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Introduction

Clear writing is inextricably linked to clear thinking: the very process of trying to put 
complex ideas into the plainest possible words helps to clarify those ideas and generally 
sharpen up your powers of reasoning. It follows, therefore, that if you make the effort to 
improve the clarity of your writing, you’ll automatically refine your ideas in the process! 

The idea for this book came from my work as a writing adviser at Exeter University. 
I found that my students were confused by the conventional rulebooks I had on my 
shelves. It was a mixture of sympathy and shared frustration that led me to try out new 
ways of explaining various points of punctuation, grammar, style and essay structure. 
More often than not, I turned to visual images. Think of the apostrophe as an arrow… 
Imagine the colon as the two curled fists of a speaker, ready to open as they offer an 
explanation to a statement they’ve just made. Encouraged by how helpful the students 
found these explanations, I started to think about introducing them to a wider readership.

While working on this project, I focused on the fact that most students don’t have time 
to wade through lengthy chapters on how to write the perfect essay. What they really 
want is solid and succinct guidance on their most common writing concerns – and 
tutors’ most common gripes. Here is a book that meets that demand. 
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Why am I finding it hard to adjust to writing at university level?

First, it’s important to realise that you are not alone! Students often complain about 
a big jump in tutors’ expectations between school and university. In addition, many 
students feel under pressure to sound ‘academic’, and as a result, their writing style 
often becomes unnecessarily convoluted. This book will guide you, step by step, 
towards a clearer writing style.

What makes this guide different?

Simplicity: What you won’t find here is pages of un-
necessarily complicated rules and exceptions to rules. 
For instance, Chapter 5 introduces you to a simple rule 
for using the possessive apostrophe. Learn this one 
piece of advice, and you’ll know all you’ll ever need 
to know about the possessive apostrophe. That’s 
because it’s a rule that works in all instances – for 
singulars, plurals, compound words, nouns ending in 
‘s’, and all other types of words.

Easily memorable tips based on visual descriptions: There is a visual aspect to 
many of the tips in this book and, for that reason, many of them are accompanied by 
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illustrations. It’s often this visual aspect that makes the advice stick, since most people 
find it easier to remember pictures than they do ideas.

Up-to-date examples from student writing: Where appropriate, the writing tips are 
accompanied by common errors and problem sentences collected from students’ own 
writing. These are followed by simple, step-by-step guidance on how to put things 
right, and suggested rewrites.

Additional help at the editing stage: No matter how good the advice is, nobody is 
going to express themselves perfectly first time round. At the end of each chapter, 
therefore, you will find a proofreading section, aimed at helping you polish up your 
essay after you’ve finished writing.

At a glance: There is also a handy ‘at a glance’ section at the end of the book, which 
includes a checklist of tips on how to improve your writing style, and a list of useful 
phrases for essay writing.

Pocket-size: Finally, as you’ll have noticed, this book is small enough to carry with 
you at all times, in a pocket or bag, so that you can dip into it as and when you need. I 
trust it will prove a sturdy and dependable friend – during your years at university, and 
well beyond!

Julia Copus

Please note that, throughout the book, awkward or incorrect sentences are indicated 
by a cross, and problem-free sentences by a tick.
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