the seeds in water for 
is absorbed more quickly and a  short while. Th e seeds will 
germination is faster. absor b wate r an d germinat e 

faster. 
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4. Ho w to simplify 

Sometimes when you are editing you can replace a difficult word or awkward 
phrase with another word or phrase. I f you make such changes on a script 
someone else has written you should sho w that person the changes you have 
made and see k approval. Yo u can do this by showing th e writer th e final 
edited typescript. A  change of words may give a subtle change of meaning, 
or eliminate an important technical term. 

Sometimes i t i s necessar y t o rewrit e complet e passage s tha t ar e a t th e 
wrong leve l o f difficulty . Th e passag e i n Exampl e 2 5 i s take n fro m a 
fifth-year secondary course in biology from Mauritius. Fo r people at that 
level, is it a clear explanation? Rea d it carefully. 

EXAMPLE 25 : Fro m 'Evolution : For m 5  Supplementar y Unit' , Mauritius 
College of the Air, Moka, Mauritius, 1979, p.3 

Comment 

On the whole, it is very clear, although the second sentenc e of paragraph 
two is rather involved. 

EXERCISE 3 

Imagine you are explaining th e concept o f evolution t o adults with 
little education . Rewrit e th e passage , aiming at an MFI score of 
between 13 and 16.  (Th e original is 20.) 

(30 minutes) 

Comment 

You can judge for yourself how successful your version is. Yo u will have 
found that, when you simplify, you have to look first for the meaning, and 
choose words which express the meaning. You r words may be quite different 
from the original. Ther e are dangers in crude, mechanical simplification. 
Very short sentences make a passage jerky and lacking in co-ordination. 
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5. Trainin g writers to write simply 

First, you must persuad e the writer tha t a text may be difficult. I f the 
writer ha s alread y drafte d som e material , tr y t o identif y he r specifi c 
weaknesses. Discus s these , and i f necessar y us e readabilit y test s to 
demonstrate differences in levels of texts. 

Once th e writer ha s accepted th e ide a of writing clearly and simply, you 
can wor k togethe r t o improv e th e material . Yo u ca n g o throug h i t 
together, concentratin g o n particula r weaknesses . Awarenes s o f th e 
problems wil l hel p th e writer chang e he r style . Yo u can also encourag e 
her to be self-critical. Her e are some guidelines: 

Are paragraphs short and well-ordered? 
Are sentences generally short? 
Are most words short? 
Are new words, eg technical terms, explained? 
Are most sentences positive and direct? 
Is the style friendly? 

6. Whe n is prose an unsuitable choice? 

What is the best way to explain the life cycle of a mosquito? Wha t is the 
clearest way to present, in sequence, the events of the Second World War? 
What is the easiest way to show the location of th e main towns in Zambia? 
How would yo u recor d th e growt h o f a  child ? Ho w would yo u present th e 
times of buses? Thes e are all cases where a graphical format is usually 
more suitabl e tha n continuou s prose . Diagrams , list s o r tim e charts , 
maps, graph s an d table s ar e al l usefu l way s o f presentin g informatio n 
which ca n replac e o r ca n complemen t a  pros e explanation . Encourag e 
writers t o arrang e materia l i n list s o r chart s o r t o us e picture s an d 
diagrams frequently . The y add variet y and interes t t o the text, as well 
as improving th e teaching. Alway s make sur e tha t illustration s are well 
used. A  pictur e ca n be wasted i f it is not closely related to the text , 
Every pictur e o r diagra m shoul d b e numbered , fo r eas y reference , an d 
should usually have a caption or title. 

A learne r wh o doe s no t ofte n se e picture s ma y hav e difficult y i n 
understanding the m an d relatin g the m t o his o r her experience . I n such 
cases, the choice and presentation of the subject is most important. Th e 
subject shoul d be and look familiar to the reader. Yo u may use pictures, 
for example, to present idea s on nutrition t o mothers o f small children. 
Urban and rura l women may bu y or grow different kinds of foods and serve 
them fro m differen t containers . Picture s fo r eac h grou p would hav e t o 
vary accordingly. 

Readers ma y hav e particula r difficult y i n interpretin g graph s an d othe r 
similar diagrams . Suc h format s mus t b e ver y carefull y presented , Tak e 
care t o choos e a n appropriat e forma t fo r th e informatio n yo u inten d t o 
communicate. 

The chart in Example 26 is an infant's weight and growth chart, now widely 
used al l over th e world. I t shows a child's weight. I t is very easy to 
use and understand, so much so that even an illiterate mother can learn to 
get some information from it. Wha t makes it so clear? 
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EXAMPLE 26 : Road t o Healt h Chart , TALC, Institut e o f Chil d Health , 
London, UK. 

Example 27 is a diagram from an ecology course. Wher e are leopards found? 

EXAMPLE 27 : Fro m 'Th e Gree n Earth' , Nationa l Extensio n College , 
Cambridge, UK, p.88 
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EXERCISE 4 

Compare Example s 2 6 an d 27 . Tr y t o explai n wh y Exampl e 2 6 i s s o 
clear, and in contrast note anything unsatisfactory about Example 27. 

(10 minutes) 

Comment 

On th e Roa d t o Healt h Chart , you ca n se e i n a  moment when the child i s 
poorly, as the weight-line goe s off the road. Weight s are clearly marked 
up th e side , while date s an d age s ar e give n alon g th e botto m an d top . 
There i s spac e o n th e char t t o includ e information . Althoug h th e chart 
contains a  grea t dea l o f information , i t i s eas y t o us e an d eas y t o 
understand. 

Example 27, in contrast, does not include much information. I n fact, this 
lack of information causes me some difficulty. I  understand that leopards 
and gian t heat h ar e foun d abov e 300 0 m, bu t I  d o not kno w whether the y 
occur lowe r dow n a s well. Th e diagram give s the impression that certain 
creatures are only found at certain heights. 

The diagram is also badly designed. Th e horizontal lines are all the same 
distance apart , whil e th e height s give n ar e not  evenl y spaced . I n 
addition th e alpine zon e i s given as 265 0 m, clearly an error as it is a 
lower figur e tha n th e on e below . Th e distinc t band s d o no t correspon d 
well wit h th e text , which mention s a  gradua l chang e i n th e plan t an d 
animal communities. A s it stands, the diagram is not much use, and needs 
reworking to illustrate the text effectively. 

7. Commo n faults and how to spot them 

At first , it ca n b e difficul t t o identif y fault s i n writing. Th e most 
common problem is where the overall level of language is too difficult for 
intended readers . Yo u hav e t o acquir e habit s o f critica l readin g tha t 
help yo u wor k ou t wh y languag e i s difficult . A  goo d wa y t o d o this , 
although i t i s time-consuming , i s grou p discussio n betwee n writer s an d 
editors. Suc h discussions ca n result i n everyone becomin g sensitise d t o 
points of difficulty. 

You alread y kno w tha t yo u mus t watc h ou t fo r lon g sentence s an d lon g 
words. Yo u may lik e t o watch out for the following point s which are, in 
my experience, particularly common. 
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EXERCISE 5 

Read the sentences below and see if you can identify the faults before 
you read the comments that follow. 

1. Th e co-operativ e movemen t i s completel y independent , th e 
government does not provide promotion or supervision. 

2. I n fac t th e co-operative s d o no t want  the m an y interventio n b y 
the governmen t i n th e affair s o f th e movemen t bein g resente d a s a n 
unwarranted interference . 

3. Havin g bough t thei r shares , th e profit s shoul d al l g o t o th e 
members. 

4. A  proportio n o f th e gros s surplu s i s distribute d t o members a s 
interest on shares. 

5. Th e individua l membe r shoul d kee p a  carefu l accoun t o f mone y 
invested and returns on shares. Yo u should keep a notebook for this. 

(5 minutes) 

Comment 

Each sentence contains a different problem : 

1. Th e comm a i n this sentenc e i s used wrongly, to replace a full stop. 
This should be two separate sentences. 

2. Thi s sentence is difficult t o understand becaus e a comma is missing, 
after 'them' . 

3. Th e phras e 'havin g bough t thei r shares ' i s hangin g alon e a t th e 
beginning o f th e sentence . Who bough t th e shares ? Watc h fo r sentence s 
starting with '-ing' words, as they are often nonsense. 

4. Thi s sentence contain s a  number o f words used i n a technical sense: 
gross, surplus, interest, shares. The y nee d explaining . Al l technica l 
terms nee d introducin g wit h a  definitio n o r explanation . Writer s ofte n 
forget to do this when they use common words in a technical sense. 

5. Thi s exampl e contain s tw o sentences . Th e second , startin g wit h 
'you', indicates that 'you' and 'the individual member' are the same. Th e 
first sentenc e is , therefore, unsatisfactory fo r distance teachin g as it 
is too formal. Avoi d impersonal , 'textbook' language. A  second comment 
concerns th e contras t i n styl e betwee n th e tw o sentences . Forma l an d 
informal sentences side-by-side make uncomfortable reading. 
If yo u foun d Exercis e 5  difficult, you may lik e t o practis e a  bi t mor e 
fault-finding befor e yo u g o on . Rea d tw o or thre e page s of an unedited 
text an d not e an y instance s o f thes e faults . Yo u wil l fin d tha t yo u 
rapidly become more observant with practice, and with an awareness of what 
to look for. 

8. I s the style friendly? 

A distance-teaching tex t must, as far as possible, reflect th e way that a 

114 



teacher woul d tal k wit h a  learne r face-to-face . Exampl e 2 8 i s fro m a 
course for unqualified primar y school teachers. I s it friendly? 

FOOD FOR A HEALTHY NERVOUS SYSTEM 

Do you remember what th e cytoplasm of cells is made of? Cytoplas m is 
made of 1 . an d water. 

You kno w tha t childre n mus t ea t protei n t o buil d stron g bon e cells. 
And yo u kno w tha t protei n food s hel p t o buil d stron g muscl e cells . 
Because th e nervou s syste m i s made o f nerv e cells , you kno w tha t a 
child need s protei n t o build a  healthy system . A  child who does not 
get enoug h protei n ma y hav e troubl e learnin g a t school , because hi s 
brain did not develop well. 

Calcium is also necessary for a healthy nervous system. 

Beans, eggs , mil k an d mea t wil l suppl y protei n an d calciu m fo r a 
healthy nervous system. 

ALCOHOL AND THE NERVOUS SYSTEM 

Alcoholic drink s lik e beer , joala, wine, brandy an d whiskey, affect 
the nervous system. Yo u know that this is true, because you have seen 
how difficult it is for people who are drunk to control their muscles. 
They cannot walk straight, and they talk in a strange way. 

People who drink too much, and keep drinking too much for a long time, 
may damage their nervous system so much that they will never recover. 

They can no longer think properly or make proper decisions. 

Remember tha t alcoho l affect s you r nervou s syste m whil e yo u ar e 
drinking. D o no t tr y t o d o anythin g tha t require s contro l -  lik e 
driving -  while yo u are drinking. An d do not drink alcoholic drinks 
all the time. The y can do permanent damage to your nervous system and 
to other parts of your body. 

EXAMPLE 28 : Fro m 'Health : 1  You r bod y an d ho w i t works' , Lesotho 
Distance Teachin g Centre/Nationa l Teache r Trainin g College , Maseru, 
Lesotho, pp.32-3 

EXERCISE 6 j 

I 
What feature s o f Exampl e 2 8 make i t suitabl e fo r distance education ? j 
Note down a few points. 

(5 minutes) 

115 



Comment 

The friendl y styl e stand s out . Yo u probabl y note d th e us e o f 'you ' t o 
address th e reader . Yo u ma y als o hav e note d th e question s a t th e 
beginning, which helps create a feeling of conversation. 

Some people are put off by an openly friendly text. Bu t for every person 
who i s pu t off , ther e wil l b e many wh o appreciat e th e invitin g warmth . 
Distant student s become discouraged fa r too easily, and any strategy that 
helps them retain enthusiasm is to be encouraged. 

Sometimes, an informa l ton e i s unsuitable , for exampl e whe n th e reade r 
must lear n a  precis e usag e fo r technica l term s o r must follo w detaile d 
instructions. Cultura l factors could sometimes lead you to prefer a more 
formal tone . I n countries where teachin g i s usually very formal, people 
may find it difficult t o take seriously an informal text. I f you, or the 
writers yo u ar e workin g with , fee l tha t thi s ma y b e th e cas e i n you r 
country or context , you would b e wise to do a test before acting on your 
feelings. Sho w potentia l student s text s i n bot h styles , and se e which 
they prefer. Thei r response may differ from your expectations. 

9. I s the text dull? 

We have a saying in England, 'All work and no play makes Jack a dull boy'. 
All too often, an educational tex t is, likewise, all work and no play and 
extremely dry and dull. Thi s can be tolerable in a school textbook which 
is used in class, but it is disastrous in a distance-teaching text. 

You can combat dullnes s b y introducing variety . Mak e sure that there is 
variety in the kinds of activities learner s are asked t o do. Thes e could 
involve thinking, writing or doing; short exercises or long ones; reading 
or project work, and so on. Mak e sure, too, that there is variety in the 
presentation formats . Picture s an d chart s ca n be used a s well a s pros e 
presentations. Picture s an d a  goo d layou t o f th e tex t ca n ad d t o th e 
attractiveness of the text. 

As fo r play , exercise s ca n sometime s b e i n th e for m o f wor d game s o r 
number games . Idea s ca n b e developed throug h debates or drama, if group 
work i s possible . Bu t one kind o f pla y should b e treated wit h caution: 
humour. Cartoon s an d joke s a t firs t sigh t loo k lik e a  goo d wa y o f 
lightening a  text. I n fact i t i s risky t o use them . The y often do not 
appeal to adult students , and sometimes even offend them . I n some Kenyan 
correspondence courses , for example , a cartoo n drawin g o f a  studen t wa s 
used regularly to illustrate the text. Man y of the real students disliked 
this figure, feeling that it devalued them . 

What one person finds funny, the next person does not. I n addition, adult 
students usuall y tak e educatio n seriously , an d ar e sensitiv e abou t an y 
implication tha t thei r teacher s d o no t shar e thei r seriousness . Goo d 
intentions can misfire. I f you want to use cartoons, humorous approaches, 
or jokes, try your ideas on potential students before going to print. 

10. I s the text biased? 

In subjects lik e history an d socia l and politica l sciences , questions of 
politics arise . Th e writer wil l hav e he r ow n politica l opinions , which 
will sho w i n the way sh e interpret s th e material. Usuall y a writer will 
draw conclusion s fro m a  reasone d consideratio n o f al l th e evidence , and 
will leave it to students to draw their own conclusions. I f you feel that 
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material is unbalanced and unacceptably one-sided, you should consult your 
advisory group. 

Other kind s o f bia s ca n detract fro m th e text or even make it offensive. 
These includ e racial , sexua l o r religiou s bias . A  write r ca n also , 
without realisin g it , write for urban people and not rural, or for richer 
people and not poor . I t is usually sufficient jus t to draw these matters 
to the writer's attention, and changes are not difficult to make. 

EXERCISE 7 

Here i s a  suggeste d home-stud y timetabl e fro m a  student' s handbook . 
It i s suppose d t o hel p the m t o organise thei r studies . Ca n you see 
any ways in which it is biased? 

Monday Tuesda y Wednesda y Thursday Frida y Saturda y Sunda y 

6-7 ge t up ge t up ge t up ge t up ge t up ge t up ge t up 

7-5 a t work at work a t work a t work a t work stud y rela x 

5-7 stud y stud y stud y stud y stud y rela x relax 

7-8 ea t ea t ea t ea t ea t ea t ea t 

8-10 study stud y rela x stud y stud y rela x rela x 

(5 minutes) 

Comment 

This i s obviousl y a  timetabl e fo r someon e wit h a  regula r job , such a s 
office work. It also assumes that the reader has no home responsibilities: 
no cooking , n o housework , n o childre n t o car e for . I t i s a  sexis t 
timetable tha t take s no account o f women's needs. I t also fails to take 
account o f an y religiou s commitmen t peopl e ma y have . I n fact , i t i s 
implicitly a  timetabl e fo r Christians , as i t give s Sunda y a s a  da y o f 
rest. Moslem s or Jews are not catered for. 

This example demonstrate s ho w easily unintentional bia s can enter int o a 
text. W e have to make sure that examples and suggestions are sufficiently 
varied to avoid such problems as far as possible. 

Summary 

This unit has show n how distance-teaching text s ca n be more effective if 
they have: 

clear, simple language 
friendly style 
a variety of presentation formats 

We hav e examine d a  numbe r o f idea s and examples , and yo u have practise d 
amending and simplifying text . W e have also considered how an editor can 
work productively with a writer to improve language and presentation. 
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ASSIGNMENT H 

For this assignment, return to the three passages that you scored for 
readability i n the las t unit . Rewrit e them , following th e guidanc e 
in thi s unit . Scor e the m again , and the n sho w th e passage s t o a 
colleague, explain what yo u have been tryin g t o do, and discuss the 
results. 
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