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Week 16 — Language and Style: Precise Words and Varied Sentences
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Objectives
· Choose precise words with the right connotation and keep a formal style suited to the task and audience.
· Vary sentence length, structure, and beginnings by using phrases and clauses that show how ideas relate.
· Revise for concision by combining sentences and removing redundant, wordy, or empty phrases.
Key terms
Precise language — Specific words that state exactly what you mean.
Connotation — The feeling a word suggests beyond its literal meaning.
Formal style — Academic language without slang, clichés, or filler.
Sentence variety — A mix of sentence lengths, structures, and beginnings.
Subordinate clause — A clause that cannot stand alone, introduced by words like because or although.
Redundancy — Repeating the same idea in different words.
Concision — Using no more words than clarity requires.
The concept
Why style counts
The Written Expression score on every MCAP ELA 10 constructed response includes how well you use language. A response with strong ideas reads even stronger when the words are exact and the sentences flow. Selected-response items also ask which word or revision best fits a sentence's meaning, tone, or purpose.
Precise words
Start with verbs and nouns. "The scientist looked at the sample" is accurate, but "The scientist examined the sample" tells the reader the looking was careful and purposeful. Replace vague nouns like thing and stuff with the actual item: "original research," not "good stuff." When an adjective is weak, such as good or bad, ask what kind of good you mean: reliable, generous, thorough, or creative.
Connotation and tone
Words with similar dictionary meanings can carry very different feelings. Thrifty sounds wise; cheap sounds critical. Curious sounds positive; nosy sounds negative. Read the sentence around the blank to decide whether the writer is admiring, criticizing, or staying neutral, then pick the word that matches. In informative and argumentative writing, keep the tone formal and objective: no slang, no clichés, and no filler such as "kind of" or "basically."
Varied sentences
A paragraph in which every sentence starts with "She" and has the same length sounds flat. Vary beginnings with a prepositional phrase ("After practice,"), a participial phrase ("Training every morning,"), or a subordinate clause ("Although the power went out,"). Mix lengths too. After several long sentences, a short one lands with force: "Then the lights went out."
Combining for meaning
Combining choppy sentences is not just about length. The joining word tells the reader how ideas connect. Because shows cause, although shows contrast, and when shows time. An appositive, a noun phrase set off by commas, can fold a short description into the main sentence: "Dr. Ruiz, a marine biologist, studies blue crabs."
Concision
Concise writing respects the reader's time. Cut redundant pairs such as "joined together" and "final outcome." Replace wordy phrases: "because" for "due to the fact that," "now" for "at this point in time." Trim empty openers such as "There are many students who volunteer" to "Many students volunteer." Concise does not mean short; it means every word earns its place.
Worked examples
Example 1: Passage: "The concert was really good. A lot of people came. The band played a lot of songs. Everyone liked it." Model answer: Step 1, find vague words: really good, a lot (twice), and liked. Step 2, choose precise replacements based on meaning: "energetic" for really good, "more than three hundred fans" for a lot of people, "a two-hour set" for a lot of songs, "cheered for an encore" for liked it. Step 3, combine choppy sentences: "More than three hundred fans packed the auditorium for the band's energetic two-hour set." Step 4, end with a short sentence for emphasis: "When the lights came up, they cheered for an encore." Step 5, reread to confirm the tone stays formal and every word adds meaning.
Example 2: Passage: "Due to the fact that the bridge was closed, there were many drivers who were forced to take a detour route that was longer." Model answer: Step 1, find wordy phrases: "due to the fact that," "there were many drivers who were," and "a detour route that was longer." Step 2, replace each with a concise version: because, many drivers, and a longer detour. Step 3, check for redundancy: a detour is already a route, so "detour route" can become "detour." Step 4, write the revision: "Because the bridge was closed, many drivers took a longer detour." Step 5, compare: the revision keeps every idea in about half the words.
Common mistakes
· Choosing a word because it sounds impressive rather than because it fits. A fancy synonym with the wrong connotation can change your meaning. Fix it by reading the whole sentence and choosing the word whose feeling matches what the writer intends.
· Combining sentences with and over and over. Long chains of and do not show how ideas relate. Fix it by choosing a joining word that names the relationship, such as because for cause, although for contrast, or when for time.
· Thinking longer means better. Padding with phrases like "in my personal opinion, I think" or "at this point in time" makes writing weaker. Fix it by cutting any word that repeats an idea or adds no meaning, then rereading to make sure nothing important was lost.
Self-check
1. Which word is most precise in this sentence? "The firefighter _____ the child from the smoke-filled apartment."
   A. got
   B. took
   C. rescued
   D. moved

2. Which word has the most positive connotation for describing a careful spender?
   A. stingy
   B. cheap
   C. thrifty
   D. tight-fisted

3. Which revision combines the sentences to show contrast? "The forecast called for rain. The team held practice outside."
   A. Although the forecast called for rain, the team held practice outside.
   B. Because the forecast called for rain, the team held practice outside.
   C. The forecast called for rain, and the team held practice outside.
   D. When the forecast called for rain, the team held practice outside.

4. Which sentence is the most concise?
   A. At this point in time, the club is now accepting new members.
   B. The club is accepting new members.
   C. Currently, at the present time, the club accepts members who are new.
   D. New members are being accepted by the club at this time now.

5. Which sentence fits a formal informative essay?
   A. The new turf field is totally awesome for the teams.
   B. The new turf field is kind of a big deal for athletes.
   C. The new turf field lets teams practice after heavy rain.
   D. The new turf field is the best thing since sliced bread.

Self-check answers
1. C —  Rescued names exactly what happened, saving someone from danger, while the other verbs are general.
2. C —  Thrifty suggests wise, careful spending, while the other words suggest unwillingness to share.
3. A —  Although signals that the team practiced outside despite the forecast, which is a contrast.
4. B —  This version states the full idea with no repeated or wordy phrases.
5. C —  This sentence states a specific benefit in formal, objective language without slang or clichés.
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